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Falling sick, being a victim of

crime or facing an emergency 

are traumatic events under any

circumstances. When these

problems happen abroad, they 

can be even more difficult and

frightening. So, there is no more

important task for the Foreign and

Commonwealth Office (FCO) than

our work to help British nationals

in distress overseas. We are

constantly trying to improve the

support which we provide, and to

adapt it to changing circumstances

and new challenges.

Thankfully, most British nationals travelling for

business or pleasure, or living overseas, do so without

serious difficulty - often because they take the trouble

to prepare themselves properly before they go. This

document summarises how you can help yourself to

stay safe abroad, and make sure that you are covered

in case things go wrong. There is a lot which you can

do - for example:

• acting responsibly and being aware of the risks; 

• checking our travel website; 

• taking out full travel insurance; and 

• respecting the culture and customs of the countries

which you visit.

However, if you do get into difficulty, it is important

to know how we can help you and how you can

contact us. Details of this help have never been

available in a single document before. In the Labour

Party’s manifesto for the general election in May 2005,

we committed ourselves to drawing up a full statement

of the support which the government provides and the

help which we can offer to British nationals abroad in

times of need.

This document delivers that commitment. It cannot

cover every case and every set of circumstances, not

least because of the very different conditions in which

we provide consular support around the world. But, 

I hope that it will guide British nationals travelling or

living abroad on what support we can offer in different

cases, and on some other organisations where they can

go for other forms of help.
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We have drawn up this document with the help of a

large number of people and organisations with a close

interest in our support for British nationals abroad,

from parliamentarians to the travel industry to non-

governmental organisations. I want to thank everyone

who has contributed to that work. And, I pay tribute

to our staff in the UK and in over 200 consular offices

around the world who deliver the support which this

document sets out. In almost five years as Foreign

Secretary I have seen many examples of their

willingness to go the extra mile to help British

nationals in distress. They know as well as I do the

importance of providing the help set out in this

document to the highest levels of quality and

professionalism.

JACK STRAW
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This summary highlights some 

of the main ways you can help

yourself stay safe abroad and what

help we can provide if you do get

into difficulty.

STAYING SAFE OVERSEAS
• Check our travel website on www.fco.gov.uk/travel

or call 0845 850 2829. Keep an eye on news reports

of any problems in the area you are visiting.

• Get full travel insurance or an overseas health plan.

If you do not take out proper insurance, you will

normally have to pay the costs of any emergency

yourself, including expensive medical bills.

• At least six weeks before you go, check with 

your doctor what vaccinations and other health

precautions you may need to take for your trip. 

Take any prescribed medicine with you and keep 

it to hand.

• Make sure your passport is valid and in good

condition, and that you have any necessary visas.

Fill in the next-of-kin details in your passport.

• Leave copies of your passport, insurance policy 

(plus the insurer’s 24-hour emergency number),

ticket details, your itinerary and contact details 

with your family and friends. 

• Take enough money for your trip and some back-up

funds, such as traveller’s cheques (in sterling or US

dollars) or credit cards. Before you leave, find out

how you can replace your traveller’s cheques and

credit cards if you lose them, and keep a separate

note of their numbers.

• Before you go, get a good guidebook and get to

know your destination. Find out about local laws and

customs, and follow them. Be aware of your personal

security and take sensible precautions to protect

yourself.
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WHO WE CAN HELP
We can provide the support detailed in this guide 

to people outside the UK who are: 

• British nationals (whether or not they normally 

live in the UK - but see page 8);

• in certain limited circumstances, British nationals

with another nationality - ‘dual nationals’ - 

see page 8; and

• European Union or Commonwealth nationals 

whose country does not have a local mission, 

in circumstances where we have agreed to help 

their nationals.

We cannot provide this support to other countries’

nationals, even if they may have been lawfully living

in the UK.

WHAT KIND OF HELP WE CAN 
PROVIDE
We offer help which is appropriate to the individual

circumstances of each case, including: 

• issuing replacement passports; 

• providing information about transferring funds;

• providing appropriate help if you have suffered rape

or serious assault, are a victim of other crime, 

or are in hospital;

• helping people with mental illness;

• providing details of local lawyers, interpreters,

doctors and funeral directors;

• doing all we properly can to contact you within 24

hours of being told that you have been detained; 

• offering support and help in a range of other cases,

such as child abductions, death of relatives overseas,

missing people and kidnapping;

• contacting family or friends for you if you want; and

• making special arrangements in cases of terrorism,

civil disturbances or natural disasters.

WE CANNOT:
• get you out of prison, prevent the local authorities

from deporting you after your prison sentence, 

or interfere in criminal or civil court proceedings; 

• help you enter a country, for example, if you do 

not have a visa or your passport is not valid, as we

cannot interfere in another country’s immigration

policy or procedures;

• give you legal advice, investigate crimes or carry out

searches for missing people, although we can give

you details of people who may be able to help you

in these cases, such as English-speaking lawyers;

• get you better treatment in hospital or prison than

is given to local people;

• pay any bills or give you money (in very exceptional

circumstances we may lend you some money, from

public funds, which you will have to pay back);

• make travel arrangements for you, or find you work

or accommodation; or 

• make business arrangements on your behalf. 

MAJOR CATASTROPHES
Some major catastrophes involving British nationals

abroad may need exceptional levels of response 

beyond what is described in this guide, as detailed 

on page 30. It is not easy to define every possible

circumstance, but these events may be the result 

of natural disasters or large-scale accidents, or of

terrorism or conflict. No one set of responses will 

meet all circumstances. 

If the Foreign Secretary considers an event to be a

major catastrophe affecting significant numbers of

people we can help, we will:

• consider very early on whether exceptional help

should be provided from public funds;

• set up public helplines;
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• provide information if we have it, and if we believe

it to be reliable, to people who have been affected

and their family members who we are in contact

with; and

• consider sending appropriate extra staff to the

country involved. 

WHEN OFFERING YOU SUPPORT, 
WE WILL:
• be polite and professional; 

• maintain confidentiality;

• answer enquiries and requests for help in person, 

on the phone or in writing as soon as possible; 

• explain clearly, from the start, how we can help you; 

• provide appropriate cover so that someone can deal

with genuine emergencies outside normal office

hours; and

• make sure our help is accessible and equal to

everyone, no matter what their sex, race, age,

colour, sexuality, disability or religion.

YOU SHOULD:
• treat our staff with respect (if you are physically 

or verbally abusive, we may refuse to continue 

to help you);

• have full travel insurance, or health care and 

any other appropriate cover if you live abroad; 

• have made preparations before travelling, for

example, packing medicine, having any necessary

vaccinations, and leaving details of your itinerary

with family or friends;

• have researched your destination, including checking

our travel website;

• follow local laws;

• take local advice about what is safe or unsafe, 

and follow this advice;

• avoid unnecessary risks and take care of your travel

documents and money; and

• be prepared to pay for some types of consular

support, for example, issuing an emergency passport

(we do not make a profit from these charges but

instead use the funds to help British nationals).
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IMPORTANT NOTES
This document sets out the help which we aim to

provide to British nationals who are in difficulty

overseas. It does not cover the other work our staff

do, such as statutory services (registering deaths and

births) or issuing UK passports overseas. There is more

information about these services on our website at

www.fco.gov.uk. 

We provide the support described in this guide in

almost 200 countries across the world, in different 

and sometimes difficult conditions. Local factors such

as security, the law, transport, medical facilities and

relations with the local authorities may all affect the

help which we can provide, as may the circumstances

of each individual case and the resources available.

Equally there may be some occasions - for example, 

a natural catastrophe - where we cannot provide 

the usual kinds of help. And, like any government

department, we have a responsibility to use public

funds efficiently and effectively. 

