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Executive summary
On any given day, there are approximately one million Australians
outside Australia, perhaps three-quarters of whom live offshore on
a permanent or long term basis. This latter group, the ‘Australian
diaspora’, is large and, in the main, prosperous, well educated,
well connected, and well disposed to this country. It is also very
mobile: rather than turning their backs on Australia once and for
all, expatriates these days are more likely to move back and forward
between Australia and other countries as opportunities present.
Two groups within the diaspora are of particular value to this
country: those at the pinnacle of their careers in signiﬁcant international
positions, and the class of highly skilled professionals, or so-called ‘gold
collar workers’, sitting just beneath them. Our view is that Australian
institutions should reach out to these and other expatriates and
capitalise on their talent and goodwill to further the national interest.
The Australian diaspora should be seen as our ‘world wide web’ of
ideas and inﬂuence.
Australia has always sent people out into the world. In the last
decade and a half, however, the numbers have increased markedly,
prompting concern about a ‘brain drain’. The reality is both more
complex and more hopeful. Some of the outward movement is driven
by international, exogenous trends, in particular improvements in
transport and communications and the rise of a global labour market
for highly skilled people. Skilled Australians will go where opportunities
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present, and it is not clear that Australian institutions can inﬂuence
signiﬁcantly the diaspora’s growth. Fortunately, the loss of human
capital through emigration has been more than offset by the arrival of
new immigrants and Australians returning from overseas.
Furthermore, economic research indicates that emigration can have
positive feedback effects, particularly those generated by diaspora
business and knowledge networks. Expatriates can contribute to their
home country by inﬂuencing trade, investment and philanthropic
ﬂows, connecting local organisations to international developments
and opportunities, and projecting a contemporary national image.
International experience shows, for example, that emigrants can boost
bilateral trade because of their knowledge of, and business contacts
in, their home country’s market. Some of these beneﬁts are already
ﬂowing to Australia. A logical approach for our country, which is small
in population and physically isolated, is to try to capture more of these
beneﬁts: to maximise the possible gains from emigration by engaging
more comprehensively with our diaspora.
Such an approach would likely be supported by the Australian
public. Our opinion polling indicates that elite suspicion of prominent
Australian expatriates has not translated into a widespread ‘foreign
poppy syndrome’, or popular distrust of expatriates. On the contrary,
Australians are generally extremely positive about expatriates and a
large majority believe that the diaspora beneﬁts Australia by building
international networks and projecting our image offshore.
We suggest that Australian institutions, both public and private,
should lift their eyes to the reality and the potential of the diaspora.
The existence of a large number of overseas Australians is relevant to
a range of issues facing the country, and needs to be better understood
and properly considered. Furthermore, we believe that Australian
institutions should move to enmesh expatriates in our national
endeavours.
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In the ﬁnal chapter we set out the following six recommendations:
Recommendation 1

The Australian government should lead from
the top by embracing the Australian diaspora
rhetorically. It should sharpen its interaction
with expatriates through reforms to the
Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade,
including the establishment of a coordinating
unit within the Department.

Recommendation 2

All sectors should energise their networking with
the diaspora, particularly those sectors in which
Australia can gain from better international
collaboration and information exchange.

Recommendation 3

Institutions should strengthen expatriate
linkages through short term return fellowships.

Recommendation 4

Non-proﬁt organisations should pursue the
fundraising opportunity offered by the diaspora,
including combined efforts to achieve beneﬁts
of scale.

Recommendation 5

Government should reform overseas voting
procedures to better accommodate expatriates,
and establish a joint parliamentary standing
committee on the diaspora.

Recommendation 6

Government agencies should collect more and
better quality data on the diaspora.

Because of the difﬁculty of making policy for a population that does
not reside within the national borders, we suggest that the effectiveness
of these policies in furthering the national interest should be assessed
in three to ﬁve years’ time, and reﬁned as appropriate.
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The Australian diaspora represents a market, a constituency, a sales
force and an ambassadorial corps. In recent years Australians have
become more alive to the reality of our diaspora. We should now build
on these early steps and work to engage the diaspora in our national life
and create a global community of Australians.
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Chapter 1
Introduction

O

n any given day, there are approximately one million Australians
outside Australia, equivalent to nearly 5% of our total population.
While some are short term travellers, perhaps three-quarters of these
people — between 760,000 and 900,000 Australians, according to the
Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade (DFAT)1 — are living on
a permanent or long term basis in a foreign country. These overseas
residents form a new and signiﬁcant phenomenon: ‘the Australian
diaspora’, a community of Australians dispersed across the globe.
Australia has been slow to respond to the emergence of its diaspora.
There is limited public discourse concerning our expatriates, and what
does occur is often negative in tone. Few initiatives exist to involve this
signiﬁcant group in the life of the nation. Indeed, surprisingly little is
known about who is overseas, where they are, and what they are doing.
As a result, this national asset remains underutilised.
Our view is that Australian institutions should reach out to our
expatriates and capitalise on their talent and goodwill. The emergence of
an Australian diaspora presents an opportunity for Australia to raise our
international proﬁle as a modern and sophisticated country and to link
domestic institutions to foreign markets, organisations and networks.
Some of these kinds of beneﬁts are already ﬂowing to Australia, but in
order to capture more of them we should create an active, global community
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of Australians. To paraphrase an eminent New Zealand historian writing
on his own country’s diaspora, we should seek to beneﬁt from a ‘world
wide web’ of Australians, willing to help the national effort.2

1.1

Aims and scope of this Paper

This Lowy Institute Paper has two aims. The ﬁrst is to analyse the
Australian diaspora from several perspectives: demographics, economics
and public opinion. The second is to suggest ways in which public and
private institutions in Australia can harness the diaspora to further our
national interests. While by no means the ﬁnal word on the Australian
diaspora, the Paper seeks to develop the discussion by providing new
data and suggestions for action.
Three caveats should be noted. First, our focus is on how the Australian
diaspora can further Australia’s development, not vice versa. The rights
and entitlements of expatriates are taken up by advocacy organisations
and are largely beyond the scope of this Paper. Of course, the issues are
interrelated: a diaspora that feels it is included in the national enterprise
is more likely to contribute to it. Second, this Paper does not dwell on the
factors which drive the departure and return of expatriate Australians.
Rather, we focus on methods of networking with them while they are
overseas. Finally, this Paper does not aim to resolve the question of
whether the growth of the Australian diaspora is a positive development
or a ‘brain drain’. As set out below, the rise of the diaspora is largely
the result of factors which are beyond our control. The globalisation of
the labour market means that highly skilled Australians will go where
opportunities present. Short of erecting fences along the coastline to
keep people in, or bribing them to return with large sums of taxpayers’
money, inﬂuencing the development of the diaspora is largely beyond
the power of Australian institutions. Furthermore, the question of a
‘brain drain’ has been much researched. The gap in the literature — and
an area that we believe holds promise for Australia — is in identifying
ways of accentuating the positive effects of a phenomenon that already
exists. As Lord Robert May put it, the diaspora should be regarded as “a
resource to be used, not a thing to be lamented”.3
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The evidence used in this Paper falls into four categories. First, we
reviewed the existing literature on the extent and characteristics of the
Australian diaspora. Second, we conducted more than 75 interviews with
government ofﬁcials and diplomats, prominent Australian expatriates,
academics, business people, university administrators, scientists and
expatriate activists.4 We also brought recent returnees together in focus
groups to learn from their experiences. Third, we examined the records
of other countries with signiﬁcant overseas populations for examples of
international best practice. Finally, we undertook original quantitative
polling of resident Australians’ opinions on these issues.
In the remainder of this chapter, we introduce our argument for
engaging further with the Australian diaspora. The following three
chapters present our ﬁndings: Chapter 2 describes the demography
of the diaspora; Chapter 3 reviews the economics of diasporas; and
Chapter 4 surveys Australian public opinion on expatriates. Chapter 5
suggests some initiatives for Australian institutions.

1.2

A new take on an old phenomenon

The use of the word diaspora to describe the community of Australian
expatriates is relatively new. The term originates from the Greek word
diaspeirein meaning “to disperse” and refers to “the scattering of a people”
beyond their homeland.5 The term, ﬁrst coined at the time the Jews
were exiled to Babylonia, has traditionally been used to describe Jews
living outside Israel and other expatriate populations who were forcibly
displaced. The Jewish diaspora has, of course, played a critical role in
the development of the state of Israel since its establishment in 1948. In
recent times, the deﬁnition has expanded to include any population that
“originated in a land other than which it currently resides, and whose
social, economic and political networks cross the borders of nation-states
or, indeed, span the globe”.6 The existence of a diaspora requires more than
a mere population of expatriates. It requires an expatriate national group
to continue to identify with the homeland and to cultivate connections
between themselves and with the homeland.7
To date, interest in diasporas has focused largely on those originating
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from developing countries or countries affected by conﬂict, such as
India, China, Lebanon and Ireland. The domestic impact of diaspora
populations from these traditional emigrant countries is well
documented, including through remittance ﬂows, political pressure and
support for nationalist military causes.8
The study of the Australian diaspora represents a new take on an
old phenomenon. Australia is unlike the home countries of many of the
world’s diasporas. It is a peaceful and developed nation with an excess
supply of skilled migrants wishing to settle on its shores. Similarly, the
members of its diaspora are unusual. Most have left Australia not to
escape adverse conditions at home, but to widen their experiences and
often, in the words of Australia’s consul-general in New York, to “test
their talents on a world stage”.9 Moreover, their departure from Australia
is often temporary and one of several moves they will undertake during
their lives, in and out of Australia and between global cities.

1.3

The origins of the Australian diaspora

Australia has always sent people out into the world. In the last decade
and a half, however, the number departing has increased markedly.10
This rise in emigration, including among the highly skilled, has been
triggered by both global and domestic trends.11
At the global level, improved transport and telecommunications
technologies have shrunk the world, reducing the ‘cost of distance’.12
Tertiary education has become more international, awareness of
opportunities outside Australia has increased and the relative cost of
international job searching has fallen.13 International intra-company
transfers have increased in frequency with the rise of multinational
companies.14 The global shift towards a service economy has reinforced
the value and tradability of human capital, that is, the skills and
knowledge embodied in the labour force.15 Together, these exogenous
global trends have contributed to the creation of an international labour
market, particularly for the highly skilled, which draws talent to the
world’s economic hubs. They have also contributed to the rise of a new
form of migration better characterised as international ‘mobility’ than
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the one-off permanent migration of the past.16 The OECD calls these
developments “the other face of globalisation”.17
Several domestic factors have created international demand for
Australian-trained workers. Australia has a well regarded education
system, with our students ranked fourth in the world for literacy.18
Australians also have a justiﬁed reputation as hard workers: on average
we work more hours per year than the nationals of any other developed
economy.19 A journalist at The Times of London, seeking to explain
the number of Australians leading British cultural institutions, wrote
recently: “Aussies are seen as competent, conﬁdent, smart, cultivated
and literate.”20 As a result of both global and domestic factors, then,
an increasing number of Australians are casting their eyes offshore for
career and life opportunities.

