Prosperous Island
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Sydney, Australia – Australia is a wealthy nation.  I base this statement not on statistics gleaned from international data, but observations during three weeks traveling throughout the country.  

Prices for most items are higher here in terms of U.S. dollars than in the United States.  Food, in particular, costs more, perhaps as much as 50 percent higher.  One reason for this is the current exchange rate of the Australian dollar vs the U.S. dollar.  It takes about $1.10 to obtain one Aussie dollar at the moment.  Another factor is the G.S.T., the general sales tax, which is a 10% national value added tax (sales tax) added onto the price of each item prior to its price being listed.  For example, a camera selling for $99 AUS actually has a list price of $90 AUS with an included tax of $9 AUS.  The only price which the buyer sees is the $99 AUS, so, in effect, the 10% tax is cleverly hidden.  But this makes the price seem higher to an American accustomed to having the tax added after the price has been determined.  In U.S. dollars, that camera is costing you $109.
Just getting here from the U.S. is expensive.  A round trip ticket from Los Angeles to Sydney on Qantas Airlines will cost you at least $2000, unless you are able to find an off-season special.  Once "down under," you can expect to pay at least $150 AUS for a decent hotel room - often quite a bit more in large cities such as Melbourne or Sydney.  I am not talking Intercontinental or some other high end place - those will set you back at least $400 for a night.  The shopping districts in the major cities are full of the same high-end shops found in Paris, Tokyo, or New York - and they are full of customers.  I walked into a Prado store and watched women buying $3000 shoes and handbags.

Dinner expenses are also considerable.  I budgeted at least $35 per person for an average meal in a moderate setting.  Once again, if you go upscale, expect to spend considerably more.  Coffee shops are everywhere - at least as many per block as in Seattle.  Interestingly, cappuccino sells for the same price as a "long black" (two shots of espresso poured into hot water). Most prices for a cappuccino range from $3 to $5 AUS.  Although Australia began as a British colony, most current Australians seem to have forsaken tea as the drink of choice in favor of coffee.

Fortunately for the Australians, these high costs are offset, for most people, by salaries that are high.  The minimum wage is now close to $16 per hour, so hourly workers take home decent pay. Australians who work clerical positions in the U.S. embassy in Canberra typically receive over $25/hr.  Professionals are even more well-compensated.   Trade unions are definitely alive and well here, and there is no reluctance to go on strike to ensure that labor is able to keep up in the economic struggle.  
Due to the bountiful natural resources of Australia, particularly iron and coal, enormous fortunes have been, and continue to be, made.  There is no shortage of millionaires, and even billionaires, in this country.  There is an underclass, but it is mostly those aboriginals who have not blended in with the whites and Asians who are prospering.  [More on the Aboriginal issue in a later column].

Many lower-end jobs are filled by a uniquely Australian solution, foreigners admitted to the country on a "working holiday" visa.  Young men and women from all over the world flock here on these visas to spend 2 years as "back-packers."  They arrive with no guaranteed employment, but within a day or two, are usually able to find a temporary job as a waitress or room cleaner or farm worker while living in hostel type hotels called, appropriately, back-packer hotels.  While here in Sydney, we met Beatrice, a 22-year old from the Lake Como region, in Italy. She was our waitress at a waterside restaurant.  Like most of these backpackers, Beatrice is allowed to work 2 months at one job, then must find another, often in a different part of Australia.  Beatrice told us that she and her boyfriend, also an Italian backpacker, will be headed to a job on a farm in Tasmania next, and then, after two months there, on to Melbourne, and then to Perth on the west coast.  Immigration keeps close tabs on the backpackers so that they do not overextend their visas.  The result is a win-win situation:  the back-packers get adventure, travel, and a source of income to pay for both, and the Aussies get what amounts to an almost inexhaustible supply of cheap labor for low-end jobs.

While traveling throughout Australia, I have found a prosperous nation. There are problems, of course, but economic well-being does not seem to be a significant challenge for this island nation.  While most of the rest of the world struggles in recession, the Australians are living the good life.

I thought you might like to know.
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