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Brexit Case Studies: Residency 

 

Dominique 
‘Will my low income and lack of savings be a barrier to my 
application for settled status? What evidence must I produce 
to prove my right to remain or achieve settled status, and how 
much will it cost to provide the necessary documentation?’ 

Dominique is a French national who has lived in Northern Ireland since 1989. She 
studied archaeology full-time at Queen’s University Belfast for four years before finding 
employment as a French teaching assistant. 

She has separated from her husband and has worked part-time while she brought up 
her two daughters. Currently Dominique is employed 16 hours per week teaching 
French in a local school; she works term time only and is not paid for three months 
(June, July, August) each year. 

She pays National Insurance contributions and expects to draw her state retirement 
pension when she retires. As she is on a low income she has no retirement funds; she 
lives in rented accommodation and has no other financial assets. 

When Dominique started working in Northern Ireland she enquired about the legal 
requirements and proof of her permission to reside and work here. She was informed 
‘we don’t bother with that in Northern Ireland’. As a result she has no official 
documentation of her permission to reside in Northern Ireland since 1989. 

Dominique is unclear if there is a minimum financial threshold in relation to obtaining 
permission to continue to reside in Northern Ireland after Brexit. ‘Will my low income 
and lack of savings be a barrier to my application for settled status? What evidence 
must I produce to prove my right to remain or achieve settled status, and how much 
will it cost to provide the necessary documentation?’ she asked. 

‘It would be catastrophic for us if we had to go back to France; my daughters have 
never lived there and the youngest has minimal French language; is too late for me to 
find something better.’ 
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Tomas 
As we are not married, what proof will be required to prove that 
we have a durable relationship and Julie is my family member?’ 

Tomas is a Hungarian national who has lived and worked in Northern Ireland since 
2014. His partner of four years, Julie, came to live with him in June 2018. She has 
worked in NI since June until September 2018, but has given up work because she is 
pregnant. 

Tomas and Julie are not married. ‘As we are not married, what proof will be required 
to prove that we have a durable relationship and she is my family member; and what 
will it cost to acquire the necessary documentation to prove that our relationship is 
genuine?’ 

 
Milena 
 

‘This process is creating divisions among people in Northern 
Ireland. Will we all have to face increased security checks?’  

 
Milena is a Bulgarian citizen who has lived and worked in Northern Ireland since 1999. 
Married to a dual Bulgarian/British citizen, she has two children who are also dual 
Bulgarian/British citizens. 
 
Milena came to live in Northern Ireland on a spouse visa; her husband had permanent 
residency at that time, and in 2000 Milena obtained permanent residency.  
 
Milena studied and gained a PhD at Queen’s University, Belfast and was employed in 
a research capacity for the university. To date, her access to employment has been 
based on her permanent residence rights and her spouse visa. Other than showing 
her passport, Milena was not asked to prove her status or provide other documents 
when she first worked at Queen’s. After two absences for maternity leave, she now 
works as a senior researcher in a local NGO. 
  
Milena has not applied for British citizenship. ‘I didn’t do so as it wasn’t necessary; it 
would not have made any practical difference to me. It was also an expensive process 
and involved passing tests, the cost of which are rising all the time. And it involves a 
pledge to the Queen - I’m neither a monarchist nor a republican, and was not drawn 
to take this step. I resolved to do it only if I had to’, she explained.  ‘Now that it may 
have become necessary, I’m not sure whether to apply.’ 
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Milena has concerns about how her position might change after Brexit. ‘I obtained 
permanent residency in the UK before Bulgaria joined the EU; I’m not sure how the 
process of applying for settled status will apply to me.’  
 
‘I subscribe to the government’s email information service and I get information in my 
workplace, but even so, I don’t have the knowledge I need; for example, will I have to 
reapply for permanent residency first? Will my settled status rights be the same as my 
rights as an EU citizen? How will the changes impact on my employment status – 
could I change employers freely in the future? What about having to pay 
comprehensive sickness insurance? Would I be refused settled status if I don’t have 
it? Would I have to pay it in the future, say, if I lost my job?’ 
 