1.4

Why Australia should tap its diaspora

Australia should increase its efforts to harness this expatriate
community, for four reasons. First, the diaspora is large: there are
nearly as many Australians living offshore at any time as there are
in Tasmania and the ACT combined. Moreover, the diaspora is a
phenomenon that is set to persist, particularly given the continued
globalisation of labour. The OECD predicts that the international
migration of highly skilled workers is “on the rise”.21 According to
another estimate, the number of highly skilled and mobile workers,
sometimes called ‘gold collar workers’, will double from 20 million in
2000 to 40 million in 2010.22
Second, the diaspora is relatively well educated, prosperous and
successful. Given our small population, the roll call of Australians in top
international positions is extraordinary. In business, Australians head
up McDonald’s, Rio Tinto, Pizza Hut, Santos, Dow Chemical, News
Corporation, Polaroid and British Airways, and hold senior executive
positions in IBM, Merrill Lynch, Kellogg’s, DuPont and UBS. The iconic
American companies Coca-Cola and Ford were, until recently, run by
Australians. The editors of the New York Post and The Times of London
are Australian. The President of the World Bank was born an Australian,
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as was the Crown Princess of Denmark. The secretary general of the
Paciﬁc Islands Forum Secretariat is an Australian and another will soon
be solicitor-general of Papua New Guinea.23 There are 20 Australian born
and educated professors at Harvard University and the Massachusetts
Institute of Technology alone.24 Australians and former Australians
have worked in senior positions at United Nations Headquarters, in
10 Downing Street and the White House. An Australian was, until
recently, Vice-Chancellor of the University of Cambridge in the UK,
while another presides over the Royal Society. NASA has sent an
Australian into space. Australians are prominent in Hollywood, both in
front of and behind the camera, and are inﬂuential in Asia’s ﬁlm industry.
Our success in the British arts world is just as notable: Australians run
London’s South Bank Centre, its Philharmonic Orchestra, its Science
Museum and the Sadler’s Wells Theatre. They also direct Britain’s Royal
Ballet School, the Royal College of Music, Edinburgh’s International
Film Festival, and Cardiff’s Millennium Centre. Little wonder that
British journalist Bryan Appleyard recently complained that “Britain
is now run by Australians”.25 He is not alone in making this kind of
observation. One former senior US State Department ofﬁcial is known
to refer in jest to “the Axis of Ocker”.
This list of pre-eminent Australian expatriates is impressive, but it
represents only the tip of the iceberg. Beneath this highly visible ﬁrst
tier sit many Australian gold collar workers and other professionals,
located in important sectors, often in regions of strategic signiﬁcance.
While many expatriates still cluster in the UK, there are now also
signiﬁcant numbers in Asia, North America and continental Europe
(see Figure 1.1). As we describe in Chapter 5, these Australians help to
project a contemporary image of our country, and can thereby increase
Australia’s ‘soft power’.
Third, the will exists in both Australia’s resident and expatriate
populations to turn the diaspora to positive national ends. In relation to
expatriates, there is strong anecdotal evidence that most are well disposed
to the land of their birth and keen to contribute to it. Today’s diaspora
is mobile. Rather than turning their backs on Australia, expatriates are
now more likely to move back and forward between Australia and other
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countries as opportunities present and their emotional ties to Australia
remain strong. London-based author Nikki Gemmell put it this way:
“We read Australian newspapers online, we watch Australian television
shows, we seek out Australian ﬁlms. We will always feel Australian,
and we want our children to grow up with Australian accents.”26 In
other words, our expatriates live elsewhere but they remain engaged in
Australia’s national life. In relation to Australian residents, Chapter 4
illustrates that Australians are strikingly positive, perhaps surprisingly
so, towards their expatriate cousins and the existence of a sizable
diaspora community. A renewed diaspora effort is likely to ﬁnd favour,
then, both here and overseas.
Finally, Australia’s size and location makes it important for us to act.
As we set out in Chapter 3, international experience demonstrates that
expatriate networks can generate economic beneﬁts for home countries,
in the form of trade and investment. Such networks are particularly
valuable for Australia, because we face the twin disadvantages of a
small population and signiﬁcant physical distance from our trading and
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diplomatic partners.27 Diaspora networks can help connect us more
ﬁrmly into the global matrix. The diaspora is not a ﬁrst order economic
issue, but it is an issue that Australia should take seriously.

1.5

Current policies

Australia’s experience is not unique. Many developed countries,
including New Zealand, Canada and France, are experiencing a rise
in the number of nationals moving offshore, especially to the United
States.28 Some have been slow to react, but others are starting to reach
out to their diasporas and establish concrete means of communication
and engagement (see box).

International examples of
expatriate engagement29
Ireland
Non-proﬁt organisations in Ireland have raised over
US$200 million from the Irish diaspora through the
international fundraising body, the Ireland Funds.
South Korea
The Korean government established a ‘brain pool’ in the
mid-1990s to facilitate the short term return of expatriate
scientists and engineers to work with universities and
other research institutions.
India
The Indian government recognised the importance of its
diaspora by establishing a high level committee on the
Indian diaspora, hosting a major annual conference for
expatriates and creating a national day to recognise their
achievements.
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In Australia, some important steps have recently been taken in this
regard. In 2003, a major study on the diaspora was published by Hugo et
al for the Committee for the Economic Development of Australia (CEDA),
providing valuable quantitative analysis of the phenomenon.30 Many
active expatriate groups have been established, including an advocacy
organisation, the Southern Cross Group (SCG).31 A Senate committee is
currently inquiring into various aspects of Australians living overseas,
including “the factors driving them there, their needs and concerns, as
well as the economic and social implications for Australia”.32
Moreover, the natural operation of the diaspora is already delivering
beneﬁts for Australia. A few examples sufﬁce to demonstrate. An Australian
actor donated US$1 million to NIDA. Expatriates lobbied Washington to
support the Australia–United States Free Trade Agreement. The American
Australian Association has provided scholarships for Australians to study
at leading American universities. Austrade representatives use expatriates
regularly to open doors for Australian ﬁrms. We should now build on these
kinds of early initiatives and develop a coherent strategy to create a truly
global community of Australians.
Several years ago, The Australian editorialised in the following terms:
Expatriates… are our foot in the door to the world’s most
dynamic markets, a conduit for ideas and trends. Without
them, Australia would be more insular and inward-looking,
left behind by forces driving globalisation and denied its
beneﬁts. Expats are also our ambassadors-at-large. Their
achievements — whether in business, academia, the arts
or sport — strengthen our reputation as a diverse nation
with an advanced economy. They are, in fact, an underused national resource.33
We agree. We cannot bring all our expatriates home. But we can reach
out and draw them into the Australian mainstream — and in so doing
make Australia a bigger country, not only demographically but culturally
and economically as well.
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Chapter 2
The demography of the diaspora

T

his chapter describes the Australian diaspora, setting out its key
demographic characteristics, its geographic distribution and its
growth over time.

2.1

How big is the diaspora?

According to the best available estimate approximately 760,000
Australians reside overseas,34 with a further 265,000 Australians
temporarily offshore at any one time.35 Comparing Australia with
other countries shows that we are certainly not the only developed
country with a signiﬁcant diaspora (see Figure 2.1). The global forces
discussed in Chapter 1 have affected many countries, prompting public
discussions and policy initiatives in India, Canada and New Zealand,
among others.36
It should be noted that estimates of the size of the Australian diaspora,
as with many of the ﬁgures in this chapter, are approximations and
are best regarded as indicative. Australians who are overseas on a long
term or permanent basis are not included in the Australian Census, nor
is any other comprehensive data set collected on this group. The best
available estimate of the total size of the diaspora comes from DFAT,
which collates ﬁgures provided by its diplomatic missions of the number
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of Australians in their jurisdictions. These ﬁgures vary considerably in
accuracy between countries.37 The level of detail provided in DFAT’s
estimates also varies. For example, the estimates submitted by DFAT in
2004 to the Senate committee inquiry only break down the diaspora by
sub-continent, whereas the Department’s 2001 estimates provide more
detailed information about the numbers of Australians by country and
in certain cities.38 This Paper cites the most recent data where possible.
Where greater detail is required, such as in Section 2.3, the 2001
statistics are used.
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In addition, information can be gleaned from several alternative data
sources and small surveys, including information gathered by the
Department of Immigration and Multicultural and Indigenous Affairs
(DIMIA) on departure cards collected at Australia’s ports and airports,
Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) data and independent studies such
as the recent Emigration Survey by Hugo et al.39 While none provide
a complete portrait, together they provide sufﬁcient information to
piece together a reliable sketch of the Australian diaspora and its key
attributes.
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2.2

Who makes up the diaspora?

The diaspora is comprised of some of Australia’s most employable
citizens. Using data on permanent departures as a proxy for the
diaspora, we see that most expatriates are of prime working age. More
than half are aged between 25 and 44 years, compared with only 30%
of the resident population (see Figure 2.2). Those moving overseas
permanently are especially concentrated between the ages of 30 and
34 years (16%), 25 and 29 years (13%) and 34 and 39 years (12%).40
Australians become considerably less likely to move overseas after the
age of 45 years. It appears, therefore that the majority of Australians
who leave Australia on a permanent basis do so at the early to midstages of their careers.
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Members of the diaspora are also relatively highly skilled and
concentrated in occupations that are in high demand in the international
labour market. Relative to the general Australian population, people
departing permanently are more concentrated in professional,
managerial and administrative positions and less concentrated in trade
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and intermediate roles (see Figure 2.3). In fact, if we only consider
those expatriates who are active in the labour market, nearly 60% are
employed as professionals or managers and administrators. Nearly one
third of Australians departing permanently are not in the workforce,
whether because they are too young, students, or the spouses of
expatriate workers.41
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As a group, expatriate Australians also appear to be better educated
than the general Australian population. The Emigration Survey in
Hugo et al found that 42% of overseas Australians held a postgraduate
degree.42 Even though the method used in that survey may have, as the
authors acknowledged, exaggerated this number, the true ﬁgure is still
likely to be signiﬁcantly greater than the 9% of resident Australians
with post-graduate qualiﬁcations.43
The Emigration Survey also conﬁrmed that Australia’s expatriates
are highly valued on the international labour market, ﬁnding that 22%
of respondents earned more than A$200,000 per year.44 The Victorian
Endowment for Science, Knowledge and Innovation (VESKI) survey,
which sampled 450 expatriates in 2002, reported similar ﬁndings.45
Over half the respondent expatriates had a total household income of
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greater than A$230,000 (54%), while another 45% had a household
income between A$110,000 and A$229,000.46
These key demographic indicators demonstrate the existence of an
important sub-group within the Australian diaspora, namely a group of
highly skilled and very employable Australians, or ‘gold collar workers’.
They are often aged in their late 20s and 30s, well educated, employed in
managerial positions and earn a high income. While the ‘rite of passage’
travel by young Australians continues, increasingly the Australian
diaspora includes this elite cohort of professionals. We return to this
point below.

2.3

Where is the diaspora?

