Compare and Contrast I
by
Eyes Right 
Los Angeles, CA – Having recently completed a 6-week visit to the "down under" countries of Australia and New Zealand, I developed a renewed awareness of the differences which have developed in our separate nations.  Although we in the United States share the English language with both of these countries, you do not have to spend much time "down under" to understand that there are considerably greater differences than pronunciation and idioms.  

Obviously the first noticeable difference is indeed associated with language.  Some differences are slight.  For example, whereas an American is inclined to say "no problem" when someone bumps into you, both Aussies and Kiwis (New Zealanders) use the term "no worries,” and, if you are male, followed by "mate."  The visitor to both nations also quickly learns that you do not ask for the location of a bathroom, but find your needs much quicker if you simply say, "Where is the toilet?"

Speaking of toilets, no matter where you happen to be down under, you will find that there is a far higher number of free public facilities than in the U.S., and that they are far cleaner.  In every major city (and in most small ones) I never felt that I was more than a few blocks away from a clean, well-stocked public bathroom complete with working hand-washing facilities.  Most had those great Dyson brand electric hand dryers (the ones which actually do dry your hands!).  And toilet flushing always has two options:  the half flush (about 3 liters of water) and the full flush (6 liters).  I found no guidelines as which to use when, but I suspect that it is rather self-evident for most.

There is certainly no shortage of coffee shops in either country.  The coffee market is not dominated by a few major players, such as Starbucks (there are a few of these now in major cities), but by smaller independent stores which also sell sandwiches, pastries, and meat pies.  Cappuccinos seem to sell far more than regular coffee.  In fact, in both Australia and New Zealand, much of the coffee is sold as a “long black” or a “short black” – the short is one shot of espresso poured into hot water, and the long is two shots.  I found prices ranging from $2.50 to $4.50 for a medium size cup, with the average being about $4.00 - more on currency differences later.  If you want to take your coffee or other fast food with you, the correct term is to ask for "take-away."

All prices, including food, are generally considerably higher than in the U.S.  Candy bars, for example, generally run about $2.  While shopping in a local version of Lowes or Home Depot, I noticed that a 4 liter (just over a gallon) of paint cost anywhere from $56 to $86.  The prices of a box of deck screws were shockingly high - well over $100!  Gas grills were expensive, but dishwashers seemed somewhat closer to U.S. prices (I saw one for $398).  Most meals in both New Zealand and Australia will cost you at least $20 a person (without drinks); you are more likely to spend closer to $40 each if you include a glass of beer or wine.  But bear in mind that there is a national value added tax in both countries,called the G.S.T. (Goods and Services Tax)in both countries) which is imposed on each purchase and is included in the advertised price.  For example, if the price you pay for a high-end wheelbarrow in Australia is $110, its pre-tax price is really $100 with an 10%  tax already tacked on.  
The other variable - and it is an important one - is the currency exchange rates in effect at the time you visit. Because Australia's economy has been strong of late, driven by a successful export program of raw materials, one Australian dollar will cost an American $1.06 – more if you use one of those currency exchange booths.  So, in terms of U.S. dollars that $110 dollar Aussie wheelbarrow is actually costing you $116.60!  The exchange rate for New Zealand is currently more favorable for Americans; for $1 U.S. you get about $1.19.  But the G.S.T. is higher in New Zealand (currently 15%) - bottom line:  expect to pay more for most things when down under. 

Housing prices are dramatically higher, particularly in larger cities.  Modest homes in Australia are selling for well over $700,000 - if it has a water view, expect to pay at least one million.  Prices in Sydney are insanely high.  I found the same to be true in the large cities in New Zealand – if you want a nice home, you better have lots of bucks!
One consistently pleasant aspect of visiting these two countries was the genuine friendliness of almost everyone I met.  Everyone was courteous and helpful - even when  dealing with airport security personnel.  This was in direct contrast to my immediate experience upon arrival here in Los Angeles.  Rather than being greeted in my homeland as a fellow citizen, I was subjected to almost immediate abuse by a United Airline employee who accused me of "disrespecting her."  And U.S. security personnel were equally unprofessional.  In contrast, New Zealanders do not have any airport security for domestic flights - obviously they have not had to deal with 9/11 situations, yet.

Obviously, I have only scratched the surface of discussing similarities and differences between countries - perhaps more to follow. But, bottom line:  if you have plenty of money, you could do far worse than to retire "down under."  But you better have da money!
I thought you might like to know.
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