
 ‘EU citizenship is somewhat unusual in that 
it provides rights rather than duties, and 

exists alongside national citizenship rather 
than in place of it’
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What future for us 
in Brexit Europe?

S
INCE British citizens voted for 
the UK to leave the EU I have 
found myself  explaining why I, 
as a Guernsey citizen, did not 
have a vote in the referendum. 
Guernsey’s Crown dependency 

status and its relationship with the UK 
and EU is little known by those not 
associated with the island.
‘You’re not part of  the UK and not part 
of  the EU?’, people often check, for 
clarification. I confirm that is correct, 
though I can then ignite confusion by 
claiming: ‘But unlike some Sarnians, I 
am an EU citizen.’
A few weeks ago my father visited in 
France. It was market day and we were 
wandering beneath multi-coloured 
canopies as people bustled with 
baskets, boxes and bushels of  produce. 
Our market is a great place to meet a 
range of  Europeans. In a conversation 
about the referendum, my father and 
I were asked about Channel Islanders’ 
relationship with the EU. Producing 
our burgundy-coloured passports, we 
indicated the words ‘European Union: 
British Islands, Bailiwick of  Guernsey’ 
and, inside, our nationality as ‘British 
citizen’. Then my father turned to the 
observations page of  his passport, 
which contains a clause on immigration 
status and right of  abode that reads:
‘The holder is not entitled to benefit 
from EU provisions relating to 
employment or establishment.’
We explained that this endorsement 
means he does not benefit from free 
movement – the first and foremost right 
of  EU citizenship. In contrast, there is 
no such endorsement in my passport, 
which means that I do have access to 
free movement and am recognised as an 
EU citizen. 
The critical difference between our 
statuses is that my father has no 
‘parent or grandparent born, adopted, 
naturalised or registered as a citizen 
of  the UK and Colonies in the United 
Kingdom’ (Gov.uk 2015), whereas, my 
mother was born in the UK.
Whether you have such association 

with the EU or not is the first indication 
of  how Brexit might impact your rights. 
Most islanders hold passports like mine, 
without endorsements, and when the 
UK officially leaves the EU we will no 
longer be legalised as EU citizens. So 
what does this mean?

Since its establishment in 1992, 
‘Citizenship of  the Union confers 
on every citizen of  the Union a 

primary and individual right to move 
and reside freely within the territory of  
the Member States’ (Directive 2004/38/
EC) – that is, between the Atlantic 
coast to the west, the Black Sea to the 
east and from the Arctic Circle in the 
north to the Mediterranean in the south 
– across the territories of  28 member 
states.
Citizenship typically defines a legal 
relationship between an individual and 
the state and entails a bundle of  rights 
and responsibilities. EU citizenship is 
somewhat unusual in that it provides 
rights rather than duties, and exists 
alongside national citizenship rather 
than in place of  it. Experts suggest that 

EU citizenship is largely a privilege 
– for example, it has enabled many 
islanders to travel, live and work across 
the EU with considerable ease and no 
need for many of  the official documents 
that were previously required to 
substantiate one’s identity, including 
residence permits and right-to-work 
documents. Beyond this, however, 
strolling through the French market 
demonstrates the benefits that EU 
citizenship and free movement have 
brought to bring people together.
Among the stalls, an abundance of  
French voices: ‘Bonjour’, ‘Ça va?’ ‘Trois 
cafés, s’il vous plaît’, but also Dutch 
conversations, English accents and 
Italian tones. This French market – its 
stallholders, customers and produce 
– comes together from different 
corners of  Europe and beyond. As I 
move through it, purchasing, sharing 
conversations and tasting pâté and wine 
with friends gathered in the shade cast 
from Monsieur Brebis’ cheese trailer, 
I reflect how being part of  the EU 
has broadened my horizons, provided 
opportunities to work and engage with 
diverse peoples and experience a sense 
of  freedom that will be lost with the 
UK’s exit from the EU. 
So what can I and other Guernsey 
citizens expect now?

For Sarnians with EU provisions, 
these will cease to be available to us 
as the EU citizenship we currently 

know. 
While there is currently much media 
speculation about ‘What happens to 
Brits living abroad?’ (BBC News), and 
suggestions that ‘Brexit will leave two 
million Britons in legal limbo abroad’ 
(The Guardian), there is optimism from 
some parts of  Europe that opportunities 
will be created, particularly for younger 
people (Germany’s vice-chancellor 
suggested that his country should offer 
EU citizenship to young Britons (The 
Independent).

It is easy to feel influenced by such 
hype and while there is uncertainty, 
immigration and citizenship status 
will not immediately change, not least 
because Article 50 of  the Lisbon Treaty, 
which will disconnect the UK from the 
EU, foresees a two-year negotiation 
process.
During that time negotiations will 
likely be made with member states 
regarding the future status of  Britons 
in their countries, and vice versa. 
This will be particularly important 
for Sarnians living and/or working in 
continental Europe, who may encounter 
the bureaucracy and documentation 
that was more common to those moving 
before free movement was initiated.
More immediate concerns, however, 
may be faced by those living outside 
Guernsey and in receipt of  sterling 
pensions or income, the value of  which 
has declined with the falling exchange 
rate since the referendum. However, 
exchange rate fluctuations are not 
unusual and we have weathered these 
before.

The bells of  the church clang at 
midday. The market is emptying of  
customers and produce, and stalls 

will soon be dismantled and packed into 
lorries, cars and trailers as their owners 
disperse. I sit alone and gaze silently 
down on the market from a shadowed 
corner of  an elevated terrace. I spot my 
father making some final purchases for 
a picnic lunch.
I cannot help feeling sad. My chance 
to live, work and mix with other 
EU citizens would not have suited 
everyone, but it was a choice that was 
open for me to take, and it will not be 
available in the same way for future 
generations. On the other hand, and as 
I am asked by people here, what future 
for Guernsey citizens in continental 
Europe? Well, I suggest that we have to 
wait for negotiations to take place and 
in the meantime draw on the optimistic 
thought that Guernsey citizens had 
bases in continental Europe long 
before EU citizenship was established. 
Then, occasionally, I teasingly add, ‘or 
renegotiate the island’s historic ties 
with France’.

u The University of Oxford’s Dr 
Fiona Ferbrache has expertise on EU 
migration and citizenship and splits her 
time between Guernsey, Oxford and a 
research base in south-west France.

Oxford University’s Dr 
Fiona Ferbrache is 
well-placed to reflect 
on the implications for 
Guernsey citizens of 
the UK’s referendum. 
And she can’t help 
but feel sad about the 
limitations Brexit will 
impose

The market at Villefranche, south-west France – a gathering place for Europeans. 

Dr Fiona Ferbrache at the British Embassy near her research base in south-west France. 
‘It was ironic to see the flags next to one another at the embassy three days after the 
referendum result was announced,’ she said. 
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