According to DFAT’s estimates, the Australian diaspora is widely
dispersed across every continent.47 The locational decisions of most
expatriates, however, can be partly explained by a combination of
history and economics.
As one might expect given the historical connection and common
language, the UK is the most popular destination for Australians
(see Figure 1.1). DFAT estimates that approximately 183,000
Australians, nearly one quarter (24%) of the Australian diaspora, live
in the UK and Ireland. A further quarter (26%) live in continental
Europe, with especially signiﬁcant populations in Greece (16%), Italy
(4%), Turkey and Ireland (1% each).
Asia is the second most popular region with 17% of the diaspora.
Over 50,000 (6%) of these Australians reside in China, mainly Hong
Kong (5%), making China the ﬁfth most popular country for Australian
expatriates. Other signiﬁcant Asian destinations are Indonesia,
Singapore and Japan (1% each).
North America is the next most popular continent for Australians
(15%). The United States ranks as the third most popular country
for Australians, with over 100,000 expatriates or 12% of the diaspora
residing there. A further 35,000 Australians (4%) live in Canada, with
nearly all of these in British Columbia, near Canada’s Rocky Mountains
ski resorts.
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The Paciﬁc is home to 9% of the Australian diaspora. However,
nearly 80% of these people live in New Zealand (8%), the fourth
most popular destination for Australians. Finally, while Australians
can be found in the Middle East (6%), Africa (2%) and South and
Central America (1%), the only country in any of these regions with a
signiﬁcant expatriate Australian community is Lebanon (3%).
Two implications can be drawn from these data. First, over a third
of the Australian diaspora is concentrated in the world’s global cities,
in particular London (approximately 20%), Hong Kong (5%), Los
Angeles (3%), San Francisco (2%), New York (2%), Singapore (1%),
Berlin (1%), and Tokyo (1%). These cities represent the hubs of today’s
global economy, particularly in knowledge-based industries, and are the
key sites in the international skilled labour market. As Koser and Salt
note, “skilled migrants are disproportionately attracted to a few ‘global
cities’, primarily because of the concentration there of high-level and
specialist jobs”.48
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The calibre of emigrants going to such global centres is well
demonstrated by the example of the US.49 Figure 2.4 shows the types
of visas issued to Australians to work in the US in 2002. In all cases,
high or exceptionally high levels of skills are required, so much so that
in many instances American employers must show that there is no one
with comparable skills in the US.
Second, nearly one quarter of the Australian diaspora can be found in
countries that were once countries of origin for past waves of migration
to Australia, such as Greece, Italy and Lebanon. Many Australian
citizens residing in such countries are foreign-born or ﬁrst generation
Australians who have returned to their homeland or that of their
parents, often because of a change in its political and economic situation
or because they have retired. Figure 2.5 shows the main destinations for
payment of Australian government pensions to Australians overseas.
In total, over 60,000 people, equivalent to approximately 8% of the
diaspora, receive such a pension from overseas.51
����������
����������������������������������������������������������
����������������������������������������������
����������
��������
�������
������
��
�����
������
�����

�

�����

������

������

������

������

��������������������������������������������������������������

2.4

The rise of the diaspora

As Hugo et al note, “the evidence that the diaspora is expanding is
compelling”.52 New data from DFAT conﬁrm the growth of the Australian
diaspora during the 1990s. The total number of Australians resident
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overseas rose sharply between 1997–98 and 2000–01 (see Figure 2.6),
peaking at 906,000 people in 2000–01. One interesting shift is that the
US appears to have increased in popularity relative to the UK.
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Emigration statistics further conﬁrm this trend. While movement
out of Australia has ebbed and ﬂowed, the most recent period of high
emigration began in the early 1990s and gained real momentum from
1994–95 (see Figure 2.7). Data from departure cards collected by DIMIA
at Australian ports and airports reveals that this most recent wave of
emigration differs from those preceding it, both because of its sheer size
and the fact that it includes a far greater proportion of Australian-born
citizens relative to overseas-born citizens.
In the decade between 1991–92 and 2001–02, the average increase in
the number of Australian-born people leaving Australia permanently each
year was 13%. Even in the wake of the terrorist attacks on 11 September
2001 and the downturn in the global economy, the number of Australian
residents who left permanently rose by 3.7% between the ﬁnancial
years of 2000–01 and 2001–02 and a further 4.6% in the following year.
Furthermore, the increase in departures was nearly twice as high among
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Australian-born emigrants compared with those born overseas.53
Despite the increase in permanent departures, other indicators suggest
that the growth of the diaspora is slowing. The number of residents
departing on a long term basis has fallen since 2001–02. Similarly,
DFAT’s estimate of the number of Australians living overseas has also
fallen, dropping from nearly 900,000 people in 2002–03 to 760,000
by the end of 2003. However, the difference between the two DFAT
estimates may be attributable as much to sampling errors as to any
actual fall in the number of Australians living overseas. There was no
corresponding sudden increase in the number of Australians returning
home (see Section 3.2). Also, the number of Australians in the US,
which is a relatively reliable ﬁgure, has actually increased over this period
even though one might expect this to be the population most affected
by the change in the economic and security environment. Therefore it
is possible that DFAT’s new estimate is too low, or conversely that the
Department’s old estimate was too high. In sum, uncertainty about the
exact size of the diaspora exists, but it has certainly grown over the past
decade.
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2.5

Why do Australians move overseas?

Several surveys of expatriate Australians help explain why Australians
were leaving the country in such quantities during this period. The
VESKI survey found that “career advancement” was overwhelmingly
the main reason for people choosing to leave, with two thirds of
respondents ranking this as the most important decisional factor.
Similarly, in the Emigration Survey by Hugo et al , “better employment
opportunities” was the leading reason for Australians moving overseas
(43% of respondents), followed closely by “professional development”
(36%), “higher income” (32%) and “promotion/career advancement”
(24%).54 Interestingly, Hugo et al found differences between Australian
men and women on this question. Although career related answers
were still three of the top four reasons for women emigrating, women
also nominated “marriage/partnership” (29% of female respondents)
as the second main reason.
However, while signiﬁcant numbers of Australians are leaving
Australia to live and work overseas, many are returning. In fact,
Australia has what may be called a ‘rolling diaspora’,55 featuring
considerable churning of its membership. The latest data from Birrell
et al indicates that the average length of a long term stay overseas for
Australian residents who return is 2.2 years.56 This ﬁnding is supported
by survey data. More than 80% of respondents to the VESKI survey
indicated they would return. One quarter of respondents stated they
intended to return in one to two years, one third in more than two years,
and another quarter were undecided when they would return.57 In the
study conducted by Hugo et al, approximately half of the respondents
stated they would eventually return. The authors found that age had
a negative correlation with return. They also found that expatriates
in Asia were the most likely to return, while those in North America
were the least likely.58 This notion of a ‘rolling diaspora’ is reﬂective
of the mobility that characterises much of contemporary international
migration, particularly among highly skilled people. We come back to
the question of return migration in Section 3.2.

20

T H E DEMOGRAPHY OF THE DIASPORA

2.6

The face of the diaspora

It is plain that several discernable sub-groups exist within the Australian
diaspora, although the data do not enable us to estimate with any
accuracy the size of each group. Five of these groups are:
>

The who’s who: These people are at the pinnacle of their careers,
in signiﬁcant international positions. They are located in the
world’s political and economic hubs, and may not intend to
return to work in Australia.

>

Gold collar workers: Part of an emerging class which is
“empowered by new notions of global connectedness”,
these Australians are mobile, highly skilled, well paid, and
in the early to middle portions of their careers.59 They are
developing their skills on the international stage, but most
intend to return to Australia.

>

Other professionals: Skilled Australians working in occupations
such as nursing and teaching.

>

Return migrants: This segment includes ﬁrst or second
generation migrants who return to their countries of origin,
usually for professional reasons or to retire, and often
maintain links with both countries.

>

Rite of passage travellers: These young Australians tend to be
away for shorter periods, often on working holiday visas, and
split their time between work and travel.

Better data on the size and composition of these and other sub-groups
would be very valuable, a point to which we return in Chapter 5.
The skills and international connections that are of greatest value
to Australia are most likely to be found among the ﬁrst two groups.
These two elite segments are more likely to be well connected in their
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countries of residence and able to support Australian institutions and
efforts. That said, all expatriates can be ambassadors for Australia, and
diaspora policies should be broad enough to accommodate all expatriates
with the will to contribute to their home country.

2.7

Goodwill towards Australia

A ﬁnal feature of our diaspora is the goodwill that exists among its
members towards Australia. Considerable anecdotal evidence suggests
that many expatriates feel a strong sense of ‘Australian-ness’. The survey
by Hugo et al, for example, found that nearly 80% of expatriates “still
call Australia home”.60
During our research we encountered many examples of this kind
of interest in and commitment to Australia. One interviewee recalled
sending his postal vote back to Australia by FedEx to ensure that it
arrived in time to be counted in a federal election. A senior New Yorkbased ﬁnancier told us of the career counselling he and his colleagues
provided to newly arrived Australians. The American Australian
Association raised funds from expatriates to establish an Education
Fellowships Program that has so far enabled six Australians to undertake
research at American institutions.61 An anthology of Australian
expatriate stories has recently been published.62 The Age and Sydney
Morning Herald websites attract approximately 1.3 million unique
visitors per month from outside Australia, equivalent to one third of
their online readership.63 This year saw record numbers of Australians
assemble at Gallipoli on Anzac Day despite security warnings, with the
Australian Ambassador to Turkey estimating that it was the biggest
gathering of Australians at Gallipoli since 1915.64
The number and effectiveness of expatriate organisations provide
a further example of the importance placed by expatriates on their
Australian identity. There are over 100 Australian expatriate groups
based in more than 30 countries, focused on activities ranging
from football and socialising to business and politics.65 In the SCG,
expatriates now have an effective lobby group that advocates change to
Australian policies that affect expatriates. The rapid rise and success of
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the expatriate networking organisation Advance in New York further
reveals the latent desire among many expatriates to get involved with
Australia and Australians. In the two years since its formation in
May 2002, Advance has attracted nearly 3000 members as well as a
number of impressive mentors willing to assist younger Australian
professionals.66 In sum, the indications are that many members of
our large and distinctive diaspora retain their national identity and
willingness to contribute to this country.
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Chapter 3
The economics of the diaspora

T

he economic implications of a diaspora for the homeland can be
signiﬁcant, creating both negative and positive impacts. On the one
hand, emigration can reduce an economy’s human capital and growth
prospects. On the other, a diaspora can be a source of foreign income and
an effective method of connecting domestic business with international
sources of trade, investment and knowledge. In this chapter, we review
the economics of diasporas and examine the Australian case, pointing
to ways in which the diaspora affects the Australian economy and
providing new data from the ABS on the economic ﬂows between
Australia and its emigrants.

3.1

The economics of emigration

Debate over the economic costs and beneﬁts of emigration is long
standing. Historically, the principal focus has been on emigration
from developing to developed economies, rather than on the ﬂows of
skilled labour between developed economies. In the 1960s, proponents
of emigration argued that greater labour mobility would boost global
economic efﬁciency.67 On the other side of the debate, opponents
concentrated on the costs involved for the home economies due to
the loss of valuable human capital. The ‘brain drain’ argument was
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popularised around this time.68
This earlier debate has been revived and reinvigorated by two
developments, the ﬁrst empirical and the second theoretical. The
empirical development was the increase in the international mobility
of very highly skilled individuals. This is one of the by-products of the
current era of globalisation, which is strengthening the tendency for
human capital to cluster in places where it is already abundant.69
The theoretical development was the rise of ‘new growth theory’.
Analysis of the economic impact of emigration depends heavily upon
the concept of human capital that is, together with physical capital
(plant, machinery and buildings), a key input into the process of
economic growth. Growth theory suggests that countries with more
educated workers will tend to have higher levels of output per worker,
just as economies with more physical capital will also have higher levels
of output per worker. New growth theory goes further and posits that
increases in human capital may lead to higher rates of growth of output
per worker, not just higher levels.70
New growth theory emphasises the positive externalities derived
from human capital, arguing that the productivity of human capital
relates positively to the availability of other human capital. For example,
scientists are more likely to generate new ideas when they have contact
with a lot of other scientists. This implies that there could be signiﬁcant
damage to a country’s development prospects as well as to its current
economic performance if it loses “too much” human capital overseas.71
This argument lies at the heart of a fear in Australia that emigration is
causing a brain drain.
On the other side of the debate, however, analysts have pointed to a wide
range of positive feedback effects for source economies that send migrants
overseas, including the growing importance of workers’ remittances as a
source of ﬁnancing for developing countries, the possibility of migrants
returning with enhanced skills, and the creation of network externalities
stimulating trade, investment and knowledge ﬂows.
Economic theory, therefore, predicts that emigration has both positive
and negative impacts on the source economy. Analysing the economic
impact of the diaspora on Australia requires consideration of the range
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of factors raised by both sides of this debate. First and most obvious is
the impact on Australia’s stock of human capital. Next are the largely
positive feedback effects resulting from migration, in particular ﬁnancial
ﬂows and remittances sent back to Australia from workers overseas, and
‘diaspora externalities’, including positive ‘network beneﬁts’ capable of
enhancing international ﬂows in trade, capital and ideas.

3.2

The impact on Australia’s human capital:
brain drain?

