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The recent scandal over the Windrush generation has 
focused attention on how the UK can be a hostile climate  
for those not born here. With Brexit approaching, that 
includes EU nationals as well, reports Ciara Leeming

Claudia has a metaphor for what Brexit 
means to her. “Imagine if someone 
vomits on you and then says: ‘You clean 
it up,’” she says. “I know it’s not nice, but 
that’s how it feels.”  

An architect, Claudia moved to 
Manchester from her native Italy two 
decades ago, at the age of 16. She and her 
British husband have a three-year-old 
daughter.

For most people, Brexit throws up 
questions of political outlook and 
economics. But for many European Union 
nationals in the UK and Britons resident 
in other member states, the issue is highly 
emotional. And the toll on their mental 
wellbeing can be significant.

‘A kick in the teeth’

For Claudia, everything changed on 
23 June 2016. “When I woke up to the 
result I felt nauseous,” she recalls. “I’m 
naturally quite an anxious person and 
even now, nearly two years on, the stress 
is still there in the background. I’m 
suffering from insomnia. I’m physically 
and emotionally shattered, but pretend 
everything’s okay. Then it occasionally 
bubbles up to the surface – I’ve had 
meltdowns where I cry and scream and 
say I want to leave. I feel hurt and let 
down by the whole thing.”

Claudia’s trauma is shared by the 
Windrush generation of UK subjects 
who arrived in this country more than 
50 years ago, but have been threatened 

with deportation under the Home Office’s 
“hostile climate” regime, set up when 
Theresa May was home secretary. May 
apologised for their treatment last week.

With talks ongoing between the UK 
government and Brussels, the 3.6 million 
EU nationals in Britain are still unsure 
of their rights post-Brexit. Many believe 
they are being used as bargaining chips in 
the negotiations. 

Although the possibility of no deal for 
migrants has been mooted, a more likely 
outcome is the creation of a settled status 
that EU citizens would have to apply for 
– but not all would necessarily qualify. 
For families, legal status will probably 
differ according to circumstances.

Dr Nando Sigona, from Birmingham 
University, leads a team that has spent 
the past year interviewing 100 EU 
families about the impact of Brexit on 
their lives. The work will be published 
over the coming months.

He says the complexity of migrant 
families will be reflected in their legal 
status. While some couples originate 
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