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A former State Department official is known to refer jocularly to the power wielded around the 
world by the "axis of ocker". By that, she means the Australian diaspora Ô the large 
community of Australians who live offshore on a permanent or long-term basis.  

Relatively speaking, this group is prosperous, well-educated, well-connected, highly 
employable and, crucially, well-disposed to Australia. The group is also highly 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.  

Given our small population, the rollcall of Australians in top international positions is 
impressive. They head up businesses such as McDonald's and British Airways; they edit 
leading international newspapers; they run international organisations and cultural institutions 
and teach at the world's best universities. Together with other expatriates, they constitute our 
worldwide web of ideas and influence.  

It is time to take this group seriously. The existence of a large community of overseas 
Australians is relevant to a wide range of issues facing this country and needs to be 
considered. It also relates to the question of our national identity, and the face we show to the 
world.  

Many people have assumed that Australians are resentful of expatriates, or at least of the 
high-profile variety Ô that we suffer from foreign poppy syndrome. Our opinion polling 
indicates, on the contrary, that most resident Australians are remarkably positive about 
expats. Furthermore, they are generally comfortable with the idea of a large number of 
Australians living overseas. Forty-four per cent of respondents to our survey believed this 
phenomenon was good for the country, compared with only 22 per cent who thought it was 
bad. Sixty-three per cent of respondents agreed that expatriates benefit Australia by building 
networks and projecting our image offshore; only 24 per cent thought the numbers 
represented an alarming brain drain.  

This goodwill on the part of residents towards expats is matched by their offshore cousins: we 
were struck by the strong sense of "Australian-ness" expressed by most of our expat 
interviewees. One example was the academic who sent his postal ballot to Australia by 
courier to ensure that it arrived in time to be counted.  

In our new report, we argue it would be appropriate for Australian institutions, both public and 
private, to reach out to expatriates and capitalise on their talent and goodwill.  

Research indicates that emigration can have positive effects on the home country, by 
influencing trade and investment flows and connecting local organisations to international 
developments. Studies have pointed to the influence of Chinese emigrants on investment 
flows back to China and Taiwan, or the role played by Indian software engineers as 
middlemen between American and Indian businesses.  

In Australia's case, the diaspora is not a first-order economic issue, but it is one that deserves 
consideration. And while it is difficult to make policies for a population that does not live within 
the national borders, it should not be completely beyond our wit.  



There are a number of steps Australian institutions should take. Our national leaders should 
follow the lead of their international counterparts who articulate the value of their diasporas 
and draw them into the mainstream of national life.  

The Government should also take a more co-ordinated approach to engaging with our 
expatriate community. Many Australian diplomats use their contacts with expatriates creatively 
to further the national interest. It would be useful, however, to make this an explicit aim of the 
Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade, and to establish a co-ordinating unit within the 
department to capture the experiences of different posts and distribute best practices 
throughout the system.  

The Government should also explore methods of involving our overseas citizens more fully in 
our democratic processes. It is, of course, appropriate that a balance be struck between the 
right to vote and the principle of electoral legitimacy, which requires that elections should be 
determined by those with a stake in the outcome.  

At the very least, the current complicated arrangements for enrolment and voting should be 
reformed and advertised widely in an effort to raise significantly the number of expats who 
actually vote.  

However, if Canberra should take the lead on this issue, it is not a matter for Government 
alone. There are also opportunities for businesses to take advantage of expatriates' 
international experience; and for non-profit organisations to tap the generosity of the diaspora.  

In recent years, a national conversation on the diaspora has begun, with reports published 
and more are on the way, including from a Senate committee of inquiry.  

The task now is to build on these early steps and create a truly global community of 
Australians.  
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