Milena explained that she didn’t anticipate any major difficulties but that she doesn't 
know for sure. ‘It gives me a strange, resentful feeling that, after having lived and 
worked here for so long, I would be asked for proof of my right to be here or to work in 
Northern Ireland. It would feel like a loss to be treated differently from my friends and 
colleagues. Are my rights being taken away? I want to believe that my rights will remain 
the same, but might they be diminished in less obvious ways, as the regulations are 
worked on in the future? I don’t know what will happen!’ 
 
‘If there is an agreement between the UK and the EU, how will my rights be enforced? 
Would I be too vulnerable to challenge decisions and enforce my rights if I had to? 
What will happen if there is no agreement? As a family, we haven’t decided on our 
future and what my husband and I will do on retirement. What if I worked in Bulgaria 
for two years or more, could I return to live in Northern Ireland? Could I access the 
health service in the future?’ 
 
Milena explained that family and friends have visited her regularly from Bulgaria over 
the last 19 years. ‘I would be hesitant in encouraging my Mum to visit me in the future; 
what if she needed emergency health care while she was with us? What would her 
entitlement be to access A&E if that was necessary, and what documentation would 
she need to prove this?’ 
 
Milena has paid her national insurance and taxes to the UK authorities while she has 
been employed and anticipates being eligible for a state pension as well as her 
occupational pension. She is uncertain about how that would be paid and how tax 
would be calculated if she worked in Bulgaria in the future. ‘There are so many 
uncertainties for me and my family’, she said, ‘but it really bothers me that this process 
is creating divisions among people in Northern Ireland. Will we all have to face 
increased security checks? I have access to work and to information, such as it is; 
what about people who are less well off? I think these divisions embolden people to 
attack or undermine you and that is very worrying. 
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Denis 
 

‘I won’t have the same rights as my husband and son!’ 
 
Denis is a Romanian citizen who has lived and worked in Northern Ireland since 2009. 
She is married to an Irish citizen and they have one son.  
 
Denis first came to Northern Ireland to find employment as an interpreter/translator. 
She had obtained an English Language and Literature degree in Romania and had a 
licence in interpreting and translating from the Romanian Ministry of Justice. Although 
qualified, she was unable to obtain work as an interpreter/translator locally as she 
needed an Access NI certificate which requires three years residency in Northern 
Ireland. 
 
After working voluntarily, she obtained paid part-time work, 20 hours a week in October 
2009. 
 
Up until recently, Denis had not considered that she needed to consider her 
immigration status. ‘I was hopeful nothing would change; I felt that I would be fine, not 
because I’m a migrant, but because I’m married to an Irish citizen’ she explained. 
 
Now she is thinking about applying for Irish citizenship. ‘For security: I am worried that 
if things turn out badly, I won’t have the same rights as my husband and son. In the 
future anything could happen! Even the EU referendum result was a shock.’ 
 
‘I could have applied for UK citizenship before based on my years of residency, but if 
they don’t want me, I don’t want to be a British citizen!’ she said. ‘In the future, we may 
want to live in another EU country.’ 
 
Denis explained that Romania had always aspired to be part of the EU and to get rid 
of visas and border checks. ‘It's hard to understand why people want to be outside the 
EU and to go back to that.’ 
 
Denis is concerned about her Mum’s ability to visit her easily in the future. ‘Getting a 
visa to travel outside Romania used to be a bureaucratic nightmare. If we went back 
to that, she wouldn’t be able to travel to Bucharest and queue for hours to get a visa; 
it would be too much.’ 
 
In relation to healthcare, Denis’ Mum has an EHIC card at the moment. ‘If she needed 
emergency health care, would her EHIC card cover that after Brexit?’ she asked. 
 
Denis does not know whether the new settled status category would apply to her since 
she is married to an Irish citizen. ‘There is a lack of clarity at the highest level’ she 
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said. ‘The government can’t give me any assurance if they are not clear about the 
details themselves.’ 

