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STATEMENT TO THE AFCO COMMITTEE ON BEHALF OF BRITISH IN EUROPE 
COMMITTEE MEETING 21 NOVEMBER 2017 

British in Europe is a coalition of 10 core groups of British citizens living in the 
EU27 with a membership of around 30-35,000. There are approximately 1.2 million 
British in Europe.  Nearly 80% are of working age and economically active across 
the EU27 – or younger.  Nearly one third of those is between the ages of 30-49. 

We, like our friends in the3million, are all Europeans, children of the European 
project who have seized all the opportunities that the rights derived from EU 
citizenship and the fundamental freedoms have given us. 

We put our faith in you and the EU to protect our rights and we welcomed the 
principled approach that the EU took in the negotiating directives and Essential 
Principles. 

The negotiations began and inevitably this resulted in the worsening of the EU’s 
position on our rights, given the counter proposal of the UK and compromises that 
ensued. 

Nevertheless, we recognise that some progress was made on citizens’ rights in 
2017 leading to the Joint Report of December 8th.  But it remains at this stage a 
“common understanding”, reached to show that sufficient progress had been 
made in the negotiations to move on to the second phase and it leaves open 
fundamental issues. 

I will echo the words of my colleague, Anne-Laure Donskoy, of the3million – we 
were disappointed that in the Joint Report our rights appeared to be qualified as 
based on life choices. This is particularly because the EU’s stated goal in the 
negotiating directives of 23 May 2017 was to protect: 

“the status and rights derived from Union law at the withdrawal date” 

So It was our rights that were to be protected, not life choices made based on 
those rights.  As Anne-Laure said, rights lead to life choices - and we – EU citizens 
in the UK and UK citizens in the EU - seized all the opportunities that these rights 
gave us and built lives on them. 

So does the common understanding actually do what the negotiating directives 
sought to do: to protect our rights? 

1. Agreement has been reached on some of the very technical issues relating to 
the reciprocal healthcare and social security systems.  However, these issues 
relate in particular to those who are economically inactive, who make up only 
about 20% of UK citizens in the EU: many fundamental issues are open that 
relate to those of working age and younger, and this applies to both our 
groups.  The European Parliament’s resolution of 13 December made reference 
to a number of them. 
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2. One of these issues is whether UK citizens in the EU of will keep the right of free 
movement: this leaves many who rely on it for their cross-border careers 
uncertain about how they will be able to make a living after Brexit.  Genuine 
free movement across the EU for both groups through continuing free 
movement rights across the EU 27 for UK citizens and a lifelong right of return 
for EU citizens to the UK would not currently be preserved.  [Worryingly, the 
right to travel across the EU 27 for UK citizens has not even been clarified, let 
alone rights to move and reside and work freely across the EU] 

3. The knock-on effect of this lack of free movement for professional qualifications 
and economic rights affecting both groups means that some professional 
qualifications won’t even be recognised and those recognised plus economic 
rights will be limited to the country of residence. Many UK citizens moved to 
other EU countries to work precisely because the EU is a territory without 
internal borders:  from lawyers and lorry-drivers to caterers and IT contractors. 

4. The agreement reached on how citizens will secure their status under the 
Withdrawal Agreement represents a clear departure from EU law: it accepts the 
UK’s proposal for a system where the status is conditional on a successful 
application as an option, rather than insisting on a declaratory system as under 
EU law. This means that citizens will have to prove their entitlement to the status 
when they apply, which could be very difficult for people who have been in the 
country for many years.  And then, bureaucracies can also make mistakes.  Both 
the UK and EU 27 can apply this option – and for UK citizens, this was a last-
minute addition, without consultation.  The EP resolution of 13 December was 
right to say that this should be revisited. [Currently, British citizens in the EU are 
entirely in the dark as to if and whether and in which EU countries this option 
may be applied to them.] 

5. There will be limitations on family reunification rights in the UK for both groups 
– for EU citizens in the UK and returning UK citizens to the UK. 

6. [There is no clarification on the position of students under this common 
understanding.] 

7. On top of all of these substantive issues, nothing is agreed until everything is 
agreed: and there is no provision to ring-fence citizens’ rights from the rest of 
negotiations so that they would stand, whatever the outcome of the other 
negotiations. 

8. Lastly, unlike the Irish question, there is no distinct strand for continued 
negotiation on citizens’ rights, so these issues are likely simply to be lost amid 
the array of transition and future relationship issues. 

These are the legal and political aspects of the negotiations on citizens’ rights to 
date but I now want to address the human and social aspect and the wider 
implications for EU citizenship and the European project. 
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The European project is at its heart a project of peace, cooperation and solidarity, 
a social project.  Its social aspects were renewed at Gothenburg before Christmas 
and Chancellor Merkel talked in Davos last week about cooperation, solidarity, 
social aspects. 

In this context, I also want to talk about intergenerational responsibility. 

In 1945, my father, aged 20, was moving across Europe with the Allied Forces.  In 
the same year, my father-in-law, aged 16, survived the bombing of Dresden.  They 
never met but both in their different ways hoped for a better Europe for their 
children and grandchildren.  Of course we owe it to them and people like them to 
fulfil that hope. 

Nearly 50 years later, my father in law drove my husband to Brussels in a Lada, to 
do the same stage as me at the European Commission, only the second cohort of 
East Germans to take part after the fall of the Berlin Wall.  So through the accident 
of history, our children are lucky – they will not lose their EU citizenship post Brexit. 

Not everyone or everyone’s children in the “protected group” (or indeed beyond 
it)is that lucky and whether they are lucky or not is arbitrary.  Because we are in fact 
one finite group of people caught up in this unprecedented situation, all children 
of the European project.  The solidarity and community of our group is the 
expression of the European project, a community of Europeans whose destinies 
have become intertwined through it - and now through our joint fight to defend 
our rights. 

If you disappoint us now, you quash our hopes and dreams and those of EU 
citizens in the future, by sending a clear message that embracing EU citizenship is 
a risk, it can be taken away from you, and you can be penalised for embracing it.  
At a time when the EU should be reinforcing the fundamental nature of EU 
citizenship not weakening it. 

EU citizenship is our fundamental status and it should protect us now in this 
unprecedented situation – and if not now, when? 
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British in Europe 