If you are not happy with the support which we have

provided, you can make a complaint (see page 33). 
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We can help you if you are either

travelling or living abroad and 

are a British national. 

You are a British national if you are one of the

following:

• A British citizen

• A British Overseas Territories citizen 

(see note 1 below)

• A British overseas citizen

• A British national (overseas) (see note 2 below)

• A British subject 

• A British protected person

See appendix A for definitions of all these categories. 

We cannot help non-British nationals, no matter 

how long they have lived in the UK and what their

connections are to the UK. The only exception to this

rule is where a specific agreement exists with another

state, for example, the agreement between European

Union member states to help those EU nationals

without a local embassy or consulate. We may also

help Commonwealth nationals in non-Commonwealth

countries where they do not have any diplomatic or

consular representation, depending on the

circumstances of the case.

Note 1: 

Because the British Overseas Territories are ‘Crown possessions’ under

British sovereignty, British nationals should contact the local authorities 

if they are in difficulty in these Territories. We provide the same help to

British Overseas Territories citizens living or travelling outside the Overseas

Territory as we do to any other British national in difficulty.

Note 2: 

We cannot help British nationals (overseas) of Chinese ethnic origin in

China, Hong Kong and the Macao Special Administrative Regions. The

Chinese authorities consider British nationals (overseas) of Chinese ethnic

origin as Chinese nationals, and we have no power to get involved if they

are held in mainland China. However, we provide the same help to all

British nationals (overseas) living or travelling outside China, Hong Kong

and Macao as we do to any other British national in difficulty.
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If you are a dual British national in the

state of your other nationality (for example,

a dual US-British national in the US), we

would not normally offer you support or get

involved in dealings between you and the

authorities of that state. We may make an

exception to this rule if, having looked at

the circumstances of the case, we consider

that there is a special humanitarian reason

to do so. Such circumstances might include

cases involving minors, forced marriages or

an offence which carries the death penalty.

However, the help we can provide will

depend on the circumstances and the 

state of your other nationality must agree.

WHERE YOU CAN FIND US
Support is provided by British diplomatic or consular
missions overseas and by the Consular Directorate
of the Foreign and Commonwealth Office in London. 

British diplomatic missions overseas are the British

Government’s main offices in other countries, usually

in capital cities. These missions take the form of

British High Commissions or Deputy High Commissions

in Commonwealth countries and British Embassies in

other countries. British consular staff work in these

offices or sometimes in separate buildings known as

Consulates General or Consulates in capital cities or

regional centres. In some places where there is no

British diplomatic or consular presence, we have

networks of Honorary Consuls who can offer some

limited help or put you in touch with the nearest

British mission. For the rest of this document, 

we have used ‘British Embassy, High Commission 

or Consulate’ to mean all British missions overseas.

WHAT ABOUT DUAL 
NATIONALS?
If you have some connection with a foreign

or Commonwealth state, for example, by

birth, by descent through either parent, 

by marriage or by residence, you may be 

a national of that state as well as being a

British national. You should check with the

authorities of any other state which you 

are connected with. You may have certain

responsibilities with that state, such as 

compulsory military service. Becoming a

British national may not cause you to lose

your original nationality. 

If you are a dual national travelling on your

British passport in a third state (that is, 

a country of which you are not a national), 

we will offer you our full support. If you 

are travelling on the passport of your other

nationality, we will normally direct you to

that state’s local Embassy, High Commission

or Consulate. So, for example, if you are a

dual US-British national travelling in France

and you used your US passport when you

entered France, then we would normally

direct you to the nearest US Embassy or

Consulate for help. We may make an

exception to this rule if, having looked at

the circumstances of the case, we consider

that there is a special humanitarian reason

to do so.
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If you need help in a country where there is no British

diplomatic or consular mission, you can receive help

from the diplomatic or consular mission of another

member of the European Union. There are also informal

arrangements with some other countries, including 

New Zealand and Australia, to help British nationals in

some countries. If other countries provide help on our

behalf, you should receive the same level of help as

they would give to their own nationals. 

There is a directory of British overseas missions 

on our website at www.fco.gov.uk.

OUR VALUES
We set high standards for the support which 

we can provide. This means: 

• being polite, helpful and professional;

• answering consular enquiries either in person, by

letter or over the phone efficiently and as quickly 

as we can; 

• explaining clearly from the start what help we 

can give and when you will need to get help from

others;

• making sure suitable arrangements are in place for

answering genuine emergency calls outside opening

hours, both in London and overseas; 

• treating your personal information in confidence

(see note 1 below);

• making sure our help is accessible and equal to

everyone, no matter what their sex, race, age,

colour, sexuality, disability or religion;

• learning lessons if things go wrong or as a result 

of useful feedback; and 

• dealing with complaints fully and fairly.
Note 1: 

We keep and use information in line with the Data Protection Act 1998. 

We may release this personal information to other UK government

departments and public authorities.

OUR DUTY OF CARE 
TO OUR STAFF
Like any organisation, we have a duty of

care to our employees. We will not send
staff into a situation where we judge that
their safety could be seriously at risk.

Many people need our support at a time of

great personal distress or anxiety. Our staff

will always try to be sensitive and as helpful

as possible. Please remember that staff may

be dealing with a number of difficult cases

at any one time. Please also remember that

our staff cannot replace specialist advisers

such as counsellors or lawyers.

Please treat our staff fairly and with respect.

If you are physically or verbally abusive, our

staff have the right to refuse to continue to

help you. 
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British nationals take millions of

trips overseas every year, most of

which pass without any kind of

incident. And, many British people

enjoy living overseas. However, 

it is important to remember that

outside the UK:

• you are less likely to be familiar

with local conditions and risks; 

• you may be more exposed to a

variety of threats such as crime;

and

• support which you could freely

get in the UK may not be

available or may be very

expensive.

So, to stay safe and secure abroad, and to be prepared

in case things go wrong, it is important to take a few
simple precautions before you go and while you are
there. These should include the following.

BEFORE YOU GO 
• We provide information to help British nationals

make informed decisions about their safety abroad

(see www.fco.gov.uk/travel or call 0845 850 2829).

This includes information on threats to personal

safety arising from political unrest, conflicts,

terrorist activities, anti-British demonstrations,

lawlessness, violence, natural disasters, epidemics,

and aircraft and shipping safety. We review the

information on our travel website for every country

every month and following any significant incident.

We will revise it and reissue it once every three

months at least. In a developing crisis we update

the information much more regularly and, if

necessary, several times a day (see note 1 below).

Our travel website also contains important general

information on safety abroad, under the heading

‘Know before you go’. You should also keep an eye 

on the news for reports of any problems in places

that you plan to visit.

SUPPORT FOR BRITISH NATIONALS ABROAD: A GUIDE STAYING SAFE OVERSEAS

Note 1:

While we take particular care in preparing our travel information, that

information is general and may change. Neither the UK Government nor any

government official can accept liability for injury, loss or damage arising

from any statement contained in it.
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• Always make sure that you have full travel
insurance. Anyone travelling within the European

Economic Area (see note 2) or Switzerland should

also get a free European Health Insurance Card
(EHIC) which entitles you to some reduced or free

emergency care - but you will still need travel

insurance. You can apply for an EHIC at post 

offices, by phone on 0845 606 2030, or on-line 

at www.ehic.org.uk or www.dh.gov.uk/travellers. 

If you are going to live abroad, find out whether 

the UK has a social security agreement with the

country where you plan to live and what services are

covered. For more information, check the Department

for Work and Pensions’ website (www.dwp.gov.uk).