The brain drain argument has most resonance in the context of
emigration from developing countries. In that context, fears about its
impact are exacerbated by evidence suggesting that those who emigrate
are usually “the most skilled, educated, entrepreneurial, risk-taking
and leadership-potential individuals”.72
Two factors make emigration particularly problematic in the
developing country context: the fact that the impact of emigration on
the stock of human capital is rarely tempered by immigration, and
the greater relative scarcity of people with high levels of skill and
education in such countries. For example, Guyana has lost 70% of
its nationals with higher education qualiﬁcations to the US.73 In such
extreme cases, the loss of talent through emigration is likely to result
in a major reduction in human capital, imposing a signiﬁcant cost on
those remaining at home.74 Empirical work suggests that the countries
most at risk of suffering this fate are those that are located close to
labour-importing countries and have a relatively small educated
population.75
Determining whether Australia is experiencing a brain drain is less
straightforward. Australia has a relatively large educated population
and skilled labour force. Furthermore, on the international market
for highly skilled workers, Australia is not only a sending economy,
providing skilled migrants to the global pool. It is also a recipient
economy, with an excess supply of skilled migrants wishing to settle
on its shores. Immigration, therefore, goes some way to offsetting the
negative impacts of emigration and should be considered in tandem
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with emigration in order to get a more complete picture of the impact of
emigration on Australia’s stock of human capital.
While Australia has experienced a net outﬂow of skilled Australian
residents in recent years, in quantitative terms the arrival of skilled
foreigners has more than offset this loss. DIMIA ﬁgures show that
in the ﬁve years to 2003, the net loss of skilled Australians through
emigration was approximately 135,000 people (see Figure 3.1). The net
gain in skilled foreigners over this period was 302,000 people, more than
double the number of Australians who left.76 Furthermore, this loss of
skilled Australian residents was small relative to the total Australian
labour force. Birrell et al calculated that the net loss of skilled residents
in the years 1998–99 to 2002–03 relative to the stock of employed
people in Australia in 2001 was only 3%; furthermore, when inﬂows
are considered, there was an overall gain of 4%.77 In purely numerical
terms, therefore, the emigration of skilled Australians has not resulted
in Australia experiencing a deﬁcit in skilled workers. Immigration has
more than offset its impact.
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This conclusion is reinforced when the ﬁgures for the total labour
market are broken down to the level of speciﬁc professional groups.
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Even in those professions most in demand on the global labour market,
Australia has enjoyed a net gain of skilled workers over the past ﬁve
years. For example, the analysis of Birrell et al shows that Australia
experienced a net gain of 5% in managers and administrators and a
similar gain in professionals over this ﬁve year period relative to the
stock in 2001, incorporating an increase of 17% among building and
engineering professionals, 14% among computing professionals, 8%
among accountants, 3% among nurses and 1% among school teachers.
The only occupational group in which Australia suffered a net loss was
‘other natural and physical science professionals’ (-11%).78
While there is no quantitative deterioration in Australia’s skills base,
there may, however, be a qualitative impact. Australian and foreign
workers may not be perfect substitutes. Birrell et al acknowledged
in 2001 that “the lack of qualitative data on movers leaves open the
possibility that Australia is losing high quality residents and replacing
them with lower quality settlers and visitors”.79 However, in their later
study they showed this to be untrue in relation to one group of highly
qualiﬁed people, those possessing PhDs: Australia experienced a net
gain in the period 1996–2001.80
A related concern is that the replacement of a locally born worker
with an immigrant may involve some churning costs resulting
from administration and settlement costs and lower initial worker
productivity due to language or cultural barriers.81 Estimates of the
relative productivity of migrants are typically derived by comparing
their wage and employment performance with domestic-born workers.
For example, despite being relatively highly educated, the typical
migrant to New Zealand is likely to have a lower income and a lower
probability of employment than a New Zealand-born worker, and will
need 10–14 years to reach comparable levels.82 In Australia, Smith has
shown that “recently arrived engineers experience signiﬁcantly higher
rates of unemployment and under-utilisation of their professional
qualiﬁcations compared with Australian-born persons and earlier
arriving migrants”.83
Even taking into account the transaction costs of emigration, however,
the fact that two skilled migrants arrive in Australia for every skilled
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Australian who leaves suggests that this country is not experiencing a
decline in its total stock of human capital. Birrell et al wrote in 2001 that
concern about the loss of skilled residents was “unnecessarily alarmist”,
and in their 2004 report they argue that the effect of developments over
the past three years “has been to increase Australia’s ‘brain gain’”.84 The
emergence of the Australian diaspora, therefore, has most probably not
coincided with a brain drain or any signiﬁcant depletion of Australia’s
human capital, because losses of skill through emigration have been
largely offset by immigration.
Furthermore, the brain drain argument assumes that when skilled
residents emigrate, their human capital, and hence their value to the
home economy, leaves permanently with them. According to this
traditional view, the emigration of skilled labour is, therefore, “entirely
negative from the perspective of the sending countries” given that the
beneﬁts from a skilled worker only accrue to the country in which that
person resides.85
This view is too pessimistic, for two reasons. First, it neglects
the possibility of return migration. As we note in Chapter 2 and
Figure 3.1, not all Australians who move overseas remain there
permanently. Instead, we have a ‘rolling diaspora’, a signiﬁcant
proportion of the members of which return, often with enhanced human
capital, in the form of new skills, experience, knowledge and networks,
that is beneﬁcial to the domestic economy.86 Second, signiﬁcant network
beneﬁts can accrue to the home economy from having an international
diaspora, a point to which we return below.

3.3

Workers’ remittances and other ﬁnancial transfers

The second major factor to consider in weighing the diaspora’s
economic impact is the ﬁnancial ﬂows that return to the source country,
often in the form of remittances. For many developing economies, the
diaspora provides an important source of external ﬁnancing. After
foreign direct investment, workers’ remittances are currently the
most signiﬁcant source of external ﬁnancing for developing countries.
In fact, since 1997 remittances have been larger than aid ﬂows as a
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source of external ﬁnance: remittance ﬂows to developing countries
in 2001 totalled US$72.3 billion, compared to net ofﬁcial development
assistance to developing countries of US$52.3 billion in the same
year.87 Remittance ﬂows also tend to be more stable than capital ﬂows
such as portfolio investment and bank lending. Moreover, unlike
other private sector capital ﬂows, that tend to be pro-cyclical, there is
some evidence that remittances can be counter-cyclical, as money is
sent home to provide support for relatives suffering during economic
downturns.88
Empirically, remittances are relatively concentrated in a group of 20
developing countries that capture around 80% of total remittances to
the developing world when measured in gross US dollar ﬂows.89 Not
surprisingly, the importance of workers’ remittances and other related
transfers is much less signiﬁcant for developed economies. Australia, for
example, was ranked 112th, in terms of average remittance ﬂows during
the 1990s, out of 145 countries included in an international survey.90
This low ranking reﬂects, in part, the fact that developed economies
have a greater range of sources of external ﬁnance to draw upon, and
much larger economies.91
One would expect workers’ remittances and other transfers,
therefore, to be relatively unimportant in the Australian case. To date,
few attempts have been made to break down the data to answer this
question. However, Australia’s balance of payments statistics provide
some indicative information on the ﬁnancial ﬂows resulting from the
diaspora. While this data source is imperfect, the information captured
in three lines in the balance of payments nonetheless allows us to gain
some insight into the importance of remittances and other ﬁnancial
transfers:
1. Compensation to Australian employees from abroad
Part of the income section of the current account, this line captures
wages, salaries and other beneﬁts earned by individuals in economies
other than the one in which they are resident, along with wages and
salaries paid by so-called extra-territorial bodies (e.g. foreign embassies)
to resident individuals. It includes payments to Australians working
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overseas for periods of less than 12 months. 92
In 2002–03 compensation to Australian employees from abroad
produced a gross inﬂow of A$900 million (see Figure 3.2). In net terms,
however, Australia ran a deﬁcit in this area, paying out A$1,324 million
to non-residents.
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2. Other current transfers, including workers’ remittances
Workers’ remittances provide a measure of funds transferred back
to Australia by former residents who have been abroad for a year or
more. Unfortunately, Australia does not isolate remittance ﬂows.
Instead, workers’ remittances are included in a more general category
in the current account called “other current transfers”. Along with
remittances, this line includes pensions paid by foreign governments to
Australian residents, overseas contributions to Australian charitable,
religious, scientiﬁc and cultural organisations, and other miscellaneous
transfers such as payment of alimony, receipt of prizes and so forth.
In 2002–03 other current transfers saw an inﬂow of A$1,136 million
(see Figure 3.2). However, we cannot isolate the proportion of this inﬂow
that is attributable to workers’ remittances. Again, on a net basis, this
ﬂow is relatively small. Outﬂows under this category were A$985 million
in 2002–03, giving a net inﬂow in that year of A$151 million.
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3. Migrants’ capital transfers
This is part of the capital transfers section of the capital account,
and is the only line in this section relating explicitly to expatriates.
It captures the transfer of net worth that occurs when an Australian
resident migrates overseas or when a migrant arrives in Australia or
a former resident returns after an extended period away. Australian
expatriates make up approximately 40% of those moving to Australia
each year.
In 2002–03 the outﬂow of migrants’ capital transfers was A$880
million. However, in the same year gross inﬂows from transfers from
migrants entering Australia was A$2,404 million, resulting in a net
inﬂow to Australia of around A$1,524 million.93
These ﬁnancial ﬂows attributable to expatriates are not large
relative to other items in Australia’s balance of payments. Other
current transfers, including workers’ remittances, are approximately a
quarter of total current transfers into Australia, while inﬂow due to
compensation to employees represents only 6% of total income inﬂows
into Australia. As Figure 3.2 shows, both measures trended upwards in
gross nominal terms during the 1990s. However, any discernable trend
over time evaporated when viewed as a proportion of Australia’s current
account. Therefore, allowing for the shortcomings of the data available,
it is possible to conﬁrm our a priori view that workers’ remittances and
other transfers from the diaspora into the Australian economy provide
only a minor positive ﬁnancial beneﬁt to Australia.

3.4

Negative diaspora externalities

Several negative diaspora externalities have been identiﬁed by
economists as further ways in which expatriates affect their home
economy. Concerns have been raised in regard to the erosion of the
domestic tax base (since the better-educated tend to be higher income
earners, who in turn tend to contribute a disproportionately high share
of taxation), and the possibility of large-scale loss of human capital
hampering the formation of a middle class. These issues are more
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applicable to developing countries, and are unlikely to be a concern in
Australia’s case.
However, emigration may nonetheless create some adverse
externalities in Australia. Garnaut has pointed out that there are
signiﬁcant ‘community externalities’ associated with the employment
of large numbers of professionals, through their contributions to
professional and community organisations and public administration,94
and that population size is important in the provision of national
cultural goods such as broadcasting and newspaper content and national
literature and drama.95 There is probably some risk, which is difﬁcult
to quantify, that the loss of skilled Australians may impose social costs
in some of these areas.

