
A View from France

CITIZENSHIP AND WHAT IT MEANS

THE RIGHT TO MAKE YOUR VOTE COUNT

BACKGROUND

LibDems  Overseas  initiated  a  partisan,  Facebook  promoted,  survey  with  a  view  to  informing  a  paper
‘Modernising the relationship between the UK and its citizens living abroad’.  The survey was not directed at
members of LibDems in France, but the chairs of LibDems in Europe and LibDems in France Local Parties
were consulted, provided assistance from their members in collating the raw data into a policy paper and
have been asked to sign off the conclusions.  LibDems in Europe has agreed and, LibDems in France has not
agreed this paper as it was based on a selective survey, is a catch-all which is too broad and lacks thorough
analysis and justification.  In trying to be all things to all men, it misses vital points.

This outline considers two mutually supportive aspects of the LibDems Overseas paper, namely ‘Votes for
Life’ and ‘Overseas Constituencies’.  ‘Votes for Life’ is readily understood and a relatively straightforward
proposal, but the idea of ‘Overseas Constituencies’ has less publicity and is probably less well understood.
‘Votes for Life’ is embedded in the LibDem concept of enduring citizens’ rights and, more specifically, was
implicit  in  the  2017  Manifesto;  it  is  accepted  as  a  given  policy  for  future  governments.   ‘Overseas
Constituencies’ was specifically identified in the 2017 Manifesto under the auspices of “Better Politics”. The
really radical reform is to bring to fruition both ideas so that LibDems can implement a progressive agenda
of better governance,  reforming British politics to make it more representative and more empowering of our
citizens so it earns greater public confidence.  We will (amongst other things) enable all UK citizens living
abroad to vote for MPs in separate overseas constituencies, and to participate in UK referendums.

Changes in social welfare after the Second World War aimed to create a fairer and more caring society.
Recent events, highlighted by BREXIT, have blown open the discrimination prevalent today in UK society
and particularly the neglect of successive governments of the British diaspora. The government does not
keep  official  statistics  of  those  British  Citizens  living  abroad  (a  convenient  mask  and  a  disgraceful
abrogation of responsibility), but typical estimates are that between four and six million Britons live and/or
work abroad, the majority of whom are within the European Economic Area.  The rights and responsibilities
of  the  British  diaspora  are  unaligned to  those  citizens  who reside  in  the  UK; these people,  like,  other
minorities (Windrush) are victims of unfair discrimination.

AIM

To make the case for Overseas Constituencies.

DISCUSSION

Taking the example of France, a citizen is as important as the State where citizens’ rights are protected under
the codified law of the country; exemplified by the great lengths the State is willing to go to, to ensure that
their  citizens  are protected.   This covers  a myriad of  issues;  voting,  safety,  health,  legal  protection and
ensures that their citizens are not made stateless.  France does not make its citizens stateless no matter the
behaviour of the citizen; justice is applied to the citizen in France even if that results in prosecution. 

In the UK by comparison, state/ political decisions override the rights of the citizen.  The UK regards British 
Citizens Overseas as dispensable, if not quasi treacherous, for leaving the UK.  The UK does not consider its 
duty of care for its citizens sufficiently important to register their presence abroad nor consider their voting 
rights nor opinion and loyalty; it is blind to what the citizen can bring to the state by their involvement in 
electing the government.  For example, the British Government does not pay ransoms for kidnap victims.  
The issue is considered part of the palette of punitive measures against the threat of terrorism against the 
British state rather than safeguarding the citizen; payment to kidnappers is seen as the slippery slope to state 
blackmail.
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The UK needs to rethink which is more important, the state or the citizen. 

A survey of British living, or who have an interest in living, abroad has revealed that UK Common Law has
not kept pace with the needs of British citizens in a globalised world and especially does not define ‘British
Citizen’ in terms of what a ‘British Citizen’ can expect from the State and what the State can expect from its
citizenry.  A ‘Civil Code’, such as exists in most countries, would contain this definition.  A factor in being a
‘British Citizen’ is the right to vote.

A British Citizen resident in UK (who has voting rights in the UK), who leaves the UK to live abroad, retains
the right to vote for up to fifteen years after leaving the UK.  Their original voting right is tied to their
constituency  Electoral  Registration  List  and  merely  transferred  to  the  ‘overseas’  section  of  that
constituency’s Electoral Register.  However, a move within the UK ensures that their vote is transferred to
their new local constituency.

The constituency MP is unlikely to know the departed voter, especially after a change of representation.  The
busy MP will concentrate on the constituents resident in the constituency and will not have time to fully
understand the needs of a few overseas constituents.  Overseas British Citizens with voting rights are spread
thinly over many constituencies in the UK, thus there is no dedicated parliamentary representation for their
specific needs.  Their voice is very diluted and their needs are very different to the rump of constituents.

The French diaspora vote for their own deputies in the National Assembly dedicated overseas constituencies
and are represented by dedicated senators.  These deputies give a conduit for the French Citizens abroad,
without the dilution of instant domestic matters. This system merits more study. (See Annex)

Creating Overseas Constituencies (OC) will not change domestic constituency boundaries as the number of
potential overseas voters in each constituency is not great.  Their creation will reduce the work load in UK
Constituencies.   The direct  representation of  the  British diaspora  via  their  dedicated constituencies  will
invariably be felt in parliament; a point not missed by the established political parties.  Future governments
will need to consider the opinions of all British citizens everywhere.  