Unless your employer provides a health-care plan,

you should consider private health-care plans to

cover treatment in the country where you live. You

cannot expect public funds to be used to pay for

people who have not taken out insurance, whether

going on holiday or going to live overseas, and you

should remember that the costs of, for example, a

medical emergency abroad can be very expensive. 

• Make sure your insurance is up to date, valid 
for the entire trip and covers everyone who is

travelling. Check exactly what is covered, for

example, cover for all the activities you want to do,

including any dangerous sports, all your luggage and

equipment, personal injury as a result of terrorist

activity, and legal costs. You should also look

carefully at exemptions to the insurance policy,

including any relating to pre-existing medical
conditions, or alcohol and drugs. Be sure to 

tell your insurer about any pre-existing medical

conditions you may have, including any psychiatric

illness. The policy may not be valid if you fail to 

do this, resulting in you or your family and friends

having to pay for any treatment yourself. Remember

to take the policy number and the 24-hour

emergency number with you.

• Make sure that all your vaccinations are up to date
and find out about any other suggested medical
advice by visiting your health-care provider. Follow

this advice and be aware of possible health risks

during your trip. Websites such as www.dh.gov.uk

are also a useful source of information. Pack enough

supplies of any medication that you are taking in

your hand luggage. You should keep your medication

in its original packaging and take any prescription

documents with you. Check with the nearest

embassy of the country you are going to (which may

be based in London or another European city) that

your medication will be legal in that country and

find out whether you will need to take a doctor’s

letter with you. For longer trips, visit your dentist

and optician before travelling.

• Fill in the contact details at the back of your
passport for your next-of-kin or someone who can

be contacted in an emergency. Apart from your

passport, take another form of identification with

you (preferably one with a photograph, such as a

driving licence).

Note 2:

The European Economic Area is made up of all 25 members of the European

Union plus Iceland, Liechtenstein and Norway. 
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• Make sure you are aware of the immigration and
customs controls of the country you are travelling

to, including any necessary visas. You should note

that for many countries your passport needs to 

be valid for at least six months after the date you

travel. In the UK, you can get on-line information

on how to get a passport from the UK Passport

Service (www.ukpa.gov.uk) or by calling 

0870 521 0410. It is your responsibility to make

sure you have the correct visa for your stay in

another country. If you are experiencing difficulties

entering a country, for example if you do not have 

a visa or your passport is not valid, it is unlikely

that consular staff will be able to help you enter 

the country. They cannot get involved in another

country’s immigration policy or procedures.

• Tell someone where you are going and when you

expect to be back. Leave an itinerary and details 

of where you might be able to be contacted during

your time abroad. You should also make two copies

of your passport (including pages with relevant

visas), insurance details and any other important

travel documents. Leave one copy at home with a

family member or a reliable friend and take one copy

with you, packed separately from your passport.

• Take enough money for your trip and some back-up

funds, such as traveller’s cheques, some cash

(sterling or US dollars) or credit cards. Before you

leave, check that your cards are valid, and find 

out how you can replace them and your traveller’s

cheques if they are lost or stolen. Keep a separate

note of their numbers and of the number you would

need to ring to stop any credit cards if they are lost

or stolen.

• Buy a good travel guide that includes basic

information on local laws and customs. Talk to your

travel agent or tour operator about possible risks.

• If you are planning to drive, make sure your UK
driving licence is current and valid. Make sure you

know the driving laws, licence requirements and

driving conditions in the country you are visiting. 

In some countries you will need to have an

international driving permit as well as your UK

licence. Never drink and drive. Be aware that in

many countries there are on-the-spot fines for 

traffic offences.

• If you are travelling in uncertain local conditions 

or remote areas, you should consider contacting the

local British Embassy, High Commission or Consulate

to see if you need to register with them. In some

countries, our travel website may recommend 

that all British nationals register in this way. 

For some countries, you can register on-line at

www.fco.gov.uk. Contact details of our missions 

are also available on this website.

SPECIAL CONSIDERATIONS
• Travel can be tiring and difficult for everyone. 

But some travellers may want to plan trips with

particular care. As well as the above general

information, some travellers may have to take into

account other considerations depending on their

circumstances. These travellers might include:
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• women travelling alone; 

• hajj pilgrims; 

• young travellers; 

• backpackers and independent travellers;

• gay, lesbian, bisexual and transgender travellers; and

• travellers with disabilities. 

These travellers may want to consult our travel website

(under ‘Travel checklists’) for checklists with some

suggested points they might want to take into account

when planning trips overseas.

WHEN YOU ARE THERE
• Be aware of security and take sensible

precautions. Leave your jewellery and valuables at

home if you can. Only carry as much money as you

need for the day. Leave the rest, and at least one

credit card, in the hotel safe if one is available.

Keep copies of your passport, insurance details and

other important travel documents separate from 

the originals. It is useful to always have some form

of identity on you, such as a driving licence or a

photocopy of your passport. Stay aware of what is

going on around you and keep away from situations

where you do not feel comfortable. Find out from

your guidebook or tour guide about any local scams.

Keep up to date with local and regional events in

the media. Don’t take risks on holidays that you

wouldn’t take at home. If a situation looks

dangerous, it probably is. 

• Keep a note of the local British Embassy, High

Commission or Consulate phone number (details 

are on our travel website for the country you are

visiting, on www.fco.gov.uk/travel). When you 

arrive, find out how to get in touch with the local

emergency services in case you need them during

your stay.

• Passports are valuable documents, and you are

responsible for taking all reasonable steps to 

protect your passport. While we can usually issue

replacement passports overseas (see page 18), if you

repeatedly lose your passport while overseas we may

need to interview you for security purposes before

issuing a replacement. In certain circumstances, 

we may need to restrict the validity of replacement

passports. We will explain this to you in full.

• Stay in regular touch with your family and friends
in the UK, especially if you are travelling alone or in

a remote area, or you are aware of a terrorist attack

or other catastrophe in the region in which you are

travelling. Although you may feel perfectly safe,

people at home may worry if they don’t hear from

you, and could report you missing. 

• You must keep to local laws. There may be very

serious penalties for breaking a law which might

seem trivial to you or for doing something which

may not be illegal in the UK. Do not overstay your

visa or work illegally - you may be fined or sent 

to prison. Hobbies that involve using cameras and

binoculars, such as birdwatching or plane spotting,

may be misunderstood (particularly near military

sites). If in doubt, don’t do it. 

• Respect local customs and behave and dress

appropriately, particularly when visiting religious

sites, markets and rural communities. Travel

guidebooks, tour operators and hotel staff are all

useful sources of information. If in doubt, take 

extra care. In some places, behaviour that would 

be acceptable elsewhere can lead to serious trouble. 

In some countries, it can also be worth asking for

permission before taking any photographs so as 

not to cause offence. Help protect local wildlife 

and habitats by respecting rules and regulations
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(including how to get rid of rubbish properly). 

Be aware that buying any wildlife products is 

risky. Customs departments throughout the world

confiscate illegal souvenirs, and in the UK you 

could face a criminal prosecution and fines. 

• Check that what you are bringing back to the UK 
is legal. You can get more information on bringing

back meat, animal products or plants from the

Department for the Environment, Food and Rural

Affairs at www.defra.gov.uk or phone 08459 335577.

You can get information about banned and 

restricted goods, and your customs allowances, 

from HM Revenue and Customs on www.hmrc.gov.uk

or phone 0845 010 9000.

• Be aware of local attitudes to alcohol and know
your own limit. Remember that drinks served

overseas are often stronger than those served in 

the UK. Keep your drinks with you at all times 

as drinks can be spiked with drugs to make you 

more vulnerable to assault or rape. Be aware that

accidents are more likely to happen after drinking

alcohol or taking drugs. Avoid swimming or fooling

around on balconies or other high places. If you

have an accident or injure yourself while under 

the influence of drugs or alcohol, it is unlikely 
that your insurance policy will cover you.

