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Returning to Scotland from abroad

How we can help

Who we are

We know that growing older doesn’t come with a manual. Later life can 
bring changes and opportunities to your life and you may need to know 
about rights, organisations and services which are unfamiliar to you.
That’s why we provide free information and advice to help you on a range of topics including 
benefits and entitlements, social care, legal issues such as Power of Attorney, housing and much 
more. All of our guides are available to download for free from our website, or you can contact 
our helpline team to have copies posted to you for free.

Our helpline is a free, confidential phone service for older people, their carers and families in 
Scotland looking for information and advice. 

Later life can bring times when you just need someone to talk to. Our friendship line is part of 
our wider helpline and older people can call us for a chat. We’re here to listen, provide friendship 
and offer support.

Age Scotland is the national charity for older people. We work 
to improve the lives of everyone over the age of 50 and promote 
their rights and interests.
Our vision is a Scotland which is the best place in the world to grow older. 

Our mission is to inspire, involve and empower older people in Scotland, and influence others,  
so that people enjoy better later lives. 

We have three strategic aims: 

Call us free on:  
0800 12 44 222
(Mon – Fri, 9am – 5pm) 

We help older people to be as well as they can be

We promote a positive view of ageing and later life

We tackle loneliness and isolation

Visit agescotland.org.uk  
to find out more. 
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Introduction
If you are a British citizen who has lived abroad and you are considering returning to live in 
Scotland, you may find this guide useful. It provides information about some of the things 
you might need to consider, including bringing family members to the UK with you, access to 
healthcare, benefits and health-related travel rules. It does not provide in-depth information about 
immigration, or advice for asylum seekers. 

The information in this guide applies to Scotland; different rules may apply in other parts of the UK.

Is a return to Scotland right for you? 
When planning to return to Scotland, there are many things you may want to think about: 

•	 why do you want or need to return

•	 what support you will need, and do you have people who can help

•	 what you expect from the move, and how easily can your expectations be met

•	 will family members move with you

•	 will you be bringing any pets with you

•	 how you will move your belongings

•	 how will the move affect your financial situation or tax status

•	 will any personal insurances you have, such as life insurance, still cover you or will you need new 
policies

•	 will you need to apply for benefits when you move

•	 where you will live

•	 will you be able to move straight into a permanent home, or will you need somewhere temporary 
to begin with

•	 what will you miss about where you live now

•	 what changes in society and culture have happened in the UK whilst you have been away

•	 how will you keep in touch with any friends and family in the place you are moving from

•	 will you need to find new hobbies and social opportunities after you move

•	 will you be bringing a car to the UK
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Returning to Scotland after living abroad
If you are a British citizen, you can enter and leave the UK without being subject to immigration 
rules, regardless of how long you have spent overseas.

There are specific rules if you are not a British citizen, but previously had Indefinite Leave to 
Remain in the UK:

•	 If you have been away for less than two years, you don’t need to apply to return to live in the UK. 

•	 If have lived abroad for more than 2 years, your Indefinite Leave to Remain will have lapsed. 
However, if you can demonstrate strong ties with the UK, you may be allowed into the UK as a 
Returning Resident. You will need to apply at a UK Visa application centre. You can find your 
nearest centre at www.gov.uk/find-a-visa-application-centre. 

Scotland
A1
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Family members moving to Scotland with you
Family members from an EU or EEA country or Switzerland
The deadline for most people from the EU, Switzerland, Norway, Iceland and Liechtenstein to apply 
to the EU Settlement Scheme was 30 June 2021.

However, there are some exceptions for specific family members, or people who had reasonable 
grounds for not meeting the application deadline. 

People who have pre-settled status can also still apply to the scheme for settled status. 

Reasonable grounds may include: 

•	 having a medical condition that stopped you from applying

•	 having care or support needs that stopped you from applying and your carer was not aware of 
the deadline

•	 not having internet access, or access to relevant documents

•	 having another significant practical or compassionate reason for not applying by the deadline 

You will need to provide evidence of the reason you were not able to apply before the deadline, 
and up until now.

You can find out how Brexit rules apply to your circumstances by visiting  
www.gov.uk/government/collections/brexit-guidance. 