3.5

Positive diaspora externalities: the network
beneﬁts

The main positive externality resulting from a diaspora is the beneﬁt
accruing to the home economy from its expatriates’ international
linkages. Recent research has drawn attention to signiﬁcant beneﬁts
arising from such international linkages, indicating that “the presence
of highly skilled expatriates abroad should not be seen as a loss to the
country but as an asset that can be mobilized”.96 This view of the diaspora
holds that ‘network approaches’ can tap not only emigrants’ own
embedded knowledge, but also their social and professional networks
in their new countries. Improved transport and communications have
enabled an interest in the home country to be replaced by genuine
engagement, which reduces the degree to which skills are actually ‘lost’
with migration.97
At least four network beneﬁts arising from diasporas can be
identiﬁed. First, empirical evidence reveals that people living outside
their own country can promote bilateral trade by providing market
information.98 For example, Gould has argued that immigrants’ ties
to their home countries can play a key role in fostering bilateral trade
linkages, since those ties include knowledge of home country markets,
language, preferences, and business contacts, all of which have the
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potential to reduce transaction costs and facilitate trade.99 Similarly,
Rauch and Trindade found evidence that ethnic Chinese networks
have a “considerable quantitative impact on international trade by
helping to match buyers and sellers”.100 Head and Reiss have examined
the link between bilateral trade patterns and the origins of immigrants
for Canada, ﬁnding that a 10% increase in the accumulated stock of
permanent immigrants from a typical country is associated with a 1%
increase in Canadian exports to that country and a 3% increase in
imports from that country.101
Second, a diaspora can play an important role in mobilising
other balance of payments ﬂows. We noted above the importance of
remittances for many developing countries. In addition, overseas
networks can be an important source of investment inﬂows. This may
take the form of a direct effect, in that emigrants may be relatively more
likely to invest in their home countries since they will have better local
knowledge and links. Emigrants are also able to facilitate investments
into the home country, by investors in their host country, by providing a
source of local expertise. Several studies have pointed to the importance
of the overseas Chinese in promoting foreign direct investment into
China and Taiwan, for example.102 In the Australian context, Invest
Australia admits that endorsement of this country as a business partner
or investment destination carries additional weight with traders and
investors when it comes from a third party rather than the Australian
government.103
Third, emigrants can act as ‘middlemen’, helping to stimulate
business activity back in the home economy. Saxenian has described
the substantial role played by Chinese and Indian engineers in Silicon
Valley, who between them were running almost 30% of the Valley’s
technology businesses by the late 1990s. Subsequently Indian engineers
have become “key middlemen linking US businesses to low-cost
software expertise in India”, playing an important role in the growth of
the Indian IT industry.104
Finally, the fact that many diaspora members are highly mobile and
likely to move countries again is relevant. Maintaining contact with
emigrants will not necessarily cause them to return to their home
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country, but if they decide to move on, it may increase the propensity
of these people to move back, rather than to a third destination.
Furthermore, we can speculate that if they do choose to return and
have maintained their contacts at home, they are likely to achieve
higher levels of productivity more quickly than either new migrants or
expatriates who have retained few links with their homeland.
Unfortunately, there are no quantitative estimates of these effects
for Australia. It may be that these kinds of information spillovers are
more important in developing countries, which have a greater need
to build an international reputation.105 However, it is noteworthy that
both Austrade and Invest Australia believe that engagement with
expatriates can contribute to increased Australian exports and foreign
direct investment, and are taking steps to increase that engagement.106

3.6

Accentuating the positive: taking the diaspora
option

Calculating the net economic impact of the Australian diaspora is
an empirical task and at present we do not have the data to make a
deﬁnitive judgment. However we can make some observations. Our
loss of human capital from emigration seems to be more than offset
by the arrival of skilled new immigrants and the return of Australian
residents. Direct ﬁnancial ﬂows attributable to expatriates seem to be
low, especially in comparison with developing countries. However,
recent international research indicates that emigrant networks can
produce tangible economic beneﬁts for the home country.
These beneﬁts are likely to be particularly valuable for a country
that is small in population and relatively isolated, such as Australia.
Diaspora networks can increase our international visibility, facilitate
trade and business links, and accelerate the ﬂow of ideas between
Australia and the world. The bottom line is this: given that emigration
has both positive and negative effects, a logical approach is to minimise
the losses and maximise the gains, by thickening the connections
between Australia and its emigrants.
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Public attitudes to the diaspora

S

ustainable public policy requires popular support. Any study of the
policy implications of the Australian diaspora, therefore, must deal
with resident Australians’ attitudes to expatriates themselves and to the
phenomenon of large numbers of their fellow citizens living offshore.
This chapter tests public opinion on both questions.

4.1 Foreign poppy syndrome and fear of the brain drain
Based on the noise generated by certain commentators, one may conclude
that Australians do not like their expatriates very much. Prominent
expatriates who poke their heads above the parapet often have them
shot off for their trouble. In January 2004, for example, Germaine Greer
wrote an article that was critical of Australian culture, which prompted
numerous letters to the editor. Prime Minister John Howard described
her remarks as “patronising” and “elitist”, concluding, “if she wants to
stay in another country, good luck to her”.107
Another example was the criticism directed at international art critic
Robert Hughes in 2000. Public disquiet over his BBC documentary on
Australia, and his comments during a Western Australian court case,
was compounded, apparently, by the fact that he resided overseas. One
commentator stated that “loudmouth expatriates” should “learn to
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listen to what those who live in this country have to say”. Another
complained of “expatriatitis”. A third wrote that Hughes’ peers “have
spent so much of their lives elsewhere that maybe we should stop calling
them ‘expatriates’ and just see them as ignorant foreigners”.108
Other expatriates have received similar criticism in recent
times, raising the question of whether we are seeing a signiﬁcant
shift in Australian attitudes. Has the cultural pendulum, stuck for
many decades in the position of excessive regard for the opinion
of outsiders, now swung the other way? Does a foreign postcode
disqualify an Australian from commenting on national affairs and
incite resentment in those still residing in Australia? Are we in the
grip of a new and more virulent strain of the tall poppy syndrome, our
traditional suspicion of high-ﬂyers and big-noters? Are we suffering
from ‘foreign poppy syndrome’?
A related question concerns the public’s attitude to the phenomenon
of a sizable diaspora. Many opinion leaders and commentators have
argued that the large expatriate community is a negative development
— that top Australian talent from universities, business and the arts
is migrating offshore. Commentators state that the brain drain is “real
and… growing” and is “sapping Australia’s energy”, that it “has reached
its most critical level” and may eventually “cripple us”.109 So, again, the
question can be posed: to what extent does this kind of elite commentary
represent public opinion? Does the public fear that Australia’s brains
are draining away?

4.2

Testing Australians’ attitudes

In order to gauge Australians’ attitudes toward expatriates and the
diaspora, we commissioned UMR Research to conduct a telephone
survey of 1,000 resident Australians. On the question of the foreign
poppy syndrome, Australians are in fact very sanguine about their nonresident countrymen and women (see Figure 4.1). Ninety-one per cent
of respondents agreed with the positive statement that expatriates are
“adventurous people prepared to try their luck and have a go overseas”,
and only 6% disagreed. Most respondents also believed that expatriates
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are successful: 75% agreed they “are doing well for themselves away
from home”, and only 6% disagreed.
����������
�����������������������������������
������������������������������������
����������������������������������������
�����������������������
�������������������������
���������������������
��������������������

�������
����������
��������

���������������������������������
����������������������������

��

��

��

��

��

����

�������������������������
��������������������������������������

By contrast, only 10% of respondents believed that expatriates
“have let us down by leaving Australia”, and a massive 86% disagreed.
On the issue of expatriates’ commentaries on Australia, only 14% of
people agreed that expatriates “too often delight in running Australia
down from offshore”, and 71% disagreed with the statement. Far from
sniping at expatriates, then, most of us support them.
Similarly, Australians are extremely positive about the existence of a
sizable community of offshore Australians (see Figure 4.2). Forty-four
per cent of respondents believed that the fact that “almost one million
Australians currently live overseas” was good for Australia, compared
with only 22% who believed it was bad. A larger majority again believed
that the diaspora’s effects on Australia were positive. Sixty-three per
cent of respondents agreed that expatriates “beneﬁt Australia as they
build networks and project our image offshore”. By contrast, only 24%
thought that “the number of Australians working overseas represents
an alarming brain drain of talent from this country”. In other words,
most Australians intuitively grasp the kind of network beneﬁts that can
ﬂow from a well placed diaspora.
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In sum, most Australians appear to be very positive about expatriates
and about the existence of a substantial Australian diaspora. A further
insight from the survey is the existence of a generational split: younger
people are more positively inclined on these issues than older people
(see Figure 4.3). On the question of attitudes to individual expatriates,
we asked about Australians who “have been overseas for many years
and have no plans to return home”. Sixty-two per cent of all respondents
identiﬁed these people as “real” Australians, while 31% did not.
However, the responses varied substantially depending on age: 73% of
respondents under the age of 30 said they thought of these long term
expatriates as “real” Australians, while only 38% of respondents over
the age of 65 agreed.
There was a similar correlation between age and opinions towards
the diaspora as a whole. When asked about the value of having so
many Australians living overseas, 62% of those under the age of 30
thought this was good for Australia, whereas only 24% of those aged
65 and over agreed. A likely cause of this generational split is surely
that, as described in Chapter 2, the diaspora is itself relatively young.
Australians under the age of 30 are far more likely to have had personal
associations with the diaspora, to have had friends in it, or to have been
a part of it themselves, and therefore to appreciate its value.
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In conclusion, Australians are generally very positive about expatriates
and the existence of a large diaspora, and young Australians strikingly
so. These are signiﬁcant results and they indicate that the community
may have a better grasp of the realities of globalisation than some of our
opinion leaders. As Col Allan, former editor of the Daily Telegraph and
currently editor of the New York Post describes it, “the chattering classes
have fallen behind the public” on these issues.110 Strong public support
is likely to exist for policies that reach out to expatriates and draw them
into our national life, and use our diaspora to strengthen our national
networks and image.
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Chapter 5
Policy recommendations for
mobilising the diaspora

A

s we have demonstrated in the preceding chapters, it is time for
Australian institutions to think seriously about the diaspora. The
existence of a large community of overseas Australians is relevant to
a wide range of issues facing the country and needs to be considered
in discussions of those issues. Furthermore, it makes sound economic
and policy sense for Australia to increase its efforts to reach out to
the diaspora and enmesh them in our national endeavours. First, our
diaspora is large. Second, it is strategically situated, both professionally
and geographically. Third, there is a deep well of goodwill within
the diaspora towards Australia and vice versa. Finally, although the
economic consequences of emigration are mixed, there are tangible
beneﬁts that can accrue to a home country from its diaspora. Some of
these beneﬁts are already ﬂowing to Australia, but by working more
closely with our emigrants we can seek to capture more of them.
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In this chapter, we set out six policy recommendations for Australian
institutions:
Recommendation 1

The Australian government should lead from
the top by embracing the Australian diaspora
rhetorically. It should sharpen its interaction
with expatriates through reforms to DFAT,
including the establishment of a coordinating
unit within the Department.

Recommendation 2

All sectors should energise their networking with
the diaspora, particularly those sectors in which
Australia can gain from better international
collaboration and information exchange.

Recommendation 3

Institutions should strengthen expatriate
linkages through short-term return fellowships.

Recommendation 4

Non-proﬁt organisations should pursue the
fundraising opportunity offered by the diaspora,
including combined efforts to achieve the
beneﬁts of scale.

Recommendation 5

Government should reform overseas voting
procedures to better accommodate expatriates,
and establish a joint parliamentary standing
committee on the diaspora.

Recommendation 6

Government agencies should collect more and
better quality data on the diaspora.