• Be aware of what may happen if you become

involved with drugs overseas. Not only are there

health risks, but there may also be severe penalties
for any association with drugs. Never carry

packages through customs for other people and be

cautious about accepting gifts. If you are driving, 

do not lend your vehicle to other people and do not

sit in someone else’s vehicle when going through

customs or crossing borders - get out and walk. 

Pack your own baggage, fasten it securely and do

not leave it unattended. We have a leaflet called

Drugs: Information for Travellers which will give you

more information. There are details are on the FCO

travel website under the heading ‘Our publications’. 

• Follow any health advice you received before

travelling (as mentioned on page 12). You should,

for example, drink plenty of safe drinking water, 

use sunscreen, and take care what you eat and

where you eat it.

• We have lists of local lawyers, interpreters, doctors

and funeral directors that are available on Embassy,

High Commission or Consulate websites. We aim to

check the accuracy of these lists at least once a year

(see note 1 below).

IF YOU ARE GOING TO LIVE ABROAD 
Going to live abroad is a major decision to take 

and you should get a wide range of information and
advice to help you plan and make sure the move goes

smoothly. Some of the main things to consider before

you go are as follows. 

• As mentioned above, make sure you have a 

valid passport, any visas and a full health plan.

SUPPORT FOR BRITISH NATIONALS ABROAD: A GUIDE SUPPORT FOR BRITISH NATIONALS ABROAD: A GUIDE 

Note 1:

Neither the Government nor the relevant British Embassy, High Commission

or Consulate can make any guarantee in relation to the professional ability

or character of any person or company on the list, nor can they be held

responsible in any way for you relying on any advice you are given.
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• Be clear about your financial situation. 

For example, find out about tax liability in the UK,

social security benefits and National Insurance

contributions, and get a pension forecast. Useful

websites include www.dwp.gov.uk, www.hmrc.gov.uk

and www.direct.gov.uk (under ‘Britons living

abroad’). You can also consider whether offshore

banking is appropriate.

• Make a will.

• Check whether you can continue to vote in UK

Parliamentary and European Parliamentary elections

(www.electoralcommission.org.uk).

• Find out about accommodation. We can provide 

lists of lawyers to help you buy property, although

we cannot give you legal advice ourselves or get

involved in purchases or disputes.

• Make sure your car is in line with local regulations

and you have the necessary driving permit.

• Try to learn the language before you go.

• Contact associations and charities for advice. 

For example, if you are retiring overseas, you could

contact Age Concern (www.ageconcern.org.uk), 

Help the Aged (www.helptheaged.org.uk) and 

The Association of Retired Persons over 50

(www.arp050.org.uk). There is also a guide to 

going abroad for over 50s on www.saga.co.uk. 

We have a leaflet called ‘Retiring overseas: essential

information, details of which can be found on our

website. If many British people live in a particular

place, we also put information about living and

working in the country on our local British Embassy,

High Commission or Consulate website. This includes

the contact details of local and government

organisations that should be able to give you 

more help and advice. 

• Let people know your new address (and any future

changes). Tell not just your friends and family, but

also authorities such as HM Revenue and Customs,

National Insurance and the Department for Work 

and Pensions.

• When you arrive, register with the local authorities
and get a residence permit. You can also register

with the local British Embassy, High Commission or

Consulate. You may also need a local bank account.

British nationals who live overseas can receive the
same support as visitors (as set out in this guide). 

REMEMBER! 
We will expect you to have full travel

insurance for your trip, or health care and

other appropriate cover if you are living

abroad. The Government cannot cover

medical costs or refund you for lost property. 

There is a charge for some types of consular

support. This is to help cover the cost of

providing support worldwide. We do not

make a profit from these charges. 
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MAJOR CATASTROPHES
We may offer exceptional help in a

catastrophe (see page 30), but please

remember the following.

• Some catastrophes have advance warning,

such as hurricanes. If you have any

warning, contact friends and family to let

them know your plans. If you are living

overseas, you should also tell neighbours

your plans. This helps us to confirm

quickly if you are safe, allowing us to

concentrate on offering support to those

most in need after any catastrophe.

• It may take some time to get help to you

if the infrastructure has been affected by

the catastrophe (for example, if telephone

lines are down, roads inaccessible or

bridges have collapsed). Access may also

be impossible if the local authorities 

have sealed off the area where you are.
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This section describes the range 

of support which we can normally

offer if things go wrong. If you are

caught up in a major catastrophe,

a different level of support may 

be available - for more details 

see page 30.

IF YOU HAVE ANYTHING STOLEN
• If your money, passport or anything else is stolen

abroad, report it to the local police immediately

and get a statement about the loss (you will need

one to claim against your insurance).

• You will need to cancel any credit cards or
traveller’s cheques. You may also want to have

money transferred to you either by your bank or by 

a relative using a reliable money transfer company.

Our staff can give you information about this if 

you need it.

LOST OR STOLEN PASSPORTS
• If your passport is lost or stolen abroad and you

urgently need to travel, we can issue a replacement
travel document once we are satisfied of your

identity and that you are a British national. 

You will need to produce a police report, 

fill in an application form and pay a fee.

• Depending on the country you are in and the

circumstances, the emergency travel document 

may be: 

- an emergency passport, which is valid for a single

journey with no journeys through third countries;

- a temporary one-year passport (not available in 

all of our offices); or

- a standard passport. 

To issue a passport, we need to make checks, which

may take time and could mean you have to delay your

travel arrangements.
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• If our staff have to issue an emergency travel

document outside normal office hours, you will have

to pay an extra fee. Before making any arrangements

with our staff, consider whether you also need an

exit visa from the local immigration authorities as

some countries do not issue these visas outside

normal office hours or at weekends.

FINANCIAL HELP 
• If you run out of money abroad, we can give you

information on how to transfer money and we can

help you to contact relatives and friends who may 

be willing to transfer money to you or to buy you a

ticket back to the UK. If we transfer money on your

behalf, we will charge you for this.

• In an emergency we can cash a sterling cheque

worth up to £100, secured against a valid banker’s

card, into local currency. There will be a charge for

this service. 

• You have no automatic right to receive emergency

financial help from us. In certain very exceptional
circumstances, and when everything else has been
tried, we may provide a loan from public funds to

help you return to the UK. You will have to sign an

agreement to repay the loan in full. In most cases,

you will have to secure this loan by giving up your

passport to our staff who can issue you with an

emergency travel document valid for a single journey

to the UK. We will not return your passport to you

and the UK Passport Agency will not issue you with

a replacement passport until you have paid off the

loan in full, including the cost of issuing the

emergency travel document.

• If we have contacted family or friends for you, for

example if you have been arrested, we cannot give

them money to help with travel or accommodation 

if they visit you.

VICTIMS OF CRIMES OVERSEAS 
• We can give general information about local police

and legal procedures. We cannot give you legal
advice, but we can point you in the right direction

to get advice. 

• If you need medical treatment, we can help you 

to contact a local doctor. 

• If you want us to, we can contact your relatives 

and friends and let them know what has happened.

We can offer you financial help only in line with our

policy outlined in the section of this guide called

‘Financial Assistance’. 

• We cannot collect evidence or investigate crimes
ourselves, and in many countries investigating

authorities and the courts will refuse to answer

enquiries from other people and organisations,

including consuls. So, you should consider

appointing a local lawyer who can look after your

interests in court, and follow any trial for you. 

We can give you a list of local English-speaking

lawyers and interpreters. We would not ordinarily 

go to a court case involving a British national 

and cannot influence the outcome of any trial.

