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148,000 Britons Live in France, Especially in 
the Sparsely Populated Areas of the West

I n 2016, there were 148,300 Britons living in France. They arrived in particularly large numbers 
between 1990 and 2006, a period during which their population doubled. In 2016, 53,000 
British residents, i.e. over a third, were retired. The majority of these Britons are couples, 

without children, and live in the sparsely populated areas of western France such as Charente, 
Dordogne or Haute-Vienne. 55,000 Britons residing in France are in employment. They live mainly 
in large cities offering skilled jobs The Alps and some of the border regions are also home to 
expats, who are relatively young and mostly come to work. UK residents also choose France as a 
tourist destination, where they own 86,000 second homes and constitute one of the country’s 
main foreign tourist client groups.

Sonia Besnard, Hélène Chesnel, Valérie Mariette, Anna Simon (Insee)

In 2016, there were 148,300 Britons 
living in France (Box 1), making France 
the second most popular European 
country for British nationals. The most 
popular, Spain, has twice as many 
British residents. Britons represent 
0.2% of the French population. They are 
the 4th most populous group of Euro-
pean residents living in French territory, 
far behind the Portuguese (546,100 
inhabitants), followed by the Italians 
(194,600 inhabitants) and the Spanish 
(157,400 inhabitants), whose immigra-
tion to France began earlier. The 
Northern European nationalities, such 
as the Belgians, the Germans or the 
Dutch, are less represented. The foreign 
population is more concentrated than 
the population as a whole, but with 
location rationales differing from one 
nationality to another.

Britons More Often Settle in 
the Least Populated Regions

In search of a less urbanised living envi-
ronment and more affordable property 
prices than in their home nation, some 
Britons choose to settle in France’s least 
populated areas (Figure 1). In this 

 1  Breakdown and Share of Britons in the Population by Living Area in 2016
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Statistical confidentiality: living areas with fewer than 5,000 inhabitants.
Sources: INSEE, 2016 population census, main processing, excluding Mayotte, 2017 census.



 � Insee Première n° 1809 - July 2020

respect, they differ from the Belgians and 
Germans who prefer the more urbanised 
border areas.
For example, 19% of these British people live 
in very sparsely populated communes 
compared with 9% of Belgians and 5% of 
Germans. 20% of Dutch nationals also live in 
communes of this type, but their population 
only numbers a quarter as many people.
British residents are especially concen-
trated in a vast area that stretches from 
Haute-Vienne to Gers, encompassing 
Charente and Dordogne. For example, 43% 
of British residents who have settled in 
France live in Nouvelle-Aquitaine or in 
Occitanie (39,200 and 24,900 people, 
respectively). There are also greater 
numbers of Britons in Brittany and south-
west Normandy, areas that are closer to the 
English coasts, or even in some areas of 
Savoie and Haute-Savoie.
These regional preferences can also be seen 
among British owners of second homes in 
France. Purchasing a second home may be 
the precursor to some of these people sett-
ling in France permanently (Box 2).

A Steady Rhythm of People Arriving 
in the 2000s, Which Has Since Started 
to Slow

This presence of the British community in 
France is the result of migratory movements 
that began at the end of the 20th century. In 
1990, there were 65,300 Britons living in 
France. 26 years later, this number had more 
than doubled (Figure 2).
The phenomenon grew and spread geogra-
phically, especially between 1999 and 
2006. During that period, the number of 
British people rose by 5.5% per year, which 
translates into an annual increase of 6,100 
people on average. The new arrivals tended 
to head to the more sparsely populated 
areas.
This period coincided with a sharp rise in 
property prices in the UK, making access to 
property more difficult. Other British 
households saw an opportunity to sell their 
property in the UK at a high price and 
acquire both a home and a better quality of 
life abroad. Developments in low-cost air 
transport helped this movement. Regular 
flights between France and the UK tripled 
between 1996 and 2007. The Channel 
tunnel also entered into operation at the 
beginning of this period.
However, at the end of the 2000s, this 
movement began to slow. The fall in the 
British currency (– 20% against the euro 
between 2006 and 2011) reduced the 
purchasing power of the retirees who had 
settled in France, whose pensions were in 
pound sterling. This may partly explain 
why fewer Britons came to live in France. 