One caveat should be noted. The formation of public policy in relation
to diasporas is nascent and inherently difﬁcult, given that expatriates
are not resident within the national jurisdiction. Accordingly, the
recommendations set out in this chapter are modest in terms of resource
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commitments. Furthermore, we suggest that their effectiveness in
furthering the national interest should be assessed in three to ﬁve years’
time, and reﬁned as appropriate.
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Policy Recommendation 1
5.1 Involving the diaspora in Australian diplomacy
The task of engaging with the Australian diaspora is not solely a job for
the Australian government: much of the energy and initiative should
come from the private sector. However, Canberra should take the lead
in this national effort, and not only because it has the resources and
legitimacy to do so.
Australia’s expatriates should be seen as an integral element of
our diplomatic efforts. A strategically located diaspora can help our
international representatives to do their job: to gather information,
build relationships and advocate Australia’s interests. They can also
assist our public diplomacy effort, serving as goodwill ambassadors and
helping to project an accurate and contemporary image overseas.111
This last function is not peripheral to Australian foreign policy. Nye
has written of the salience of “soft power” in international relations:
“A country may obtain the outcomes it wants in world politics because
other countries — admiring its values, emulating its example, aspiring
to its level of prosperity and openness — want to follow it.”112 Properly
mobilised, the members of our diaspora could be powerful instruments
of Australia’s soft power.
Recommendation 1: The Australian government should lead from
the top by embracing the diaspora rhetorically, and sharpen its
interaction with expatriates through reforms to DFAT.
5.1.1 Leading from the top
Standing at what Theodore Roosevelt called a “bully pulpit”, national
leaders are well positioned to elevate an issue such as the diaspora to
the national agenda. Several foreign heads of government have elected
to communicate the value of their diasporas to their constituents and
to reach out to expatriates. The former President of Ireland, Mary
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Robinson, for example, stated in her inaugural address that she would
“be proud to represent [the] vast community of Irish emigrants”. Current
Taoiseach Bertie Ahern has commented, “We view the Irish diaspora as
a rich source of international inﬂuence and goodwill towards Ireland.”
The Irish Constitution itself states that “the Irish nation cherishes its
special afﬁnity with people of Irish ancestry living abroad who share
its cultural identity and heritage”.113 New Zealand Prime Minister
Helen Clark told a business audience that “our expatriates can see
opportunities for us overseas through New Zealand eyes”.114 The former
Indian Prime Minister Atal Behari Vajpayee established, and addressed
annually, a gathering of Indian expatriates in New Delhi called the
Pravasi Bharatiya Divas. In 2003, he told the group his message was
simply “Welcome home”. At this year’s event, he declared, “Together
we constitute a global Indian family… You are our ambassadors in the
countries you have chosen to make home. Given your links with India
and your stature in your home countries, you are in a unique position
to explain what India is, and what India can be, to the audiences in your
countries.”115
Australian leaders, by contrast, have been relatively muted on the
subject of the diaspora. Prime Minister John Howard and Foreign
Minister Alexander Downer have spoken about the importance of
protecting Australians abroad, but there has been no coordinated effort
to embrace the diaspora rhetorically. We recommend that our national
leaders, including the prime minister, the foreign minister and perhaps
the governor-general, articulate clearly the value Australia places on its
expatriates, and in so doing draw them more fully into the mainstream
of our national life.
5.1.2 Sharpening government outreach efforts
Rhetorical enthusiasm should be backed up by a coordinated, targeted
approach to government outreach. Some countries have invested
signiﬁcant resources in this issue. India is a notable example. As well
as instituting the Pravasi Bharatiya Divas, the government appointed a
high level committee which has recommended the establishment of an
autonomous commission for diaspora relations.116 Poland has established
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the Department for Polish Diaspora Affairs within its foreign ministry,
and an intergovernmental committee bringing together representatives
from the ministries of education, culture, ﬁnance and internal affairs,
and the prime minister’s ofﬁce. The Italian foreign ministry has the
Directorate General for Italians Abroad and Migration Policies, as
well as an extensive system for regular interaction with the diaspora,
including the General Council of Italians Abroad. Similarly the Greeks
have the General Secretariat for Greeks Abroad within their foreign
ministry.117
In Australia, the obvious locus for activities relating to the diaspora
is the Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade, the government agency
with principal carriage of Australia’s interactions with the world. The use
of expatriate communities has, of course, always been a part of diplomatic
work.118 The Department’s submission to the recent Senate committee
inquiry sets out the range of activities it carries out with respect to the
Australian diaspora.
First among these is the provision of consular services. The Howard
Government has put the highest emphasis on the security and welfare
of Australians abroad. This is entirely proper, particularly in the wake
of the Bali bombing in October 2002, which resulted in the single
largest peacetime loss of Australian life overseas, and the Jakarta
embassy bombing and Baghdad hostage speculation in September 2004.
As part of its consular mission, the government assists 20,000 citizens
in distress overseas each year, provides travel advisories, organises
evacuations from trouble spots, issues passports and provides notarial
services, and conducts elections overseas.119
DFAT maintains an online register of Australians overseas (ORAO)
to assist the Department in locating Australians in an emergency.
DFAT estimates that 14% of overseas residents are registered with
ORAO, and is understandably reluctant to expand the functions of the
system beyond the purpose of protecting Australians overseas, for fear
of discouraging registration or limiting its use as a crisis management
tool. The focus is on the security implications of the diaspora.120
The Department is also active on broader fronts. Its Senate inquiry
submission indicates that it uses expatriate communities to gather
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political and economic insights, and to promote and sponsor Australian
cultural events, such as the Australia Week celebrations in Los Angeles
in February 2003.121 Moreover, certain missions have had noteworthy
successes in working with diaspora communities to establish energetic
networks. For example, the consulate general in New York has been
integral to the conception and establishment of Advance, and has
contributed considerable in-kind support to its operations, including
ofﬁce space and a venue for events.122
Notwithstanding this excellent work, however, there is no strategic,
whole-of-department — let alone whole-of-government — effort to
interact with the diaspora or to use it to achieve the Department’s goals,
including advocacy, information collection and public diplomacy. In
particular, we noticed the following gaps:
>

There is no central unit within DFAT or any other department
to engage with the diaspora.

>

Outside the performance of consular duties, there is no regular
surveying of contacts with the diaspora in diplomatic posts,
or a speciﬁc diaspora element in post evaluation reviews.

>

The issue is not emphasised in ofﬁcial DFAT documents such
as annual reports and white papers.

>

The DFAT website contains a page of links for expatriates, but
it is insufﬁciently tailored to their needs to be very useful.123

Many Australian diplomats use their contacts with expatriates creatively
to further our national interest. However, this has never been a priority
of Australian governments and as a result it has never fully penetrated
the Department’s systems and structures. Consequently, the level and
form of engagement that occurs between Australian missions and
expatriates depends largely on the personalities of the senior diplomats
in each post and in particular the head of mission.
We suggest that the bureaucratic focus on the diaspora should be
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sharpened. We do not believe that the answer to the problem is the
creation of a large new bureaucracy, such as a ministry for the diaspora.
Rather, we believe that certain modest, targeted reforms to DFAT’s
processes should be instituted, namely:
>

A unit should be created to generate new ideas on expatriate
engagement, capture the experiences of different diplomatic
posts, and distribute best practices throughout the system.
This unit should be located in DFAT but work with other
arms of government, such as the AEC, Austrade and Invest
Australia.

>

Diaspora engagement should be made an explicit aim of the
Department and be included in post and divisional objectives
and ministerial directives to heads of mission. Posts should,
of course, be allowed ﬂexibility as to how this end is achieved,
given the variety of environments in which they operate. For
example, there are likely to be more opportunities to work
with expatriates to advance Australia’s interests in global
cities such as New York, London and Hong Kong. However,
the ambition should be consistent, even if the programs are
not.

>

A tailored, up-to-date and comprehensive website should
be created to function as a ‘one-stop shop’ for expatriates.
It should be administered by the government to ensure it is
regarded as trustworthy by users.124

These policies would, of course, require some modest additional
resources.125 The provision of these would allow our diplomats to engage
better with the Australian diaspora: to reach out, draw them into our
national affairs and, where appropriate, set them to work for us.
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Policy Recommendation 2
5.2 Using diaspora networks to internationalise Australia
As argued in Section 3.5, a well placed and well disposed diaspora can
function as a bridge to international ideas, investment and capital. In
order to maximise the trafﬁc moving across this bridge, however, we
need to make it wide and strong and clearly signposted. We suggest that
government and business should work together to create networks that
draw in members of the diaspora and facilitate communication among
expatriates and between expatriates and resident Australians.
Recommendation 2: All sectors should energise their networking
with the diaspora, particularly those sectors in which Australia
can gain from better international collaboration and information
exchange.
5.2.1 Principles for effective networks
Building workable networks is not an easy task: many are established,
few survive. This is particularly the case where the participants are
scattered around the world. A survey of diaspora networks in several
countries indicates that lasting and effective networks generally possess
four characteristics:
>

Segmented: ‘One size ﬁts all’ networks tend not to succeed
over the long term. The most effective diaspora networks are
segmented, both vertically (by sector, industry or topic area)
and horizontally (according to participants’ seniority and
experience). This kind of targeting ensures that participants
have certain common interests and experiences.
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>

Mutually beneﬁcial: Reciprocity is vital to the sustainability
and success of any network. Participants must enjoy some
beneﬁt from being involved in networks, for example the
opportunity to meet other people in the ﬁeld, make contacts
in Australia, or generate business opportunities. Effective
diaspora networks are more than a register of names and
contact details for people. They are outcome-orientated, with
speciﬁc aims and activities.

>

Virtual and physical: While the Internet has increased the ability
of expatriates to remain in contact with their homelands, the
ability to bring people together in person remains important to
the development of strong and trusting relationships. Effective
diaspora networks usually combine a web presence with
periodic opportunities for members to meet.