• Back in the UK, you may feel you would benefit from

extra support to help you cope with the effects of

the crime. Organisations such as Victim Support can

help (www.victimsupport.org). 
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• We have a leaflet called Victims of crime abroad

which offers more detailed information. You can 

find details on our travel website, under ‘Our

publications’.

VICTIMS OF RAPE OR SEXUAL
ASSAULT OVERSEAS
• We take any report of rape or sexual assault seriously

and will see you to offer you support as soon as

possible and in privacy. We aim to be polite, patient,

sensitive and non-judgemental. In most cases of

rape and sexual assault, the victims, no matter 

what their sex, prefer to talk about their ordeal with

women. If that is what you want, we will do our

best to make sure that a female officer is present 

at any meeting. 

• We can tell you about local police and legal
procedures. If you want to contact the police, 

we can come to the police station with you. 

Where possible we can try to make sure that you 

are interviewed by a female police officer if that is

what you would prefer. If you want us to, we can

give you a list of local lawyers and interpreters.

However, only you can decide whether or not to
take legal action: we cannot make this decision 

for you. Remember that if you choose not to report

the crime immediately but change your mind later,

forensic and other evidence may be lost. Also, 

in some countries, you must report the crime 

before returning to the UK if you want it to be

investigated. 

• We can help you to deal with the local authorities 
in arranging a medical examination, where

possible with a female doctor if that is what you

would prefer. Depending on local conditions and

laws, we can also arrange for you to see a doctor

who can give advice on sexually transmitted

infections, including HIV and AIDS, and on

pregnancy or abortion. 

• If you want us to, we can contact your next 

of kin or other family and friends. 

• If you want, we can give you information on what
professional help is available locally and in the

UK, both for you and for your family. We can also

consult our London-based Police Adviser, who can

consider using the services of a Sexual Offences

Trained Officer from your local police station to

advise and help you. 

• We have a leaflet called Rape and sexual assault

overseas with more information. You will find details

on our travel website, under ‘Our publications’.

BRITISH NATIONALS WHO GO INTO
HOSPITAL OVERSEAS
• We aim to contact you within 24 hours of being 

told that you have been admitted to hospital.  

• We do not usually contact or visit people who 

have travelled specifically for medical treatment.

• If you are in hospital as a result of an assault or
other crime, we will visit you as soon as possible. 
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• In all other cases, we will take account of factors

such as your condition, your ability to speak on 

the phone, whether you have relatives or friends

with you, whether you have a tour company

representative and the standard of medical facilities

before deciding whether a visit is appropriate. If we

believe a visit is appropriate and there is a British

Embassy, High Commission or Consulate in the same

city as the hospital which you are in, we aim to
visit you within 48 hours of being told that you

have gone into hospital.

• If you want, we can contact your family or friends 

in the UK to tell them that you are in hospital. 

• If you want, we can help you to liaise with your

insurance company or medical evacuation company.

Remember to keep any receipts or doctors’ notes
in case you need them to make a claim. Using the

resources that are available to us, we may also be

able to help you communicate with hospital staff 

if they do not speak English. 

MENTAL ILLNESS
• You should note that facilities for dealing with

mental illness vary widely around the world. 

In some countries facilities do not have enough

resources, in others expensive privately-run clinics

are the only real option and, in some places, people

with mental illness may be detained by the police

instead of being admitted to hospital.

• If you are mentally ill and want our help, we will do

our best to make sure you receive medical help and

advice, wherever you are. But we cannot provide this

help and advice ourselves. 

• If you have run out of a prescribed medication 

we can give you information on getting supplies

locally. You should be aware, however, that in 

some countries your medication might be banned 

or unavailable.

• If you want, we can contact your family and friends

in the UK. 

• If necessary, we can help local medical staff contact

medical staff in the UK who may be able to advise

on your medical history and who may be the most

appropriate people to offer continued support if you

return to the UK.

• You may find that your insurance policy does not

cover mental illness, or is not valid because you 

did not declare a pre-existing condition. In these

cases, you or your family must expect to pay for
any treatment.

FORCED MARRIAGE OF A 
BRITISH NATIONAL ABROAD
• If you are a British national in the UK and are

worried about being forced into a marriage abroad,

you should contact our Forced Marriage Unit
on e-mail fmu@fco.gov.uk, phone number 

020 7008 0151 or, outside office hours, phone 

our switchboard on 020 7008 1500. It is essential

that you think carefully before deciding whether 

to travel to the country concerned. 
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• If you are overseas and fear that you are going to 

be forced into a marriage, you should try to contact,
or preferably go to, the nearest British Embassy,
High Commission, or Consulate. You will find

contact details in local phone books, hotels and

tourist offices, or on our website at www.fco.gov.uk.

If you cannot get there, we can still try to help you,

within the limits of local law.

• We can try to help you get back to the UK, if that 

is what you want. Where possible, we can also try 

to find you temporary accommodation in the country

you are in.

• We have a leaflet called What is a Forced Marriage?

with more information. You can find details on our

travel website under ‘Our publications’. 

BRITISH NATIONALS IN DETENTION
OR PRISON OVERSEAS 
• If you are arrested or held in custody or prison in 

a country overseas, the authorities in that country

should ask you whether you want them to contact

the British Embassy, High Commission or Consulate.

However, you can also ask for this to be done, and

should do so particularly if you are charged with a

serious offence.

• We will aim to contact you, depending on local
procedures, within 24 hours of being told about

your arrest or detention. If you want us to, we will

then aim to visit you as soon as possible. 

• Our staff are there to support you and to take an
interest in your welfare. We aim to be sensitive

and non-judgemental. We also aim to treat all

prisoners the same no matter what crime they are

being held for, or whether they are on remand or

have been sentenced. You should stay in touch 

with our staff and ask for their help as they have

experience in dealing with many of the problems 

you may face.

• But, we cannot get you out of prison or
detention, nor can we get special treatment
for you because you are British.

• If you want us to, we can tell your family or friends

that you have been arrested. If you are thinking

about not telling your family, please consider the

distress it may cause them if they are not told where

you are. It can also be a disadvantage to you if you

need money for anything in prison or fall ill. Once

we have told your family and friends, we can pass

messages between you in places where phone or

postal services are not available.

• Although we cannot give legal advice, start legal
proceedings or investigate a crime, we can offer
basic information about the local legal system,

including whether a legal-aid scheme is available.

We can give you a list of local interpreters and local

lawyers if you want, although we cannot pay for

either. It is important to consider carefully whether

you want to have legal representation and to discuss

all the costs involved beforehand.

• We can offer you information about the local
prison or remand system, including visiting

arrangements, mail and censorship, privileges, work

possibilities, and social and welfare services. We can

also explain where there are different regulations 

for remand prisoners and sentenced prisoners. For

example, in some countries, prisoners are allowed 

to send more mail when they are on remand.
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• Where appropriate, we will consider approaching 

the local authorities if you are not treated in 
line with internationally-accepted standards. 
This may include where your trial does not follow

internationally-recognised standards for a fair trial 

or is unreasonably delayed compared to local cases. 

• With your permission, we can take up any justified
complaint about ill treatment, personal safety, or

discrimination with the police or prison authorities.

Again, with your permission, we can make sure that

any medical or dental problems you might have 

are brought to the attention of any police or prison

doctor.

• If you are in prison in a European Union country, 

or in Iceland, Liechtenstein, Norway, Switzerland,

Canada, the USA, Australia or New Zealand, we aim

to visit you once after sentencing and then after

that only if there is a real need. In other countries,

while you are in prison we aim to visit you at least

once a year, although we may visit you more often 

if necessary. 

• We can send you money from your family. 