Over the more recent period from 2011 to 
2016, their number dropped by 1.2% per 
year, or 1,900 fewer inhabitants on average 
each year. At the same time, fewer British 
people acquired French nationality. Indeed, 
in 2016, 78% of the Britons present in 
France had moved to the country less than 
20 years ago.
The British residents in France have quite 
varied profiles, with characteristics speci-
fic to their place of residence. These areas 
can be broken down into five distinct 
groups.

The Sparsely Populated Living Areas 
of Western France are Home to British 
Retirees

In 2016, there were 53,000 Britons living in 
France, the majority of whom reside outside 
of large agglomerations, preferring the most 
sparsely populated areas in the western half of 
the country (Figure 3). 56% of the Britons 
living in these living areas (groups A and B) 
are retired (Figure 4). In some places in the 
south west, for example Condom (Gers), 
Prades (Pyrénées Orientales) or Valence 

Brexit will have a direct impact on the life of numerous British expats. It could prompt 
some of them to apply for French nationality. In 2016, 22,800 people living in France, but 
born with British nationality, held French nationality. As of 1 January 2021 (or 1 July 2021 
for British nationals already settled in France), the provisions of common law will apply and 
it will be necessary to hold a residence permit to settle in France.

In the Future, Will There Be More Britons Applying for French Nationality?Box 1

 2  Number of Britons Broken Down by Type of Living Area since 1990
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Note : groups from one typology created using living areas comprising at least 100 British people (Figure 3).
Coverage: France excluding Mayotte.
Sources: INSEE, 1990-2016 population censuses, main processing.

In addition to the 148,300 British residents, a large number of UK inhabitants also come 
to stay in France for short periods, whether in their own second home or in tourist accommo-
dation. Britons own 86,000 second homes in France, making them the largest group of non-
French homeowners. In particular, they own twice as many homes as inhabitants from Bel-
gium, Italy or Switzerland. They prefer to purchase second homes in the same living zones 
as those where British retirees have settled (group A). In these regions, their properties 
represent 17% of all second homes. The also own a significant number (8,600 homes) in the 
Alpine tourist zones, where this share is at 6%.

In 2018, UK inhabitants were the biggest foreign users of collective tourist accommodation 
in Metropolitan France, which comprises hotels, campsites and other tourist accommodation. 
In total, they spent over 19 million overnight stays in these establishments, accounting for 
14% of overnight stays by non-French tourists. This is closely followed by tourists from 
Germany and the Netherlands (13% each) and then Belgium (10%). However, visits by UK 
residents dropped between 2015 and 2018 (a 7.5% drop in overnight stays), while those of 
foreign tourists rose (+ 6.7%). This drop in visits by British tourists affected all tourist areas, 
and the Alpine area in particular (– 29%). The reduction is less pronounced in urban areas 
(– 4%), which receives more visits from business customers, and other more rural areas. 
The economic context associated with Brexit has had an impact on this development. At 
this time, the conditions for British nationals travelling to France have not been changed by 
Brexit, but they may change after 31 December 2020, which could have an impact on the 
French tourist accommodation sector. Furthermore, in 2020, tourist visits, especially from 
British visitors, have been heavily affected by the health crisis associated with the Covid-19 
epidemic.