>

Public-private partnership: As diaspora networks are public
goods, governments often have a role in helping to facilitate
their establishment, including by the provision of seed
funding. However private sector leadership and knowledge is
necessary to drive their growth.
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Advance —
Australian Professionals in America126
Advance is a leading Australian example of a diaspora
network. Founded in May 2002, Advance already has
branches in seven US cities and a membership of nearly
3,000 Australian expatriates. Advance adheres to the four
principles set out above:
>Segmented
Its operations are divided into 10 professional groups:
ﬁnancial services; life sciences; media, advertising and
marketing; performing and visual arts; technology;
property services; public interest; tourism and hospitality;
academia; and enterprise investment.
>Mutually beneﬁcial
Advance’s activities include mentoring, networking events,
professional development activities and information about
career opportunities in Australia and the US.
>Virtual and physical
Advance has an interactive website and database available
to all members, and hosted over 80 events in 2003.
>Public-private partnership
Advance is supported by federal and state governments, but
also receives private sector support and has a substantial
volunteer base.
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5.2.2 Putting diaspora networks to work
There are some impressive efforts underway to build Australian
diaspora networks. The SCG and Advance are only two prominent
examples of expatriate mobilisation. A consortium of organisations
has recently established a website for matching Australian expatriates
and Australian businesses.127 At a more informal level, organisations
are exhibiting their willingness to look to our expatriate community
for particular expertise. One example was the University of Sydney’s
decision to create the positions of Distinguished International Fellows
of the University for two alumni, the President of the World Bank,
James Wolfensohn, and the President of the Royal Society, Lord Robert
May.128 However, opportunities exist to develop these networks further,
and to create new ones.
Diaspora networks could beneﬁt many ﬁelds of Australian
endeavour, but particularly those in which international connectivity is
important. One example is the commercialisation of ideas: Australians
have produced many world class innovations, but we sometimes fail
to derive maximum value from our research.129 Australian expatriates,
working in front line businesses in the United States and elsewhere,
can help us do better. A model of an organisation that taps these
people, and that could be applied to other sectors and regions, is the
ANZA Technology Network, which connects Australian and New
Zealand technology professionals with their counterparts in Silicon
Valley.130
Another area that holds promise is the international expansion of
Australian businesses. The Australian Institute for Commercialisation
(AIC) notes that to “succeed in international markets Australian-based
ﬁrms must often surmount geographical remoteness and prohibitively
expensive access to market entry points, restricted access to capital and
key distribution relationships in global markets, and lack of experience
in the sheer ‘scale and speed’ of international business”.131 The diaspora
can provide local knowledge and contacts for Australian ﬁrms moving
offshore: in the words of the Australian consul-general in New York,
they can explain “the lie of the land” and provide “warm hand-offs” to
local players.132
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A networked Australian diaspora could offer signiﬁcant national
advantages to this country. These advantages would not necessarily
manifest in predictable and measurable ways, but there is little doubt
that increasing the frequency and quality of interactions among
expatriates, and between expatriates and resident Australians, would
advantage both groups. We have not been prescriptive in this section
about the number and nature of these networks. There is real potential
in the two areas discussed above, but this type of networking should
not be limited to those areas, or even to the world of commerce. Rather,
it should be driven by demand and opportunity in all sectors. Properly
organised, diaspora networks could be, in Professor Robert O’Neill’s
phrase, “expat bridgeheads” for Australia.133
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Policy Recommendation 3
5.3 Creating return fellowships
Another way of engaging members of the diaspora is to facilitate short,
targeted return visits by expatriates so they can share their knowledge
and international experience. We suggest that return fellowship
programs should be instituted in a range of sectors to enable selected
expatriates to return to Australia for short periods to collaborate with
domestic colleagues on speciﬁc initiatives.
Recommendation 3: Institutions should strengthen expatriate
linkages through short-term return fellowships.
This concept of short-term return is a pragmatic one. Some members of
the diaspora have rich professional and personal opportunities offshore
that prevent their permanent return to Australia, at least for some time.
However, most are keen to remain in contact with Australian colleagues,
friends and family. Bringing them home for short periods and partnering
them with local institutions would be congenial for them and also serve
the national interest, as they could act as international conduits for
information and contacts. These return fellowships would complement
the diaspora networks discussed in the previous section.
Return fellowships would be valuable when two criteria are satisﬁed:
ﬁrst, there is a knowledge gap between this country and the rest of
the world that could be ﬁlled by an expatriate; second, there is an
appropriate local partner the returnee could work with on a speciﬁc
project. Below, we examine the potential for return fellowships in
academia and industry.
5.3.1 Academic return fellowships
The academy has long been globalised. International networking is
critical for both the advancement of knowledge and the development
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of academic careers, enabling scholars to remain up to date with the
latest research and maintaining the international visibility of local
research.134 The pace of academic research has quickened in recent
decades, making such linkages even more imperative. In the sciences,
for example, the Australian Academy of Science recently wrote that in
the modern era, “technological progress and market competitiveness
are contingent on scientiﬁc effort being conducted in accordance with
international best practice. For countries such as Australia that produce
only a small proportion of the world’s scientiﬁc output, the maintenance
of international linkages to leading overseas researchers and facilities
is therefore vital.”135
A sizeable number of Australian academics, particularly in
the sciences, live and work overseas.136 This reﬂects a global trend
towards the concentration of academic talent, particularly in the US,
due to superior remuneration and research conditions offered by its
institutions.137 These expatriates are a natural target for Australian
researchers seeking international collaboration. They are familiar
with the quality and methods of research in Australia and, given that
many wish to return eventually, are generally keen to maintain their
professional links with home.
Certain programs exist to bring researchers to Australia permanently,
notably the Federation Fellowships.138 However, only a few Federation
Fellowships are offered each year, and in any case only one third of the
Fellowships have been awarded to expatriates.139 Australia has numerous
visiting fellowship programs open to researchers of any nationality.140
Until very recently, however, there had been only one notable example
of a formalised process of importing expatriate researchers for limited
periods, the New South Wales Residency Expatriate Scientist Award
(see box). The Queensland government has now announced that it will
launch a similar program.141
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New South Wales Residency Expatriate
Scientists Award142
A new initiative conceived by Professor Bryan Gaensler
and supported by the University of Sydney and the New
South Wales government, the Award aims to “establish
and re-establish research linkages and collaborations”
with expatriate scientists. It provides expatriates with the
opportunity to return to the University of Sydney for up to
three months. Researchers are selected on the basis of merit
and their proposals for joint research with their Australian
counterparts. Two researchers have completed the
exchange to date, both with signiﬁcant success. Professor
Paul Franzon, an engineer specialising in nanotechnology,
returned from the US to collaborate with scientists at the
School of Chemistry on research into molecular computing.
Their collaboration has continued beyond the tenure of
the fellowship, with recent submissions made to public
and private institutions in the US for joint funding.
Astronomer Professor Theo ten Brummelaar returned
to collaborate with the team working on the University’s
Stellar Interferometer in Narrabri, New South Wales. The
partnership involved the transfer of remote capability
technology, used by Professor ten Brummelaar on a similar
instrument in California, to the Australian facility, as well
as the development of future shared technology.
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We recommend the creation of a national academic return fellowship
scheme, similar to that piloted in NSW. The fellowship scheme should
have several characteristics:
>

Australian expatriate researchers should be supported to
return to Australia to undertake speciﬁc joint research projects
with identiﬁed Australian partners, for two to three month
periods. The fellowships should be tenable at all Australian
universities with research programs of international
standing, and be available to academics and researchers in all
disciplines.

>

The scheme should privilege candidates with the potential to
bring in new sources of international research funding, and
should also include a teaching component.

5.3.2 Industry return fellowships
Return fellowships have been pioneered in academia, but the principle
could be applied in other sectors in which Australia could learn from
international experience. There are international precedents for such
a scheme. Since 1997, the United Nations’ Transfer of Knowledge
Through Expatriate Nationals (TOKTEN) Program has made it
possible for expatriate professionals from developing countries to
return to their home countries and provide short term technical
assistance.143 Another example closer to home is the World Class New
Zealand Program (see box).
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World Class New Zealand Program144
The World Class New Zealand (WCNZ) Program emerged
from a Cabinet discussion in 2001 on the impact of the
‘tyranny of distance’ on New Zealand’s economy. One
of its components is short, sponsored visits by experts,
both Kiwis and other nationals, to provide “world class
international expertise, knowledge and invaluable
networks to help the growth of New Zealand industry and
business”. The Program costs NZ$2.25 million per year
and operates in the areas of biotechnology, investment
banking, intellectual property law, US Food and Drug
Administration regulatory affairs and commercialisation.
In addition, an annual WCNZ Award is given to the
expatriate who has given most back to New Zealand.

Industry return fellowships should be tailored to match the type of
commitment that is feasible to ask of business people. The key features
of an industry return fellowship scheme should be:
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>

Successful expatriates should be supported to return home to
advise local businesses on speciﬁc issues that are relevant to
their sector.

>

The scheme should be funded by the private sector.

>

The return visits should have speciﬁc outcomes, such as sharing
best practices or creating opportunities for collaboration or
business ventures.
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Policy Recommendation 4
5.4 Encouraging diaspora philanthropy
International experience has shown that long term engagement with
expatriates can yield substantial philanthropic beneﬁts for domestic
non-proﬁt organisations.145 Given the socio-economic proﬁle of our
expatriates and their goodwill towards Australia, our diaspora presents
a similar opportunity for Australian non-proﬁt organisations.
Recommendation 4: Non-proﬁt organisations should pursue
the fundraising opportunity offered by the diaspora, including
combined efforts to achieve beneﬁts of scale.
We estimate that expatriate Australians donate approximately A$80
million per year to philanthropic causes.146 This assumes that expatriates
give at a rate equivalent to the average Australian population, which may
in fact be a conservative assumption. Expatriates may give more than
other Australians, for two reasons. First, they earn more on average than
resident Australians and higher earnings correlate to higher philanthropic
giving.147 Second, the philanthropic behaviour of expatriates may be
inﬂuenced by patterns of giving in their countries of residence. A large
proportion of expatriates reside in the UK and US, where charitable
giving is roughly double and triple the rates in Australia respectively.148
Of course, expatriates will direct some of their giving towards causes
in the countries in which they now reside. Nevertheless, Australian
non-proﬁt organisations should seek to maximise their share of this
pool of philanthropic income. The task for Australian institutions is
to connect with potential givers overseas and maintain sustainable
relationships with them. These relationships will require some
investment by Australian non-proﬁt organisations, including the
maintenance of a permanent presence in the target country. It may be
necessary, for example, to establish independent charitable bodies to
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manage fundraising events and offer donors local tax deductibility.
Fulﬁlling these conditions across a number of geographical regions
would entail an impossible resource commitment for most Australian
non-proﬁt organisations. However they may be able to exploit this
opportunity by working together in international outreach and thereby
achieving beneﬁts of scale. In this section we focus on two types of
non-proﬁt institutions by way of example, namely universities and arts
organisations.
5.4.1 Universities
Australian universities are increasingly looking to raise funds from
private sources.149 To date, their efforts have been largely restricted to
the domestic market, but the growing number of Australian alumni who
are based overseas (as well as international students who have studied
at Australian universities)150 make international alumni fundraising
both viable and important. Some universities have taken early steps
to tap the expatriate philanthropic dollar. Many of the Group of Eight
universities have established or are considering fundraising schemes
for the US and UK. There is still a long way to go, however. Many of our
interviewees, for example, commented they had had little or no contact
with their universities since moving overseas.
Securing this potential philanthropy would be easier and more costeffective for universities if they worked together by sharing knowledge
and international capacity. Even in the largest markets, such as London
and New York, it is unlikely that all 38 Australian universities could
maintain discrete alumni operations. However, by working together
in their international philanthropic outreach, possibly through one
of the existing umbrella organisations such as the Group of Eight, the
Australian Vice-Chancellors Committee or IDP Education Australia,
Australian universities could share information, best practices and
resource costs. In most cases, universities would be targeting different
expatriates, so they would not be in direct competition. There is a
precedent for this kind of cooperation: the University of Sydney USA
Foundation and the University of Melbourne USA Foundation, while
separate organisations, are run from the same ofﬁce.
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5.4.2 Arts Organisations
Arts organisations face similar problems of scale, without having
universities’ organic alumni networks on which to rely. For these
groups and other non-proﬁt organisations, an efﬁcient way to identify
and reach out to sympathetic potential donors would be through
existing networks of Australian expatriates, especially those with an
arts focus.151 These networks could provide access to volunteers and
potential donors. Furthermore, greater outreach to the diaspora could
expand the market for our national cultural goods, thereby alleviating
one of the potential negative emigration externalities identiﬁed in
Chapter 3.
Two examples of arts organisations that have had some success in
diaspora philanthropy are the National Gallery of Australia (NGA),
which established the American Friends of the NGA, and the National
Institute for Dramatic Arts (NIDA), which has created the Friends of
NIDA in America (see box).

Friends of NIDA in America Foundation152
The Foundation was established in 1999 with a
US$1 million donation from actor Mel Gibson to help
refurbish NIDA’s buildings. The organisation allows tax
deductibility for US donors, but also holds fundraising
events in New York, promotes the education of drama and
entertainment students in both Australia and the United
States, and facilitates exchanges of people and knowledge
between the two countries. Strong leadership by the board
has been vital to the Foundation’s development, which
aims to “build long term loyalty and a sense of community
among members”.

63

DIASPORA

Most arts bodies will not have the ability to maintain their own
international fundraising arms. Those that cannot should explore the
possibilities of working together to achieve an international presence. In
the long term, the Australian government should also consider creating
an umbrella organisation to assist all Australian non-proﬁt organisations
to network, raise funds and process donations internationally. Ireland
has been particularly successful in this regard with the Ireland Funds,
which relies on international supporters to fund a wide spectrum of
non-proﬁt activity in the Republic of Ireland (see box).