In some countries, depending on the rules of the

prison where you are being held, we can help to 

buy prison ‘comforts’ with money sent by your

family, friends or others. We can also offer to put

you in touch with the prisoners’ welfare charity,

Prisoners Abroad (visit www.prisonersabroad.org.uk

or phone 020 7561 6820).

• We may be able to give you information about any

local procedures for a prisoner’s early release in

exceptional circumstances. These procedures are

generally known as pardon or clemency. We will

only consider supporting pardon or clemency pleas:

- in compelling compassionate circumstances, 

such as where a prisoner or close family member 

is chronically ill or dying; 

- in cases of minors imprisoned overseas; or

- as a last resort, in cases where we have evidence

that seems to point to a miscarriage of justice.

• We can explain to you how you may be able to

apply to transfer to a prison in the UK if you 

are in a country from which prison transfers are

possible. We have a leaflet called Transfers home 

for prisoners abroad with more details.

• The local authorities may have a policy of deporting
foreign nationals after they have completed a prison

sentence and we cannot prevent them from applying

it to you, even if you had previously lived in the

country before your prison sentence.

• You should be aware that if you are arrested for
certain serious offences, such as child sex abuse
or drugs crimes, our staff must tell other relevant
UK authorities.

• We have a leaflet called In prison abroad with 

more information. You will find more details of 

this leaflet, and the one on transfers, on our 

travel website under ‘Our publications’.
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This section explains what support

we aim to offer the partners or

relatives of a British national who

dies or suffers some other serious

misfortune abroad. There may be 

a different level of support if the

person affected has been caught

up in a major catastrophe 

(see page 30).

NEXT OF KIN AND 
REPRESENTATIVES
• When we are told about an incident

involving a British national abroad, 
we will try to contact the next of kin 
as soon as possible. 

• However, we cannot pass on information
to relatives if the person involved asks 
us not to - for example, if they have been
arrested but do not want their family to
know about this. 

• To help us provide information as 
efficiently and securely as possible, 
families should appoint a single family
representative (usually the next of kin)
who we can deal with as the case 
continues. As far as possible, we will make
sure that this person has a single point of
contact with a member of our staff. 

• In cases of death abroad, we will deal 
only with the next of kin or the person
the next of kin has asked to act on their
behalf in relation to the funeral or dealing
with the belongings of the person who 
has died. 

• If there is an ongoing investigation 
overseas, the Police Adviser to Consular
Directorate will also decide whether 
to ask a local UK police force to use a
Family Liaison Officer (FLO) to advise 
and help the family in dealing with the 
investigation. The relevant UK police force
will make the final decision as to whether
an FLO is appointed. 
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DEATHS ABROAD FROM NATURAL
CAUSES
• If the person who died was travelling with a tour

company, the company will often contact the next 

of kin themselves. If the death of a British national

abroad is reported to us, and their next of kin is 

not present, we will ask the UK police to tell the
next of kin as soon as possible. If the next of kin 

is not in the UK, we will ask our consular staff in

the country where they are to do this. We will do

everything we can to make sure that, as next of 

kin, you do not hear about the death first from the

media, although we cannot always influence this. 

In exceptional circumstances, to act quickly this may

mean having to tell you about the death over the

phone. We do not release the name of someone who

has died to the media before we have told the next

of kin. 

• Consular staff in London can pass on to our staff

overseas the next of kin’s wishes about dealing 

with the body. We will do our best to make sure 

that these wishes are carried out. However, 

post-mortems may be carried out by the local
authorities without the permission of the next 
of kin. You should also be aware that, in some

countries, organs may be removed and kept during

these procedures without the next of kin being

informed or consulted.

• If you want us to, we can tell you the cost of local

burial and local cremation (where local authorities

allow these for foreigners) or of transporting the

body and personal belongings back to the UK. You

should be aware that, in some countries, a lack of

suitable storage may make it impossible to get the

necessary international certificates to transport the

body. While we cannot pay any burial, cremation
or repatriation expenses ourselves or settle any

debts, we can help transfer money from friends 

and relatives in the UK to pay any necessary costs.

If you want us to, we can provide lists of local 

and international funeral directors. If an English-

speaking firm is not available, our staff can help 

you with the arrangements.

• All deaths must be registered in the country
where the person died. We can advise you how 

to do this. You will need documents about you and

the person who has died, including for example, the

full name, date of birth and passport number of the

person who has died. The local authorities will need

to be told if the person suffered from an infectious

condition (such as hepatitis or HIV) so they can

take precautions against infection. 

• You do not have to register a death at the British
Embassy, High Commission or Consulate, but by

doing so, you can get a UK death certificate and 

a permanent copy of it will always be available 

in English in the UK. In certain countries, British

Embassies, High Commissions or Consulates cannot

issue death certificates and the local ones are

suitable for British purposes. These countries are

Australia, Canada, New Zealand, Republic of Ireland,

South Africa and Zimbabwe. 
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• In the UK there are a number of organisations 

which can support and help bereaved families 

and friends to understand their grief and come 

to terms with their loss. Useful websites include

www.crusebereavementcare.org.uk and

www.samaritans.org.

• We have a leaflet called Death overseas, which you

can find on our travel website under ‘Our

publications’.

DEATH OF A BRITISH NATIONAL
ABROAD IN SUSPICIOUS 
CIRCUMSTANCES 
• As well as the support which we can offer if

someone dies from natural causes, where there 
is evidence of suspicious circumstances we can
suggest the best way to raise concerns with the

local authorities. 

• We can also offer basic information about the local
police system and legal system, including any 

legal aid that is available. We can provide lists of

local lawyers and local interpreters (although we 

do not pay for either) and, where possible, details 

of support groups. In all cases where you, as next 

of kin, have concerns about the circumstances

surrounding the death, we suggest you get

professional legal advice.

• We cannot investigate deaths ourselves and, in

many countries, investigating authorities and the

courts will refuse to answer enquiries, including from

British consular staff. In these circumstances, it is

very important to consider appointing a local lawyer

who can look after your interests in court and follow

any trial for you. 

• We will consider making appropriate
representations to the local authorities if there are

concerns that the investigation is not being carried

out in line with local procedures or if there are

justified complaints about discrimination against 

the person who has died or their family. You should

be aware that the standard of investigative
procedures and expertise varies greatly across 

the world.

• Consular staff in London are available to meet
family representatives. They will contact the next of

kin if the investigating authorities tell us about any

new developments. Where possible, if the next of kin

visits the country where the person died during the

early stages of the investigation and initial court

hearings, our staff there may be able to meet them. 

• As mentioned above, there are a number of

organisations in the UK that can help bereaved

families and friends come to terms with their loss,

whether the death was natural or otherwise. Some,

such as ‘Support after murder and manslaughter’, can

help you face the problems and difficulties that arise

from death overseas under suspicious circumstances

(www.samm.org.uk).

• We also have a leaflet called Victims of crime abroad

which you may also find helpful. You can find details

on our travel website under ‘Our publications’.
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BRITISH NATIONALS IN DETENTION
OR PRISON OVERSEAS
If a relative or friend has been detained or held in

prison overseas, we can give the following support.

• If your relative or friend has asked us to, we will 
tell you as soon as we can that they have been
detained or held in prison. However, to protect

their confidentiality, we will not provide any details

of the detention or arrest, or tell you how to contact

them, unless they have given us permission to.

• We can provide general information about the

country involved, prison conditions and the local

legal system.

• We can put you in touch with the prisoners’ 

welfare charity, Prisoners Abroad

(www.prisonersabroad.org.uk).

• If the prison where your friend or relative is being

detained agrees, we can pass on any money you

want to send to the prisoner to buy prison

‘comforts’, use the phone and so on. 