The EU countries are Austria, Belgium, Bulgaria, Croatia, Cyprus, Czechia, Denmark, Estonia, 
Finland, France, Germany, Greece, Hungary, Ireland, Italy, Latvia, Lithuania, Luxembourg, Malta, 
Netherlands, Poland, Portugal, Romania, Slovakia, Slovenia, Spain and Sweden.

The EEA countries are all of the above EU countries plus Iceland, Liechtenstein and Norway.

For full information about eligibility to apply, and reasonable grounds for not applying by the 
applicable deadline, see the UK Government’s online information at  
www.gov.uk/settled-status-eu-citizens-families/eligibility. 

Non-EU or EEA partners, spouses and other family members
If you are a British citizen returning to the UK and your spouse does not have indefinite leave to 
remain in the UK, they can apply for a Family Visa. This would allow them to live permanently in 
the UK with you. At least one of the following must be true:

•	 you are in a marriage or civil partnership that is recognised in the UK

•	 you have been in a relationship for at least two years

•	 you intend to get married or enter into a civil partnership within six months of entering the UK.

In some circumstances, your partner or spouse will also need to prove they have a good 
knowledge of English and can support themselves and their dependants financially. This is because 
they will not usually be able to apply for benefits or get access to other public funds.

You may also be able to apply for a Family Visa if you are the parent or child of someone living 
permanently in the UK, or need long-term care from a parent, child, sibling or grandchild who is 
living permanently in the UK.

For full information about Family Visas and how to apply, visit www.gov.uk/uk-family-visa.



5

Returning to Scotland from Abroad

Health services
NHS healthcare is free to UK citizens who are ordinarily resident in the UK, including those who 
have just moved back to the UK after a period abroad. Ordinarily resident means you live in the UK 
legally, and plan to stay. You might be asked to prove this, for example by providing a copy of a 
tenancy agreement or utility bill in your name.

Registering with a GP
You will need to register with a GP who covers your postcode area. You can search online for your 
closest medical practices at www.nhsinform.scot/scotlands-service-directory/gp-practices, or 
call NHS Inform on 0800 22 44 88.

You will need to complete a registration form. You can get the form from your local practice, or 
online at www.nhsinform.scot/care-support-and-rights/nhs-services/doctors/registering-
with-a-gp-practice. 

You should send the form to the practice you want to register with, either by email or post. You 
may also need to provide proof of your identity and your address. 

The practice will contact you by phone or email to let you know if they can register you as a patient. 

If the practice you want to register with is not accepting new patients, you may need to register with 
a different practice. If you are unable to find a practice that will accept you, you can write to your 
local health board and ask them to find one for you. Contact details for your local health board are 
available at www.scot.nhs.uk/organisations or by contacting NHS Inform on 0800 22 44 88. 

If you need regular prescription medication, make sure you bring enough with you to the UK to 
meet your needs until you can register with a GP practice.

It will help doctors in the UK if you can supply a copy of your current medical records (translated if 
necessary) or a summary of your medical history. This should include current medical conditions 
and medication, any allergies or adverse reactions to medication, any major surgery you have had 
and any devices you have fitted, for example a pacemaker.

If you are staying with family or friends in the UK for a short period before moving to a new 
permanent home, you can register as a temporary patient with a local GP practice. You should do 
this if you will be in the practice’s area for more than 24 hours but less than 3 months.

Non UK citizens
Some NHS services are free to anyone who needs them. These include seeing a GP as a temporary 
patient, treatment for an infectious disease and treatment in an Accident and Emergency department.

If you are not entitled to free NHS hospital treatment, you will still receive free emergency 
treatment for a life-threatening condition. However, once your condition is stable, you will need to 
return home for ongoing treatment.

If non-emergency treatment needs to begin immediately, while you are still in the UK, you may 
need to sign an agreement to pay for it. Free non-emergency NHS treatment is generally restricted 
to people who are ordinarily resident in the UK, and have evidence such as a rental agreement or 
utility bill.

Whether you need to pay for other NHS services depends on why, and for how long, you are in the 
UK. You can find out more about access to NHS services for non British citizens at  
www.nhsinform.scot/care-support-and-rights/health-rights.
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Care
If you are returning to the UK and will need help with care and support, you may be able to get 
support from the local council in some circumstances. It is rarely possible to arrange council-
funded care before you return to Scotland. The council only has a duty to assess your care needs 
once you are present in person, and only if you appear to be in need. 