France: Also a Tourist Destination for UK ResidentsBox 2
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(Tarn-et-Garonne), more than two thirds are 
retired. This lifestyle choice is often made by 
couples, with 59% of Britons in these two 
groups of living areas (groups A and B) living 
as a couple, without children, and 86% of 
those with a partner who is also British.
There are 32,700 Britons in the least popu-
lated living areas (group A), 16 times more 
than in 1990. These are the areas where the 
growth in the number of Britons was highest 
(+ 11.2% per year on average between 1990 
and 2016, compared with + 3.2% across 
France as a whole). These areas are situated 
in central France (Creuse, Haute-Vienne, 
south part of Vienne, south part of Indre, 
north part of Charente, Dordogne), central 
Brittany or the south of Normandy 
(Figure 3), where property remain relatively 
affordable. The British residents in these 
areas are almost all owners (92%) of their 
main residence, which is almost always a 
house.
During the 2000s, low-cost air routes were 
opened, departing from small regional 
airports such as those of Limoges or Berge-
rac. This increased the attractiveness of 
these areas for households on lower inco-
mes than those that made up the first waves 
of British migrants. It also made it possible 
to expand flight routes to more areas of the 
UK. Therefore, for around 20 years, more 
and more Britons have been settling in these 
areas, among the most sparsely populated in 
France. Half of the residents in the least 
populated areas (group A) have been living 
in France for less than 10 years, and now 
represent, on average, 3% of the population 
in this group of living areas and sometimes 
between 8 and 9% of inhabitants, such as in 
the living areas of Callac (Côtes-d’Armor) 
or Dorat (Haute-Vienne). The presence of 
British nationals contributes to the life of 
these sparsely populated areas (11,500 inha-
bitants on average) and often helps to 
support businesses and build up pupil 
numbers in the communes where these 
families live.
In this same west part of France, 35,000 
Britons live in more populated living areas 
(group B), with on average 30,000 inhabi-
tants (Figure 3). Their presence in these 
areas is less pronounced than in the areas of 
group A: they represent less than 1% of 
inhabitants. Their settling in these areas also 
tends to date back further, with 62% having 
lived there for more than 10 years. Among 
the retired Britons, who make up the largest 
proportion of this group, one in two were 
managers or in mid-level professions 
whereas this proportion is only one in four 
among the retired population residing in 
these living areas as a whole.
However, in the largest of these living 
areas, a slightly higher proportion of British 
residents are in employment, for example in 
Béziers, Draguignan, Cognac or Agen, 

where 30% to 40% work. In addition, fami-
lies with children are a little more common 
here.

Britons in Employment Primarily 
Present in Large Cities

In 2016, 55,000 Britons living in France 
were in employment, making their number 
a little higher than that of retirees. A large 
proportion of these reside in living areas 
centred on large agglomerations (group C) 
that offer jobs in management, executive 
positions and intellectual professions 
(Figure 3). In these living areas, Britons 
who work make up the majority (61%) 
(Figure 4). These residents are generally 
qualified (a quarter are managers), graduates 
(two thirds are graduates of higher 

education) and relatively young (one in two 
are between 18 and 50 years old). In addi-
tion, 20% live alone and 59% as a couple, 
with the same numbers living with children 
as without. These couples are more often 
bi-national: 6 in 10 Britons have a French 
partner. In the west, some living areas are 
home to a higher proportion of Britons 
pursuing their studies. For example, in the 
living areas of Tarbes, Poitiers, Limoges, 
Angers, Caen and Rennes, students repre-
sent a quarter of British nationals.
Historically, Britons settled in the largest 
cities for work. In this way, for the agglome-
rations in question, the British nationals 
who live there have been there for a longer 
time: 36% arrived over 20 years ago, 
compared with 22% on average. The Britons 
who have acquired French nationality are 

 4  Breakdown of Britons According to Their Activity in 2016, by Type of Living Area
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Note: groups from one typology created using living areas comprising at least 100 British people (Figure 3).
Coverage: France excluding Mayotte, population aged 14 or over.
Sources: INSEE, 2016 population census.

 3  Different Types of Living Area According to Profile and the Presence of the British Population
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Note: groups from one typology created using living areas comprising at least 100 British people.
Sources: INSEE, 2016 population census.
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also largely overrepresented in these areas. 
In 1990, 6 in 10 Britons who had settled in 
France held French nationality in these large 
cities. By 2016, this number had grown only 
slightly (38,300) and represents no more 
than a quarter of Britons living in France.