• You should be aware that, in many countries, mail

sent or received by the prisoner will be opened and

read by the authorities, and phone conversations

may be monitored.

MISSING PEOPLE 
• If you are in the UK and worried about a British

national who you think is missing abroad, we can let

you know how to produce a missing person’s report
for your local police so Interpol enquiries can begin.

• Although we cannot carry out physical searches
on your behalf, we can give you information about
appropriate local authorities. We can also give 

you contact details for any relevant local charitable

and voluntary organisations specialising in tracing

missing people. Where appropriate, we can give you

information about the federation or association of

any local private-detective agencies.

• If you want, consular staff in London can meet

family representatives, maintain contact with you

and tell you about any new developments which 

we find out about. 

BRITISH NATIONALS KIDNAPPED 
OR TAKEN HOSTAGE OVERSEAS
• If a British national is taken hostage overseas, 

we will do everything we properly can to make 
sure he or she is released safely.

• We will not pay ransoms. 

• A dedicated team in London will act as caseworkers

for the family. Working with the police, who almost

always appoint a Family Liaison Officer in cases of

hostage-taking, this team will make sure that the

family is kept informed of the situation.

• As appropriate, we can also put the family in touch

with other specialist agencies such as Kidnap Victim

Support (www.kidnap-support.com). 

• When a British hostage is released, we will meet 

him or her and find them accommodation locally. 

We will also arrange a medical check-up and travel

to the UK, and help the person to make contact 

with his or her family. 
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INTERNATIONAL CHILD ABDUCTION 
• If you are worried about your child being abducted

overseas by the other parent or a relative, you

should contact our Child Abduction Section
on 020 7008 0878 (or our switchboard 

on 020 7008 1500 outside office hours). 

• If your child has been abducted, we can tell you

whether the country which your child has been

taken to has joined the Hague Convention on
International Child Abduction. If it has, we can 

put you in touch with the relevant authorities 

in the UK which can ask the court in the country

concerned to make an order for the child to be

returned to the UK. 

• If the country to which your child has been 

taken has not joined the Hague Convention on

International Child Abduction, we can give you 

a list of overseas lawyers who speak English. 

Some may be specialists in family law. However, 

we cannot pay any legal fees ourselves.

• We can give you basic practical information about
the customs and legal procedures of the country
to which your child has been taken. We can also

provide travel information and, if necessary, offer

guidance on finding accommodation locally. We can

help you contact the relevant local authorities and

organisations when you are overseas.

• If you want us to, we can contact Interpol directly

for help in tracing your child. If your child is found,

and if the other parent agrees, we may be able 
to check on your child’s welfare for you if the

country’s government cannot offer this facility. If

you do not know where your child is, we can contact

the relevant authorities overseas to check what

progress has been made in finding him or her.

• We will consider whether it is appropriate to ask 

a court overseas to handle any case as quickly as

possible in the best interests of your child. With 

the UK court’s permission, we can tell the courts

overseas about any UK court orders in place. 

But often, UK court orders cannot be enforced
overseas and similar orders have to be applied 
for in the local courts. 

• We can consider ways to help establish and keep

open lines of communication between you, the 

other parent and your child. Grandparents may also

be involved in custody cases, for example, where 

one parent has died. You should be aware that, in

some countries, local law can favour the paternal

grandparents (the father’s parents) over the mother.

That makes it even more important to have formal
residence arrangements in place before giving
permission for the child to leave the UK.

• We cannot ‘rescue’ a child or get involved in 
any abduction.

• We have a leaflet called International child 

abduction (with more general information) and 

a separate leaflet on Child abduction in Pakistan

(with details of an agreement with Pakistan about

handling these cases). You will find details on 

our travel website under ‘Our publications’.
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The main part of this guide relates

to the help we normally provide

for British nationals who are in

difficulty overseas. This section

deals with exceptional events 

in which an exceptional level 

of support may be appropriate.

TERRORIST ATTACKS
We have put in place and regularly review special help

for the victims of terrorist attacks abroad, and their

families, to take account of the exceptional nature 

of terrorism in which individuals are random victims 

of attacks directed at society as a whole. The details 

and availability of that help will vary according 
to the particular circumstances of each situation,

including:

• whether any of the costs are already covered by

existing insurance policies, employer schemes, 

the government of the country involved or other

sources; and

• whether you have travelled against our travel advice. 

Depending on the circumstances, the support we offer

on top of our normal support may include, for example:

• medical evacuation for people who have been

injured or evacuation for people in danger (note

that this may not necessarily be to the UK but 

to a safe place in the region); 

• paying immediate medical expenses;

• transporting bodies or remains back home;

• paying the return luggage costs of those killed 

or injured;

• travel for two members of the victim’s family 

to the site of the attack; and 

• accommodation and travel insurance.

SUPPORT FOR BRITISH NATIONALS ABROAD: A GUIDE IF  YOU ARE AFFECTED BY A TERRORIST
ATTACK OR A MAJOR CATASTROPHE
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MAJOR CATASTROPHES 
If there is a major catastrophe, we will consider

whether to offer exceptional help to those British

nationals who are directly affected. 

For example, following the tsunami which struck

southern Asia in December 2004, and Hurricane
Katrina in the US in August 2005, we offered

exceptional help to the British victims and their

families. 

Following any major catastrophes in the future, the
Foreign Secretary will make a decision as soon as
possible on whether we need to offer exceptional
help and what that help should be, bearing in mind

the circumstances of the catastrophe and the resources

available. The factors that the Foreign Secretary can

consider in making that decision may include, for

example, whether there has been a breakdown of basic

local services, transport and so on, preventing British

nationals from getting support directly, or whether

large numbers of British nationals have lost all forms

of identification, travel documents, insurance policies,

belongings and so on as a result of the catastrophe.

CIVIL UNREST 
We also have separate measures in place in countries
where there is considered to be a significant risk 
of civil unrest. You should check before travelling 

to a country if you need to register with the British

Embassy, High Commission or Consulate by consulting

our travel website on www.fco.gov.uk/travel. If you

need to register, please do so. If there is civil unrest

in the country, you should follow advice given by the

British Embassy, High Commission or Consulate by

public messages (by text, e-mail, BBC World Service),

or through the network of wardens who work on our

behalf throughout the country. If you do not follow

our advice to leave, we cannot guarantee that we will

be able to evacuate you at a later stage, or help you 

if the situation deteriorates further. You should be
aware that your insurance may no longer be valid 
if you do not follow our advice.

FOR FAMILY AND FRIENDS 
OF VICTIMS
In all these kinds of major catastrophe, we aim to

provide a reliable link with both victims and the
family members who contact us. We will normally

provide dedicated phone numbers. We can increase our

phone lines immediately after a catastrophe, and have

an agreement with the UK police to use their call

centres if necessary. After initial contact, we will try

to stay in touch with the most appropriate family

member (normally the next of kin). We recognise that

lack of information can cause more anxiety so we aim

to provide information throughout such a catastrophe.

But, we will pass on only what we are confident are

reliable facts - anything else is likely to cause

confusion and greater distress. 

If you are aware that a relative or friend is in the 

area affected by a catastrophe, you may also want to

consider the following suggestions from families of

previous catastrophe victims.  

• Try to find out the exact location of your relative 

or friend, for example, by checking their itinerary

and trying to contact them on hotel and mobile

numbers.
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• Nominate one family member to act as a contact

for any authorities, including contacting our

helpline. Agree a list of relevant information about

your relative or friend which they should have close

to hand. This should include their full name and

date of birth, passport number, details of travel

(tour company, travel insurance) and the names 

of anyone else travelling with them.

• Think carefully before you travel to the area
affected, particularly if the catastrophe has 

affected local services, transport and so on. 