Even if you are eligible, you may not receive help straight away; there will be a waiting list for 
assessment in most council areas. You should contact the council for the area you plan to live in 
and ask about how to apply when you arrive. You will then need to consider how to travel safely 
and where you will stay until your care needs can be assessed.

To qualify for help you will need to satisfy their local criteria and be ordinarily resident in their area. 
Help may include care at home, domestic assistance, daily living equipment or a place in a care 
home. Some kinds of care are free under the rules for Free Personal and Nursing Care. Other types 
of support may be means tested, and you may have to pay for them.

Age Scotland’s Care and Support at Home guides and Care Home Guides provide more information 
about assessment and funding and the different types of help that may be available. Call the Age 
Scotland helpline on 0800 12 44 222 to order copies or visit www.age.scot/information.

Care Home Guide:
Funding

Assessment and Funding

Care and  
Support at Home 
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Money matters
Money and budgeting
If you are planning to return to Scotland, it is helpful to find out what financial changes you will 
need to adjust to and what will remain the same, for example:

•	 Will you still get the income you currently receive?

•	 Will you be entitled to UK benefits?

•	 How do prices and living costs compare between countries?

•	 How will exchange rates and inflation affect your income?

•	 Can you transfer your income and assets?

•	 Will your insurance policies remain valid or will you need new ones?

•	 Will documents such as a Will and Power of Attorney still be valid?

•	 What taxes will you need to pay?

A visit to Scotland or researching online could help you to check the prices of, for example, fuel, 
food, transport and housing.

You can find information about budgeting and saving at the MoneyHelper website  
www.moneyhelper.org.uk or call them on 0800 138 7777 , or +44 20 3553 2279 if calling from 
abroad. You can also call the Age Scotland helpline.

State Pension
The State Pension in the UK is based on National Insurance contributions and credits. If you have 
made contributions in more than one country you may receive separate retirement pensions from 
the different countries. 

If you have worked in a European Economic Area country, or one where the UK has a reciprocal 
(two way) agreement, contributions you have made may help you qualify for a UK State Pension. 

The UK State Pension is payable wherever in the world you live. Outside of the UK, annual increases 
are only paid to people living in the EEA, Switzerland or a country where the UK has made a special 
arrangement. If you have been living in a country where you were not entitled to the annual 
increases, your pension will be increased to take these into account if you return to live in the UK.

For advice about State Pension if you live abroad, or have lived abroad, contact the International 
Pension Centre. Visit www.gov.uk/international-pension-centre or call them on on 0191 218 7777 
(or +44 191 218 7777 if calling from abroad).



8

Returning to Scotland from Abroad

Benefits and social security
If you are a British citizen returning to Scotland, you will need to be able to pass the Habitual 
Residence Test before you can claim certain means-tested benefits, such as Pension Credit and 
Housing Benefit. 

The benefit decision maker will ask you various questions to decide if you pass the test, such as:

•	 your reason for coming to the UK

•	 how long you spent living abroad

•	 whether you intend to settle in the UK permanently

•	 what you have done to establish a home in the UK, for example, have you signed a tenancy 
agreement or bought a property

•	 what connections you have to the UK, for example family ties and friendships

Depending on your answers and the evidence you provide, you may be treated as Habitually 
Resident straight away, or it may take several weeks or months. 

If your application for a benefit is turned down because you don’t pass the Habitual Residence Test, 
you can challenge the decision. 

You will first need to ask for the decision to be looked at again. This is called redetermination for 
Social Security Scotland benefits and mandatory reconsideration for Department for Work and 
Pension benefits. You will usually only have a month from the decision to request this. If this stage 
is unsuccessful, you can submit an appeal for your case to be heard by an independent tribunal.

Our Challenging benefit decisions guide provides more information, or you can call the Age 
Scotland helpline on 0800 12 44 222.

Disability-related benefits and carer benefits
There are different residency rules and qualifying criteria depending on which benefit you will be 
applying for.