Britons in Employment also Living in 
Border or Alpine Tourist Regions

In 2016, 5,700 Britons were living in a dozen 
living areas close to Switzerland (nine of 
which around Geneva and two in Haut-Rhin, 
close to Basel) or Italy (Menton) (Figure 3). 
Of these, 61% had a job, 75% of which were 
located outside France (group D). With its 
international organisations and tertiary acti-
vities, Geneva attracts an international, 
qualified workforce. As a result, 500 Britons 
residing in those living areas work for this 
type of organisation. Among the British 
residents aged 14 and above, 63% are higher 
education graduates; almost 20% are mana-
gers and as many are mid-level 
professionals.
Another group of 11 Alpine tourist living 
areas are also home to populations of young 
people from the United Kingdom who have 
come to work (group E). In these areas, which 
bring together a total of 3,400 foreign natio-
nals, 77% of the Britons over the age of 14 
have a job. They primarily carry out activities 
associated with tourism, such as accommoda-
tion and catering (27%) or transport and 
storage (9%). There are also more craftsmen, 
retailers and company directors here (18%) 
than elsewhere. The Britons represent on 
average 2% of the population in these living 
areas, with this share reaching 5% in Chamo-
nix-Mont-Blanc and 9% in Morzine. Their 
arrival is a little more recent than in the other 
living areas, with 52% having lived there for 
less than 10 years. They are also younger, with 
three quarters under the age of 50, compared 
with 41% of the Britons living in France as a 
whole. In these living areas, 4.4% of children 
of primary-school age (920 children) are 
British. These areas are also a tourist destina-
tion for UK residents. n

Sources

The 2016 population census is the main 
source used, together with the 1990, 1999, 
2006 and 2011 editions. It is used to find out 
the current and birth nationalities reported 
by respondents. However, it cannot be used 
to count the number of people with dual 
nationality.
The data on second homeowners are taken 
from the 2017 edition of the Housing and 
individual demographic file (Fideli). The 
data on tourist numbers are taken from the 
2015 to 2018 editions of the visitor survey 
of collective tourist accommodation 
(excluding overseas departments).
The typology of the living areas is drawn 
up on the basis of a principal component 
analysis followed by an ascending hie-
rarchical classification. It only relates to the 
living areas with at least 100 British natio-
nals and uses the 2016 population census. 
It is based on variables that assess the 
presence of Britons in the living areas, 
their age, their level of educational qualifi-
cation, how they live (in ordinary housing 
or communities, owners or renters, as a 
family, as a couple with a British partner or 
not, or alone), their type of activity (retired, 
employed, student, etc.), their socioprofes-
sional category, their cross-border commu-
ter status and the time since they settled in 
France.

Definitions
In this study, a Brit or a British national 
refers to a person who reports that they are 
of British nationality and reside in France 
when filling in the population census. The 
people reporting that they are of French 
nationality but previously held British natio-
nality (i.e. they have acquired French natio-
nality after birth) are not included in the scope 
of this study.
A resident in the area is counted as such, in 
the population census, if they reside in 
France for at least 12 consecutive months.

A living area is the smallest area within 
which inhabitants have access to the most 
common facilities and services.
Secondary homes are defined here on the 
basis of a fiscal criterion. They refer to furni-
shed premises used for residential purposes 
but not permanently occupied, and subject 
to housing tax. This definition excludes tourist 
residences and differs from that used in the 
population census. The origin of owners is 
determined on the basis of the country of 
residence of these people, irrespective of 
their nationality.
The number of overnight stays corres-
ponds to the total number of nights spent in 
a tourist establishment by the customers. A 
couple staying for three nights in such an 
establishment counts as six overnight 
stays.
The population density grid classifies the 
communes on the basis of the spread of 
the population across their territory. It deli-
neates four density levels: densely popu-
lated, intermediate-density, sparsely popu-
lated and very sparsely populated 
communes. The higher and more concen-
trated the population, the more dense the 
commune.
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