You may find that because of a lack of transport or

accommodation, you end up needing help yourself.

Each catastrophe is different, but in some cases you

can achieve more by staying in the UK and liaising

with the FCO and other organisations. Consult other

people and organisations before making a decision.

Websites such as www.disasteraction.org.uk can be

useful. 

AFTERCARE WHEN YOU RETURN 
TO THE UK
We provide support to British nationals abroad. 

But often, victims of major catastrophes overseas, 

or their families, need further help when they return 

to the UK. The Humanitarian Assistance Unit in the
Department for Culture, Media and Sport (DCMS) 

will work with the relevant agencies and services to

help victims to get the aftercare they need. The DCMS 

also make sure that the victims have a voice within

government and are responsible for organising any

memorial or other event if appropriate. You can 

get more information on www.culture.gov.uk or by 

e-mailing humanitarianresponse@culture.gsi.gov.uk.
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WHEN OUR JOB IS OVER
We offer support to distressed British

nationals abroad, and to their families either

in the UK or elsewhere to deal with the

immediate effects of the case. In certain

exceptional cases, our officers may be

involved in a particular case for a longer

period of time. For example, if a British

national dies in suspicious circumstances, we

will tell the family about any developments

in the case which the local investigating

authorities tell us. But sometimes, people

need long-term support in areas where our

staff are not trained professionals, such as

support from bereavement counsellors or

investigative officers. Although we cannot

provide this or similar long-term help 

ourselves, we can suggest where you can 

go for guidance. This may mean going to

another UK government department or 

it may mean getting in touch with a non-

governmental organisation or charity.
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Our public service agreement

(PSA) targets

We have agreed with HM Treasury

a public service agreement target

to provide effective and efficient

support, as measured by specific

targets, over the three-year period

from 2005/2006 to 2007/2008. We

assess our performance in helping

distressed British nationals using

the following targets.

• We will contact 99% of people who are in hospital

within 24 hours of being told about them. 

• We will contact 98% of people who have been

detained within 24 hours of being told about their

arrest, and then visit them as soon as possible if

they want us to. 

• 75% of the people we help are satisfied with our

services.

Our performance against these targets is included in

our yearly departmental reports which, once published,

can be found on our website at www.fco.gov.uk. 

Each year we carry out a specific sampling and

consultative exercise across a broad range of people

who have received our help. This allows us to identify

those areas where we can do better. Our larger

consular sections overseas must also carry out 

regular surveys on the quality of the help they give. 
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GIVING US FEEDBACK
We welcome your views on the support we provide.

They will help us to identify what we do well and what

we could do better. If you have any comments on the

support you received, please write to the address

below. 

Feedback 

Policy, Communications and Training Group

Consular Directorate 

Foreign and Commonwealth Office 

Old Admiralty Building

Spring Gardens 

London 

SW1A 2PA 

Phone: 020 7008 1500

Fax: 020 7008 0152

E-mail: feedback.consular.services@fco.gov.uk

OFFICIAL COMPLAINTS PROCEDURE 
If you are not satisfied and want to make an official

complaint, please write to the FCO Director of Consular

Services at the address below. 

Consular Directorate 

Foreign and Commonwealth Office 

Old Admiralty Building

Spring Gardens 

London 

SW1A 2PA 

Phone: 020 7008 1500

Fax: 020 7008 0152

E-mail: complaint.consular.services@fco.gov.uk

• We will investigate your complaint fully. The director

will see all complaints. He or she will ask for the

investigation to be carried out by a member of staff

who is not directly connected to your case or to

your complaint. This person will usually be senior to

any officer who a complaint has been made against. 

• We will do our best to give you a full reply within 

20 working days. If we cannot give you a full reply

within this time, we will tell you when we expect 

to do so. 

• We will record and examine complaints, and use 

the information to help make sure we offer the 

best possible help and support. 

• If you are not satisfied with the response you

receive, you can write directly to either a Foreign

Office Minister or your Member of Parliament (MP),

asking them to raise your complaint with the Foreign

and Commonwealth Office. 

• If you have made your complaint through your 

MP and are still not happy with the reply that we

have given, you can contact the Parliamentary

Ombudsman (also called the Parliamentary

Commissioner for Administration). The Ombudsman

will normally only consider cases relating to

‘maladministration’ (that is, poor administration or

applying rules incorrectly). There are more details

about this on the Parliamentary Ombudsman’s

website at www.ombudsman.org.uk. 
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We all benefit enormously from a

world in which the opportunities

to travel and live abroad are 

wider and more accessible than

they have ever been. And, the

United Kingdom, as one of the

world’s most varied, open and

international nations, gains 

as a whole from the millions 

of personal links which British

nationals have established with

other nations around the world. 

But, things do and will sometimes go wrong for British

nationals abroad, and when they do, countries and

situations which we felt comfortable and familiar with

can suddenly become difficult and even frightening.

The main aims of this document and of our travel

website in general are to help you to make sure 

that you are as well prepared as possible, to help 

you help yourself if things do go wrong, and to 

explain the British Government’s role. Our website at

www.fco.gov.uk/travel is a continually-updated source

of information and gives you tips on how to prepare

your trip and make sure it is safe and enjoyable.

We hope that this guide to our help and support has

given you a clear idea of what support we can offer

British nationals in trouble overseas. As the Foreign

Secretary said in his foreword, we are committed to

making our support as effective and high quality as we

can - we know that we will be judged on it. We want

to hear your feedback, both on this document and on

our support in general, to help us to meet that aim. 

DAVID TRIESMAN
The Lord Triesman of Tottenham

Website: www.fco.gov.uk/travel

E-mail: feedback.consular.services@fco.gov.uk
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CATEGORIES OF BRITISH NATIONALS
Most British nationals are British citizens. All British

citizens have the right to live in the United Kingdom,

and are also European Union nationals.

However, there are other categories of people who 

also fall within the heading ‘British national’. All can

receive the support explained in this guide. They are

as follows.

British Overseas Territories citizens (BOTC) -

(formerly British Dependent Territories citizens). 

Most are entitled to British citizenship (including the

right to live in the UK) since the introduction of the

British Overseas Territories Act 2001. The exceptions

are those with a connection to the Sovereign bases 

of Akrotiri and Dhekelia in Cyprus.

British overseas citizens (BOC) - in general terms,

BOCs originally gained British nationality through a

connection with a former British territory that has

since become independent. In most cases, a BOC did

not qualify for nationality of the newly-independent

country, so they kept British nationality following

independence.

British nationals (overseas) (BN(O)s) are people

who were formerly British Dependent Territories

citizens who gained their status from a connection

with Hong Kong. They were allowed to register 

as BN(O)s before Hong Kong reverted to Chinese

sovereignty on 1 July 1997, and to keep BN(O) 

status after that. 

British subjects (BS) fall into two categories - people

who were British through connection with Ireland

when it was part of the UK (before 1949), and people

whose original claim to British nationality was through

connection with former British India. The Indian and

Pakistani citizenship laws were more restrictive than

had been expected, with the result that a lot of people

who were expected to become Indian or Pakistani 

did not qualify. These people were able to keep their

British subject status, on what was intended to be a

temporary basis, until they gained another citizenship.

British subjects connected with Ireland are European

Union nationals. 

British protected person (BPP) status is similar to

BOC, except that their connection was with a former

British Protectorate, Protected State or Trust Territory.

It is not a citizenship, as such, and BPPs are not

Commonwealth citizens, but they are British nationals

and so can receive our help and support.
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GIVING US FEEDBACK
If you do need to get in touch with a British Consulate

when overseas, we would welcome any comments on

the assistance you received. Please email the following

address: feedback.consular.services@fco.gov.uk
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