If you have reached State Pension age (currently 66) and have care needs, you may be able to 
claim Attendance Allowance or Pension Age Disability Payment.

If you are under your State Pension age and have care needs or mobility issues, you should make a 
claim for Adult Disability Payment instead. 

You can qualify for Carer’s Allowance or Carer Support Payment if you provide care for at least 35 
hours per week for someone who receives one of the following: 

•	 Attendance Allowance or Pension Age Disability Payment
•	 the daily living component of Adult Disability Payment or Personal Independence Payment
•	 the middle or highest care rate of Child Disability Payment or Disability Living Allowance 
•	 Constant Attendance Allowance at the full day rate or more 
•	 Armed Forces Independence Payment

Age Scotland produces a range of free benefit guides. These are available online at  
www.age.scot/information or by calling the  Age Scotland helpline on 0800 12 44 222. You can 
also call the helpline to ask for a free benefit check, to see what benefits you may be entitled to.
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Housing
Where you live when you return to Scotland will depend on your needs, your financial situation, the 
things that are important to you and what is available in the area where you want to live. Some 
people stay with friends, family or in temporary accommodation to give them time to look around 
for a more permanent home to rent or buy. 

If you want to apply for a property owned by the council or a housing association, you must pass 
the Habitual Residence Test. This means you will need to prove that the UK is the main or only 
place you live, and you plan to stay. See page 8 for more information about the Habitual Residence 
Test. 

You will also need to have the Right to Reside in the UK. If you have British citizenship, you 
will automatically have the Right to Reside but may still need to prove that you intend to live 
permanently in the UK. 

To find out more about applying for social housing in Scotland, call Shelter Scotland on  
0808 800 4444 or visit https://scotland.shelter.org.uk/housing_advice/guides/social_housing.

There may be a long waiting list for council and housing association housing, so you may need to 
consider alternatives in the meantime. 

You can find more information about accommodation options in Scotland at  
www.scotland.org/live-in-scotland/finding-a-home-to-rent-or-buy. 

Our Housing Options guide also provides information and advice about 
finding a home in Scotland. Call the Age Scotland helpline on 0800 12 44 
222 or visit www.age.scot/information.

Housing Options

A guide for older people  
in Scotland

Housing Options

A guide for older people  
in Scotland
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Bringing a pet to the UK
If you have a pet you would like to bring to the UK with you, the rules differ depending on the type 
of animal, and the country you are travelling from. 

Cats and dogs 
Generally, your pet must be microchipped and vaccinated against rabies. 

Your pet must have a pet passport or health certificate unless you are travelling directly from 
Northern Ireland, Channel Islands or Isle of Man. 

Dogs must also have an approved tapeworm treatment unless you are travelling directly from 
Finland, Ireland, Northern Ireland, Malta or Norway.

There are also other tests and treatments your pet may need, depending on where you are travelling 
from. The rules for when treatments and tests need to be carried out vary and can take 3 months 
or more, so be sure to check in plenty of time. Visit www.gov.uk/bring-your-pet-to-great-britain 
for full information. 

Other animals
There are different rules for bringing other animals into the UK. The UK Government has published 
full details of the rules you must follow for each country at  
www.gov.uk/bringing-pet-animals-to-great-britain. 

Bringing a car to the UK
If you have a car or other vehicle, there are some steps you will need to take if you want to bring  
it permanently into the UK:

•	 tell the HMRC within 14 days of arrival

•	 pay any VAT and duty that is due

•	 get vehicle approval to show the car meets safety  
and environmental standards

•	 register and tax the vehicle with the DVLA

•	 insure the vehicle before driving it on UK roads

How you will do these steps, and what you will need  
to pay, will depend on your circumstances and the  
vehicle you are importing. 

For full information, visit  
www.gov.uk/importing-vehicles-into-the-uk.
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Immigration advice
Citizens Advice Scotland
Information about the basic immigration rules can be found at  
www.citizensadvice.org.uk/scotland/immigration. There may also be an immigration adviser 
you can speak to locally. Call 0800 028 1456, or visit www.cas.org.uk to find your nearest branch. 