In  practical  terms,  OC  will  need  to  be  defined  by  a  combination  of  geography  and  then  number  of
constituents; the same principal as in the UK.  A typical UK constituency has one MP for between 60,000 to
80,000 population, a number that is probably impractical for an OC.  International examples vary from one
MP to represent all expatriates, several MPs to represent all expatriates or the creation of several OC whose
elected  MPs  represent  expatriates  in  a  geographical  region.  (In  2012  France  introduced  11  OC  each
representing a group of countries defined by estimated populations of French nationals; there is one OC for
the USA and Canada and another for the 33 countries of Central/South America). (See Annex)

Electoral registration for OC favours a single national office; the single point of contact for registered British
Citizens Abroad.  Centralised electoral registration for OC streamlines registration for British Citizens voting
abroad.  As an initial step to set up the register, UK Electoral Registration offices can provide their data for
their overseas registered voters to this central office.   British Embassies have no idea of the number of
British Citizens living in their country and the FCO would need to be tasked to ensure that Embassies initiate
programmes to provide this data to this central office.  This has the added bonus of assisting the government
and government authorities in having some idea of the numbers of British Citizens living abroad, which is
currently not accurately known; another benefit across government departments.  Using either the current
secure  government  web  portal,  or  a  similar  secure  portal,  electronic  registration  and  voting  could  be
developed and used – perhaps trialling its introduction UK wide.  Introducing such a system would mean that
Embassies and High Commissions would not be burdened with managing in country voting as is done by
Australia, Poland and Brazil for example.

The extension of this streamlined management of the votes and voting rights of Overseas British Citizens
would facilitate the registration of qualified to vote new voters – the children of qualified voters – and the re-
integration of returning British Citizens into the domestic Electoral Registration organisation.
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CONCLUSION

The UK needs to rethink which is more important the state or the citizen. 

UK Common Law does not define the expectations of a British Citizen, nor does it define what the state
expects of its citizens. A factor of being a British Citizen is a right to be represented in the British Parliament.

People living abroad, who have previously been registered on an Electoral Register in the UK, keep the right
to vote in that UK constituency for 15 years from the date of leaving UK.  The voice of the overseas diaspora
is diluted across many UK constituencies and can therefore lack consistency, force and vigour.  Creating
Overseas  Constituencies  (OC)  will  not  alter  current  constituency  boundaries,  will  probably  reduce  the
administrative  workload  in  UK constituencies  and will  give  citizens  living  abroad direct  representation
without burdening the domestic load of a UK constituency MP.  There will be a small administrative cost in
establishing an Electoral Registration Office for Overseas Constituencies.  OC will need to be defined by a
combination of geography and then number of constituents.  International examples vary from one MP to
represent all expatriates, several MPs to represent all expatriates or the creation of several OC whose elected
MPs represent expatriates in a geographical region.

A central Electoral Registration Office for Overseas Constituencies can become the single point of contact
for registered British Citizens Abroad which will streamline registration for British Citizens voting abroad.
Using either the current secure government web portal, or a similar secure portal, electronic registration and
voting methodology could be developed and used – perhaps trialling its introduction UK wide. 

A move to Overseas Constituencies will improve monitoring of the fifteen year time constraint (if it has not
been  removed,  give  citizens  a  single  point  of  contact,  which  could  be  exploited  by  other  government
departments and would be a major step towards ‘codifying’ what ‘citizenship’ means.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Overseas Constituencies are legislated during the next Parliamentary Session.

Annex A:  Overseas Constituencies  – Four Examples

This paper has been written with the generous help of members of LibDems in France Local Party

June 2019
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ANNEX A – Overseas constituencies – Four Examples

FRANCE in detail

List of constituencies

Constituency Region Number of countries 
 First Canada and United States 2 
Second Central America, Caribbean and South America 33 
Third Northern Europe 10 
Fourth Benelux 3 
Fifth Andorra, Monaco, Portugal and Spain 4 
Sixth Liechtenstein and Switzerland 2 
Seventh Central and Eastern Europe 16 

Eighth 
Southern Europe, Israel (and the Palestinian territories) 
and Turkey 

8 

Ninth North-west Africa 16 

Tenth 
Central, Eastern and Southern Africa, much of the Middle
East 

48 

Eleventh 
Belarus, Ukraine, Russia, Moldova, Oceania, most of 
Asia 

49 

ITALY in detail

Constituency Deputies Senators 
Europe (including Russia and Turkey) 5 2 
South America 4 2 
North and Central America 2 1 
Africa, Asia, Oceania and Antarctica 1 1 

PORTUGAL has two representatives for Europe and two for Rest of the World

SPAIN does not have directly elected parliamentary representative for her overseas citizens, but the Cortes is
advised by a General Council which has responsibilities for the rights of Spanish citizens abroad. 27 regions
and countries are represented by 43 councillors.
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