 

Eva 
If I’m not exercising my Treaty rights, will my non-EU spouse 
lose his right to reside here too?’ 

Eva is a Lithuanian national. She came to Northern Ireland to find work in 2016. She 
found a job on her arrival and worked as a canteen assistant for a year, when she was 
dismissed. 
 
Eva has been unemployed since November 2017. She met and married Manuel, a 
Mexican citizen, in 2016. ‘I’ve been told I’m not exercising my Treaty rights; does this 
mean that I will not be entitled to stay in Northern Ireland after Brexit? And what about 
Manuel? Will he lose his right to reside here too?’ 

 

Marek 
‘If I take a sabbatical from work and go abroad to study, will I 
lose my right to permanent residency and thus my eligibility for 
settled status?’ 

Marek is a Polish national living and working in Northern Ireland. He lives in County 
Derry/Londonderry and works as a co-ordinator in a local organisation delivering 
support services to local communities and people from ethnic minority backgrounds. 
 
Marek first came to the UK in 2002, two years before Poland joined the EU. He has 
worked in Northern Ireland for 3 periods separated by some time spent in Asia and 
England.  
 
Among the many uncertainties Marek faces is the impact of Brexit on his family life. 
He knows that EU nationals’ rights to permanent residence – which are acquired if 
they have been exercising their EU treaty rights in the UK for five continuous years – 
can be lost if the EU national is out of the UK for more than two years. 
 
Marek’s wife is a non-EU citizen. Currently her rights are governed by EU law which 
protects the rights of non-EU spouses of EU nationals. She lawfully resides in Northern 
Ireland on an EU spouse visa, and she is acquiring rights to permanent residency in 
the UK through her marriage to Marek.  
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One option Marek is thinking about to secure his family life could be to apply for British 
citizenship; yet if he did so before his wife had acquired permanent residency rights, 
she would be illegally present in NI and would have to apply to come to the UK under 
UK immigration rules. Her application might then require her husband to earn a 
minimum annual salary. 
 
Marek had intended to resign and take a sabbatical from work; now he is not sure 
whether such a move is compatible with his need to demonstrate that he has been 
exercising his EU right to free movement in the UK (i.e. as an employed, self-
employed, self-sufficient person or a student) for the five continuous years and thus 
acquiring rights to permanent residency and eligibility for settled status. 
 
‘I have read the government’s statements, but I know there is no guarantee of anything 
until it is enshrined in law’ said Marek. ‘People don’t know where to go to get advice; 
it is very frustrating.’ 
 
‘I feel that Poland was denied an equal place in Europe for 50 years. After the war, the 
allied nations blocked Poland’s progress despite our country’s contribution to the 
defeat of Nazism. When Poland joined the EU, it meant such a lot to us that we were 
finally accepted as Europeans. I do take the Brexit vote personally, I’m afraid; it feels 
that the huge opportunities which were opened to us on joining Europe are now being 
taken away. 
 
‘Now that the UK is leaving the EU, I don’t know how I feel about becoming a British 
citizen. Before the referendum, I would have been proud to have dual Polish and 
British citizenship; I value the people I have met and the things I learnt here. Now I’m 
not so sure. Would having British citizenship still protect me from being treated 
differently by the British, knowing that I was not born here?’ 
 
 
Stefan 
 

‘Many people, some of whom have made their life here, are not 
aware of what to do to prove their lawful residency in Northern 
Ireland; they may not have kept paper records or have any 
relationship with a bank – will they be forced to return “home” 
when the UK leaves the EU?’ 

Stefan is a 25-year-old Romanian national living and working in Northern Ireland. He 
is employed as an assistant manager in a local cafe.  
 
Stefan came to Northern Ireland to study in 2011 and since finishing his studies he 
has been continuously employed. He has plans to progress in his current career and 
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considers Northern Ireland to be his home. He has made many friends locally, has an 
Irish girlfriend and he volunteers at a local community group which supports other 
migrant workers. 
 
