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How we moved our family to France
Jodie and Andy Broad swapped Herefordshire for the French Alps with their two young daughters
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The Broad family made the move across the Channel in 2017 Credit: Simon M Booth

The draw of an active life in the French Alps persuaded Jodie Broad and
her husband Andy to move from Herefordshire with their two daughters.

The keen skiers had lived and worked in Chamonix for a year previously
before having Romilly, now 18, and Beatrice, 16 – but second time around
chose the town of Saint-Gervais-les-Bains in the Haute-Savoie.

“We always wanted to return. I speak French and was conMdent the girls
would learn quickly when thrown in at the deep end,” says Jodie, 51.

“Saint-Gervais is in the heart of the mountains but only an hour from
Geneva. It’s an authentic, historic French town, with normal life going on
all year round, rather than a ski resort.”

The couple had established a business in Britain – Wire & Sky, which
oSers “aerial adventures” such as a 100ft abseil down AnMeld stadium.
However, they did not need to be in Britain full time to run it, and Andy,
52, could commute weekly.

The couple established an ‘aerial adventures’ business in the UK before they made the move

When the family made the move in 2017, they did not need to get long-stay
visas either.

With no tax nor golden visa incentives for new residents post-Brexit, the
main appeal of France remains the quality of life it can oSer, particularly
for those who enjoy an outdoor lifestyle revolving around national parks
or mountain villages.

The French education system ranks highly, but there are relatively few
international schools compared to Spain – 170, according to ISC research –
with just over half in Paris.

Alongside navigating the school system, there is also France’s infamous
bureaucracy and the paperwork needed to relocate post-Brexit.

Here, we break down what know and the tricky traps to avoid if making
the move as a family.

Find the right school
The family owned a Yat in Saint-Gervais, so Romilly and Beatrice    (Bea)
went to the local primary school, École Marie Paradis.

There are Catholic and private schools to choose from, but for most
families in rural France the local school is the go-to option.

The family did not consider international schools in nearby Geneva, says
Jodie, and getting a place at the local school was an easy process.

If you are not thinking of an international school, the younger you move
your children to surmount the language barrier, the better. Jodie reckons
it usually takes about a year.

“Bea was seven when we moved and she didn’t bat an eyelid. Romilly was
nine and spent the Mnal year at primary school learning French. It was
more di]cult.”

However, by the time the girls moved onto Saint Jean-Baptiste College in
Megeve, their grasp of the language put them in a good position.

Becoming Lluent in French helped Romilly and Beatrice assimilate quicker 

“The most challenging time to move is usually during the GCSE years (age
14 to 16), when both language demands and academic pressure increase
signiMcantly,” advises Jane Fraser-Bryan, an independent property
consultant with agent Beaux Villages Immobilier in the Dordogne.

In France there are four school stages: nursery (age two to six), primary
(six to 11), college (11 to 15) and lycée (15 to 18). “The French school system is
more academically focused than in Britain, with less emphasis on pastoral
care. Discipline is stricter, and homework starts at a young age,” she adds.

International schools can be good for older children who do not speak
French or are only in France on a short-term basis – but be prepared for
fees.

Annual tuition fees at Bordeaux International School for a 10-year-old cost
€10,000 a year for day pupils (minus lunches). At popular Mougins British
International school on the French Riviera, a pupil of the same age pays
€19,920, after a registration fee of €5,890.

“Another caveat. At some international schools, French integration and
assimilation are limited so some students leave school with strong
academic qualiMcations but insu]cient French to work in France,” says
Katie Jeanniard, from estate agent Leggett Immobilier.

Agents advise visiting schools in person. Speak to the headteacher, ask
about language support, class sizes, how children are integrated and
school transport options.
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“Choosing a town with schools from infant through to college stage means
more opportunities to get to know local parents and for the kids to
socialise at friends’ houses,” says Carole Watters, a Leggett Immobilier
agent. “Living in a village away from school where you must drive the kids
or take the bus tends to isolate them.”

Parents should beware the annual paperwork, Jodie warns. “It amazes me
how many forms you need to Mll out for school every ‘rentree’ (start of
academic year). You need copies of vaccinations, [health] insurance, ID
documents.”

The French school day is long. “They do 8.30am to 4.15pm from four years
old but they have Wednesdays oS. At college and lycée they start school at
around 8am and are often not home before 6pm. A long lunch break
includes a three or four-course meal, including a starter, dessert and
cheese. At college there was even pike on the menu!”

The French Baccalauréat is similar to the International Baccalauréat in
that they do a wide number of subjects with three “specialities” of choice.