The Ireland Funds153
The Ireland Funds is a charitable umbrella organisation
established in 1976 by a group of supporters of Ireland
including businessman Dr Tony O’Reilly. It brings
together funds operating in 11 countries according to
local charitable laws. The Funds raise money from the
Irish diaspora and direct it to programs in Ireland which
beneﬁt arts, culture, peace and reconciliation, education
and development. The Funds hold local fundraising events
and an annual worldwide conference, and they have raised
over US$200 million through membership fees, bequests
and donations.
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Policy Recommendation 5
5.5 Engaging the diaspora in Australian democracy
The growth of the Australian diaspora raises important issues
regarding the engagement of expatriates in Australia’s democratic
processes. The right to participate in national affairs, particularly
the right to vote, is usually regarded in Australia as a corollary
of citizenship.154 However, no right is unlimited. The demand for
expatriate representation must be balanced against the principle of
electoral legitimacy, the notion that elections should be determined
by those who have a stake in their outcome.155 Expatriates are often
beyond the jurisdiction of the Australian government. Generally,
they do not pay Australian income taxes, drive on Australian roads
or use Australian hospitals. In other words, they usually feel the
consequences of elections less than resident Australians. On the
other hand, Australian expatriates continue to have an interest in
the outcome of Australian elections, especially as most return to live
here at some point. An appropriate balance must therefore be struck
between expatriates’ rights as Australian citizens on the one hand,
and electoral legitimacy on the other.156
Apart from the question of rights, we suggest it is also in the national
interest that expatriates are involved in Australia’s democratic
processes. Australians resident overseas have valuable contributions
to make to public debate. Increasing their participation would enrich
our discourse, just as the inclusion of historically marginalised
groups has expanded our national life. Moreover, history tells us
that democratic participation tends to increase other forms of civic
engagement. De Tocqueville observed a century and a half ago that
participation in civil associations creates a feeling of duty, a habit of
cooperation and a sense of interdependence.157 A similar argument
was deployed in 1924 when the Australian Parliament legislated
for compulsory voting: Senator Payne, disturbed by declining
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turnout, told the Senate that the reform “would effect a wonderful
improvement in the political knowledge of the people”.158 It seems
intuitively correct, therefore, that a diaspora that exercises its
democratic rights would be more likely to contribute to Australian
civil society in other ways as well.159
We do not believe that wholesale reform of enrolment and voting
procedures are necessary. However we do think that two steps should
be taken to involve expatriates more fully in Australia’s democracy.
Recommendation 5: Government should reform overseas voting
procedures to better accommodate expatriates, and establish a
joint parliamentary standing committee on the diaspora.
5.5.1 Encouraging overseas Australians to vote
At the last federal election in 2001, voter turnout among Australians
living in Australia was about 95%.160 By contrast, only 63,036
Australians voted from overseas, despite the fact that there were about
one million Australians abroad at the time, the majority of whom would
have been of voting age.161 Given that some of these votes were cast by
Australians who were abroad temporarily, these ﬁgures imply that the
great bulk of the Australian diaspora does not vote.
While expatriate turnout will never be as high as in-country turnout,
the disparity between the two rates suggests that existing electoral
procedures inhibit some expatriates from voting. The current electoral
practice as it applies to overseas citizens is complex (see box over page
for the key elements). In sum, however, expatriates have the right to
vote, but it is dependent upon their remaining on the electoral roll and
voting in or appropriately excusing themselves from all elections and
referenda, whether local, state or federal.
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Key elements of overseas voting162
>

>

>

>

>

>

>

Right to vote: Recently departed expatriates have the right to
vote. There is no ﬁxed time at which this right is removed,
however it becomes more difﬁcult to maintain after six years
of living outside Australia.
Enrolling to vote: Expatriates must be on the electoral roll in
order to vote. They can be on the roll by remaining enrolled at
their previous residence in Australia;163 enrolling to vote from
overseas during their ﬁrst three years away; or becoming an
Enrolled Overseas Elector (EOE).
Enrolled Overseas Elector: Australians can apply to become
EOEs if they intend to return to Australia within six years.
If they remain outside Australia beyond six years, expatriates
can apply annually to renew their EOE status.
Compulsory voting: Voting is not compulsory for expatriates.
Being outside Australia is considered a “valid and sufﬁcient”
reason for not voting in an election. If an elector informs the
Australian Electoral Commission (AEC) accordingly, they
will not be not ﬁned or removed from the roll.
Mechanisms for voting: Australians who are overseas can vote
either by postal vote or in person at an Australian mission. For
the 2001 federal election, 99 overseas polling stations were set
up in 74 countries.164
Removal from the roll: Expatriates may be struck from the roll if
they do not vote or attempt to vote, or if they fail to inform the AEC
why they did not vote. EOEs will be automatically struck from the
roll if they fail to vote or if, after six years away, they do not apply
to renew their enrolment three months before it expires.
Loss of eligibility to enrol or to vote: If an Australian citizen is not
on or has been removed from the roll and has been overseas for
more than three years, they are not eligible to enrol, to re-enrol
or to vote until they return to live in Australia. Such people can
only (re-)enrol and reclaim their right to vote in Australia by
returning to live in Australia for one month or more.
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The practicalities of the overseas voting system mean that it is often
difﬁcult for expatriates to remain on the roll and retain their right to
vote. First, the EOE system is either unknown or unpopular among
expatriates: in 2001, a mere 10,636 Australians were registered as EOEs.
Furthermore, if the system was designed to facilitate expatriate enrolment
and voting, it is having limited success: only 5,822 of the registered EOEs
voted in the federal election in 2001.165 Indeed, there is anecdotal evidence
that the EOE process may actually discourage expatriates from voting:
having enrolled, some expatriates are under the misapprehension that
they will automatically receive a ballot upon an election being called.166
In addition, under the EOE system expatriates have no opportunity to
explain themselves if they fail to vote, as residents can. Failure to vote
results in an EOE’s name being automatically removed from the roll. In
this regard, the EOE system seems more effective at helping the AEC
identify overseas voters and cleanse them from the roll than enabling
expatriates to exercise their democratic rights.
Second, while a limitation on the length of time expatriates remain
on the roll seems appropriate given the need to strike a balance between
the right to vote and electoral legitimacy, the timing within the current
scheme seems arbitrary. The three year limit on being able to enrol to
vote from overseas disenfranchises a signiﬁcant number of Australian
expatriates who technically should be able to vote but who, for one
reason or another, have fallen off the roll.167 The choice of six years as
the cut-off for eligibility for EOEs is obscure in origin168 and seems to
have been made irrespective of Australian expatriates’ contemporary
patterns of mobility. In fact, six years is not a ﬁrm cut-off for voting
eligibility. Expatriates can vote indeﬁnitely if they successfully complete
the AEC’s administrative requirements for maintaining an EOE
enrolment and always fulﬁl their responsibility to vote.
In conclusion, the current provisions for enrolment and voting
outside Australia are complex and include several hurdles that could
inadvertently disenfranchise expatriates, particularly those who are
overseas for less than six years and should, in theory, retain their right
to vote. We recommend that the government and the AEC should work
to increase the level of engagement overseas Australians have with our
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democratic system, including by raising signiﬁcantly the number who
vote in federal elections. In particular:
>

The EOE system should be reformed so that it more effectively
enables overseas Australians to maintain their enrolment and
vote. For example, the AEC should notify EOEs automatically
when an election is called.

>

In the context of the broader debate about expatriates’ right to
vote, the government should consider whether the various time
limitations placed on expatriates’ enrolment are appropriate,
given their mobility patterns, the need to balance electoral rights
and legitimacy, and the imperative to engage with the diaspora.

>

A proactive information campaign to raise awareness among
expatriates of the overseas enrolment and voting arrangements
should be initiated by the AEC and delivered at relevant
locations including points of exit from Australia and Australian
diplomatic posts and through diaspora organisations.

>

The AEC should monitor developments in electronic voting
technology to determine whether it can be applied to facilitate
expatriate voting.

5.5.2 Establishing a joint parliamentary standing committee on the
diaspora
Democratic engagement is not just a matter of voter turnout; it also
involves ensuring that our democratic institutions are receptive
to expatriates. Currently, there is no vehicle within Australia’s
parliamentary institutions speciﬁcally designed to consider issues
relating to expatriates. Furthermore, given the barriers to overseas
enrolment and voting, many expatriates do not have ready access to the
usual avenues into Australia’s democratic institutions, such as a local
member or senator.
There is a variety of ways by which countries have made their
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democratic institutions more receptive to expatriates, including the
election of expatriate representatives to the national parliament and
the creation of an extra-parliamentary committee (see box).

International examples of engaging expatriates
in democratic processes169
France — The High Council for French Expatriates,
enshrined in the constitution, has 150 councillors elected
directly by expatriates. From these, 12 are elected to the
French senate. The Council’s purpose is “to give the
Cabinet opinions on matters and projects of concern to
French expatriates, and on developing France’s presence
abroad” and it is presided over ex ofﬁcio by the minister for
foreign affairs.
Italy — In 2000, the Italian parliament agreed to reserve
six seats in its Senate and 12 in the Chamber of Deputies
for expatriates. The ﬁrst elections for these positions will
be held in 2006.
South Korea — The Committee of Koreans Resident
Abroad is a high level committee which includes the prime
minister and other ministers.

In the Australian context, however, we believe that a better way to make
the federal parliament more receptive to expatriate concerns would be
to establish a joint parliamentary standing committee on the diaspora.
Such a committee would create a permanent forum for expatriates at
the heart of the parliamentary system, involving representatives of both
houses of parliament. It would also ensure that the effects of domestic
legislation on expatriates are properly taken into account170 and
complement the new executive unit we suggest should be established
within DFAT. The cost of such a committee would be minimal, but its
potential impact could well be signiﬁcant. Furthermore, this proposal
would not disrupt Australia’s established principles of representation.
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Policy Recommendation 6
5.6 Increasing our knowledge of the diaspora
As demonstrated, there is a dearth of information about Australia’s
expatriates. We have only limited information about the economic ﬂows
resulting from emigration. There is no precise data on the demography
of Australian expatriates. Indeed, we do not know with any reliability
how many Australians are overseas at any time.
Recommendation 6: Government agencies should collect more
and better quality data on the diaspora.
It is important for three reasons that more information is collected.
First, Australia’s growing diaspora has implications for many areas
of government policy. The Higher Education Contribution Scheme
(HECS) is one area where emigration has had an unanticipated impact.
Recently, the Department of Education, Science and Training (DEST)
revealed a signiﬁcant increase in bad HECS debt, which rose from
13.5% in 1996–97 to 19.5% in 2001–02 and is estimated to reach
28.7% by 2007–08.171 The growing number of Australian graduates
moving overseas was one factor said to have driven up the level of bad
debt.172 In order to ensure that such impacts from emigration are taken
into account in the design of policy, more information is needed about
the make-up and mobility of the Australian diaspora.
Second, additional information would help us to ensure that the
democratic franchise is extended appropriately to all Australians. As
discussed in Section 5.5, the current enrolment and voting arrangements
for Australians abroad were designed with little consideration of the
preferences and behaviour of those overseas. Better data would enable
us to ensure our electoral arrangements are reﬂective of the reality of
Australians’ lives. Third, better data would help inform our efforts to
build networks with our emigrants.
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Several speciﬁc types of data would be especially valuable. More
data are needed on the size of the diaspora, its geographic dispersion
around the world and its mobility patterns. Demographic details such
as professional status, educational achievement, age and income levels
would enable us to identify more clearly the sub-groups within the
diaspora. Further information is also needed on the economic ﬂows
associated with emigration.
Granted, the collection of such data is difﬁcult and faces serious
logistical and jurisdictional hurdles. By way of example, the US Census
Bureau is encountering signiﬁcant difﬁculties in executing an overseas
enumeration test this year. Congress might halt future planning efforts
in this regard, and it seems unlikely that the census will be expanded
beyond the pilot countries.173 The ABS has reached a similar conclusion
about undertaking a census of expatriates, stating that it is “not regarded
as practical, nor is a quality outcome achievable”.174
However, while a comprehensive census of expatriates is impossible,
additional cost-effective efforts can be made by Australian agencies
to collect more and better quality information about the Australian
diaspora. In particular, we recommend that:
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>

DFAT and ABS work together to improve the method of
calculating the number of Australian expatriates;

>

DFAT and ABS undertake a large scale survey of the diaspora
to gather sample demographic information on Australians
overseas;

>

ABS collects more detailed balance of payments data relating
to ﬂows of funds into Australia, especially remittance ﬂows
and foreign income ﬂows attributable to the diaspora; and

>

the Australian government takes the lead in international efforts
to standardise countries’ methods of counting immigrants,
such as the current trial being undertaken by the OECD.175
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