Specialist advice
If your situation is complicated, you may need help from a specialist immigration adviser. 
Specialist immigration advisers must be registered with the Office of the Immigration Services 
Commissioner (OISC), or a member of an approved body such as the Law Society of Scotland. 

Registered advisers are required to keep up to date with current immigration laws, and to be 
insured against giving poor advice. Before entering into an agreement, check with the adviser if 
there will be a fee for their services, and if so, how much it will be. 

To search for an OISC-registered adviser, visit https://portal.oisc.gov.uk/s/adviser-finder. 
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Useful organisations
Age Scotland helpline: 0800 12 44 222
The Age Scotland helpline provides information, friendship and advice to older people, their 
relatives and carers.

If you need an interpreter, call 0800 12 44 222 and simply state the language you need e.g. Polish 
or Urdu. Stay on the line for a few minutes and the Age Scotland helpline will do the rest.

You can call us for a copy of our publications list. You can also view, download or order copies of 
our guides at www.age.scot/information.

The Care Inspectorate
The independent body working to improve care services in Scotland. It regularly inspects registered 
care services across Scotland and investigates complaints about standards of care, health and 
safety, and care home staff. The latest inspection reports for registered care homes are available 
on their website. 

0345 600 9527 
www.careinspectorate.com

UK Government 
Official guidance and information for UK nationals currently living abroad who wish to return to the 
UK permanently.

www.gov.uk/guidance/returning-to-the-uk

NHS Inform
Provides non-emergency information about healthy living, health conditions and NHS services for 
people living in Scotland. 

0800 22 44 88 
www.nhsinform.scot

Moving to Scotland
A Government-backed website providing a wealth of information about living in and moving to 
Scotland. Topics include money, access to healthcare, visas and finding a home. 

www.scotland.org



*Texts cost £5 plus one standard rate message

Our vision is a Scotland which is the best place  
in the world to grow older.
All the information we provide is free and impartial. It helps older people access their rights 
and entitlements and can be life changing.

We are also a lifeline for older people who are feeling lonely and isolated. You can help us  
to support older people who need us most. Together, we can make a difference.

How you can help

Make a donation
No matter how small or large, donations make a massive  
difference and help us continue our important work. 

  Call 03330 15 14 60  
  Visit age.scot/donate  
  Text AGESCOTGIVE to 70085 to donate £5*

Fundraise 
Whether it’s having a bake sale or running a marathon, there are  
so many ways to raise vital funds to support our work. To find out  
more, call 0333 323 2400 or visit age.scot/fundraise.

Leave us a gift in your Will
By choosing to leave us a gift in your Will, you can help us to continue  
being there for older people in the years to come. To find out more,  
call 0333 323 2400 or visit age.scot/legacy.



We are grateful to the 
Scottish Government for 

part-funding this publication

Age Scotland is the national charity 
for older people. We work to improve 
the lives of everyone over the age of 
50 so that they can love later life. 
Our vision is a Scotland which is the 
best place in the world to grow older.

Sign up to our newsletter 
Our regular newsletters by email contain 
details of our campaigns, services and 
how you can support our work. 
Sign up today at age.scot/roundup 

Follow us on social media 
Our social media channels are a great 
way to keep up to date with our work  
and issues that affect older people. 

Contact us:
Head office 
0333 323 2400 

Age Scotland helpline  
0800 12 44 222 

Email 
info@agescotland.org.uk

Visit our website 
www.agescotland.org.uk

Age Scotland, part of the Age Network, is an independent charity dedicated to improving the later 
lives of everyone on the ageing journey, within a charitable company limited by guarantee and 
registered in Scotland. Registration Number: 153343. Charity Number: SC010100. Registered Office: 
Causewayside House, 160 Causewayside, Edinburgh, EH9 1PR

Let’s keep in touch

This information guide has been prepared by Age Scotland and contains general advice only. It should not be relied upon  
as a basis for any decision or action, nor used as a substitute for professional advice. Neither Age Scotland nor any of its 
subsidiary companies or charities accepts any liability arising from its use and it is the reader’s sole responsibility to ensure  
any information is up to date and accurate. 

Please note that the inclusion of named agencies, websites, companies, products, services or publications in this information 
guide does not constitute a recommendation or endorsement by Age Scotland or any of its subsidiary companies or charities.
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