Those more suited to vocational subjects can opt for business, mechanics
or construction. “There is not the pressure of SAT exams at primary stage
so it feels relatively stress-free, until the Brevet [national exam] at age 14,
which is normally easy enough to pass, then the Baccalauréat at 18.”

Planning and integration
Children parachuted into a French school will Mnd it very uncomfortable
if they cannot converse with their peers, so Jodie advises putting them
into holiday clubs or language schools beforehand to give them a basic
level of French.

“My girls also joined lots of extra-curricular clubs organised in part by the
Maison des Jeunes et de la Culture (MJC) – a social club in town where
they made lots of friends outside the classroom.

“I got to know parents through the other Mve British pupils in Bea’s class.”

The downsides of their French education include a lack of creativity, she
says. “The curriculum is rigid and feels a little old-fashioned. IT skills
were not really developed.”

Beware that dyslexia or any other special educational needs (SEN) can be
wrongly attributed to the problems of acquiring a second language.

Parents have to be very proactive to secure the help their children need,
adding another tranche of [French-language] bureaucracy, says Sarah
Fuller, from Beaux Villages Immobilier.

“Location matters. Specialist support is limited in rural areas. In larger
cities, support tends to be more readily available, including dedicated
educational psychologists and SEN coordinators.”

Jodie says there are a lot of extra-curricular clubs available for her daughters to make friends 

Finding a home and sorting 2nances
Whilst the family initially had an apartment in Saint-Gervais, they upsized
to a four-bedroom chalet in 2019 when they knew they were staying for
good. “Alternatively, you can rent until you know for sure which part of
town you want to live in,” says Jodie.

In Saint-Gervais you could rent a three-bedroom apartment for around
€2,500 a month in the ski season, or €1,500 in the summer, according to
Leggett Immobilier, the estate agency they used.

If you decide to buy a four-bedroom chalet, you can Mnd one for around
€790,000. The annual tax (“taxe fonciere”) on such a chalet is €1,200 per
year, and you need to budget for 7.2pc buying costs (legal and taxes) on a
property of that value.

Purchase prices and taxes can be much lower in other areas of rural
France, while ski resorts are relatively expensive.

Jodie says their property tax is nowhere near London levels, and income
tax rates seem comparable to Britain. However, expats should not assume
they will be much better oS.

“The social charges bump tax up signiMcantly, so I believe you do pay
more in income tax overall in France. Most things are also more
expensive, including groceries.”

Visas and paperwork
Jodie just renewed her French residency, after having acquired it before
the end of the Brexit withdrawal period.

British families now have to get a visa unless one parent has a European
passport, in which case the non-EU spouse applies for family-member
residency in France.

There are various types of long-stay visas including those for workers,
students, highly skilled individuals and entrepreneurs.
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Those running a business in France might choose the “talent passport”,
whilst those running a British business remotely could consider the VLS-
TS “Entrepreneur/Profession Libérale” (self-employed) visa. There is a
useful pathway on the French government website for more information.

Allow between €300 and €350 to get a visa. Applications are handled by
TLSContact, the service provider in Britain.

For Jodie, the biggest challenge has been the paperwork – even for a
French speaker.

“Trying to get into the social security system was di]cult. Finding a
reliable cross-border tax accountant was even harder. You deMnitely need
a “comptable” (accountant) to deal with unfamiliar processes such as tax
obligations – at least at Mrst.”

French succession laws entail specialist advice.

Jodie says French healthcare    – where some medical services are partially
funded by the state –  –  –  – is generally good. “We pay into the social security
system but also have a complementary ‘mutuelle’ (health insurance)
which is costly but normal to have.”

Mountain lifestyle perks
The girls have had a tough time academically but the beneMts have been
worth it, says Jodie.

“Being perfectly bilingual is a huge advantage. And they are amazing
skiers.”

The language barrier has been a challenge for the family, but their new lifestyle is worth it 

Romilly is competing in Moguls at the Junior World Ski Championship in
March and may take a year out to be a ski instructor before heading to
Université Savoie Mont Blanc.

Jodie also took classes at the social club to meet people. “Andy felt it
harder to integrate as he is not here all the time [he commutes every
fortnight now].”

The family ski at every opportunity and spend free time climbing and
hiking trails. “In the summers we picnic and swim in local lakes. Holidays
are easy in our camper van with amazing places to visit within a few
hours’ drive. Our girls have local friends and it feels safe.”

They do not miss much about Britain, but still have a Yat in London.

“Romilly enjoys the chance to stay there – but she is now French,” says
Jodie.
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Have you lived abroad as an expat? Whether you stayed or came back to the
UK, we’d like to hear about your experience. Email
money@telegraph.co.uk*.
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