Stefan had decided to apply for British citizenship in order to secure his future in 
Northern Ireland. He is aware that he has qualified for permanent residency as he has 
lived in Northern Ireland for over five years. However, he is concerned that if he doesn’t 
take the steps to apply for citizenship this year (2018), he might be caught out by being 
rejected as in 2019 it could be even more difficult, or the rules might change after 
Brexit day, March 29th. ‘I have been building up an occupational pension and would 
be concerned that I could lose this in the future. Could I apply for a mortgage without 
citizenship? Having citizenship would make me feel more secure; I would also feel 
more part of the community,’ he said. 
 
Stefan explained that to be successful in his citizenship application, he has to pass an 
English language and a history test, complete an 80 page application form, back up 
his application with documentary proof of his lawful stay in Northern Ireland, and pay 
the appropriate fees. The results of the history test are only valid for one year and this 
adds to the pressure he feels to make a successful application. ‘You’ve got to get the 
paperwork right,’ he explained.  
 
Getting information or advice about how to respond to the impact of Brexit has been 
hard. Information about the citizenship application has been shared among his friends 
by word of mouth.  
 
Stefan rang the Home Office for information about the citizenship process, but on two 
occasions, he was given contradictory information which left him confused about the 
documentary information he was required to produce.  
 
‘The online citizenship application form is not an easy one to complete,’ said Stefan. 
‘Anyone who doesn’t have fluent English would struggle with it.’ He has now instructed 
a solicitor to help him with the application. 
 
Stefan is aware of many other EU nationals who are in the dark about what will 
happen. ‘I don’t feel there is enough information for us. Many people, some of whom 
have made their life here, are not aware of what to do to prove their lawful residency 
in Northern Ireland; they may not have kept paper records or have any relationship 
with a bank – will they be forced to return “home” when the UK leaves the EU?’ 
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Cindy 
 

‘As I’m a cross border worker living in Donegal, could I even 
apply for settled status under the UK’s EU settlement scheme 
while remaining in Donegal? Does settled status apply to EU 
nationals working in Northern Ireland?’ 
 

Cindy is a French national who lives in County Donegal in the Republic of Ireland. She 
works part-time in a short-term post in Derry and crosses the border almost every day. 
 
Cindy is married to a Moroccan national who works in Donegal; he has an EU 
residence card in accordance with Irish regulations. 
 
‘I am worried about the impact of Brexit on our lives’ Cindy said. ‘There are more job 
opportunities in Northern Ireland than in Donegal. When my job ends, should I be 
considering moving to live in Northern Ireland in order to access work? Will I be 
allowed to do that after Brexit? If no, should I move before March 29 2019 in order to 
establish rights to settled status?’ 
 
‘As I’m a cross border worker living in Donegal, could I even apply for settled status 
under the UK’s EU settlement scheme while remaining in Donegal? Does settled 
status apply to EU nationals working in Northern Ireland?’ 
 
‘If I stay in Donegal, what barriers will exist at the border and what difficulties, if any 
will I encounter on my journeys to work in Derry?’ 
 
Cindy expressed concern that employment opportunities in Northern Ireland might 
change in the future with new employment priorities awarded to UK nationals, or a 
new immigration regime introduced which will restrict EU and non-EU nationals’ 
access to such opportunities.  
 
‘We have decided that we would like to move to Derry but at the same time we are 
scared to take the wrong decision considering that we don't have any idea of what will 
happen. I’ve looked for information on the UK government website, but find it hard to 
get the information I need which addresses my concerns.’ 
 
‘I have some immediate practical concerns too: I am paid in sterling (GBP) by my Derry 
job which I have to change into Euro; a falling exchange rate has serious 
consequences for my take home pay. My employer contributes to my UK employment 
pension; what will happen to that pension in the future, whether I stay in Donegal or 
return to France? Will I be able to access it? I’m feeling quite lost!’ she said. 
 
 


