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SURVIVE AND THRIVE IN THE AGE OF TURMOIL

Spain and Portugal offer citizenship to descendants of 
Sephardic Jews expelled 500 years ago

August 3, 1492:

Christopher Columbus could taste the salt in 
the air. And after years of campaigning for this 
moment, the son of a middle-class Genovese 
weaver could also taste the glory, the aristocracy 
and the riches that were to about become his. 

From onboard the Santa Maria in the Spanish port 
of Palos de la Frontera, he took a deep breath and 
ordered that flagship, plus the Piña and the Nina — all under his command — to set sail on their journey 
to discover a western sea route to China and India. As you know, it worked out well for Columbus.

There’s a less famous story from that day, too: As Columbus’s crews departed Spain, so, too, did 
thousands of others, for far less pleasant, and certainly far less glorious, journeys.
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The Spanish program described below ended in October 2019, but as 
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“So after having expelled the Jews from your dominions,” Columbus wrote in his 
Journal of the First Voyage, “Your Highnesses, in the same month… ordered me to proceed with 
sufficient armament to the said region of India.”

Just days before Columbus set sail, Spain’s Jews were scrambling to meet the July 31st deadline 
to leave the country forever. In fact, Columbus had to sail from Palos because the port of 
Cadiz was teeming with large numbers of Jews waiting to flee.

 
King Ferdinand and Queen Isabella 

The year 1492 is not only that when Columbus sailed the ocean blue; it’s also the year that King 
Ferdinand and Queen Isabella, who had completed La Reconquista (the Christian victory over 
Muslims in Spain) destroyed the lives of at least 200,000 Spanish Jews via the Alhambra Decree. 

On March 31, 1492, the decree ordered that Spain’s Jews be given one final choice: Convert to 
Christianity for good, or leave Spain forever.

The Jews were devastated. Their ancestors had arrived in Hispania — “Rabbit Land” - centuries 
earlier and had flourished for much of that time (especially, ironically, when Spain was under 
Moorish rule). Spain’s Jews — Sephardic, after the Hebrew word for Spain, Sefarad 
ָפְס) .had contributed a great deal to the kingdom’s culture and economy —  (דַר
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But that wasn’t good enough for a Dominican monk named Tomas de Torquemada, who 
thought that allowing Jews and Muslims to live in Spain would destroy and corrupt Christian 
society there. As Queen Isabella’s confessor, he had much influence on the royal family. Finally, 
after taking Granada and defeating Spain’s Muslims, the royals enacted his decree. 

Those who didn’t convert had four months to get out. 

The Jews knew that forced conversions were viewed under suspicion and that eventually, they’d 
have to leave, anyway. Frantically, they began selling off their orchards, their grain fields, their 
villas and vineyards. 

But because the market suddenly was flooded with thousands of homes and workshops and 
properties, they could only sell for a pittance… a house for a loaf of bread or the price of a 
handkerchief.

Additionally, the royals decreed, the Jews couldn’t take any of their gold or silver with them. 

It got worse when King Ferdinand realized he was about to lose a lot of revenue when these 
prosperous people left. So he ordered the Jews to pay communal taxes due for the next several 
years… in one lump sum. If they couldn’t pay, they’d be punished.

The Jews also had to figure out where to go. Some bribed ship captains to take them to North 
Africa, thinking the Muslims would tolerate them. (That decision often ended brutally, with 
either death at sea or shortly after arrival. Many Jews — children included — were mugged, 
raped and murdered as they fled.)

England, Germany and France had already banished their Jews. Italy would only accept a few 
communities, in places such as Livorno. 

The most fortunate of the expelled Jews were those who escaped to Turkey. The Ottoman 
Sultan knew they were hardworking and prosperous and welcomed them openly, eventually 
employing them in the making of arms against Europe.

For the majority of those fleeing — especially those with elderly parents and small children — 
that left nearby Portugal, where Jews were offered safe haven for a hefty fee. About 120,000 
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Spanish Jews found a decent life in Portugal… but only for about five years.

Portugal soon became just as brutal and ugly as 
Spain. The Portuguese king married Ferdinand 
and Isabella’s daughter… and, as part of the 
contract, agreed to expel the Jews who didn’t 
convert. 

(Those who did convert in both Spain and 
Portugal, conversos, didn’t get off any easier. They 
were often tortured during those countries’ 
Inquisitions. About 2,000 conversos in Lisbon 
were murdered in 1506.)

It got worse: In Portugal, the king’s henchmen 
forcibly kidnapped the children of Jews who refused to convert and banished them to the 
Portuguese island of Sao Tome, where the king usually sent criminals. Some of those infants 
and toddlers were eaten by wild animals. Others starved to death. Those who survived were 
brought up as Catholics.

In short, if you had the misfortune to be a Jew in the late 15th century in Portugal or Spain, 
your life was hell. 

Ciudadela de Santurce, San Juan

Expulsion of Jews from Portugal
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Making amends… 500 years later

A few years ago, Spain and Portugal decided to try to make small amends in the form of 
offering citizenship to descendants of those they once expelled.

We’ve talked about Polish and German citizenship for those whose ancestors were 
persecuted during the Holocaust. 

Spain and Portugal offer similar programs for persecution committed even farther 
back: If your ancestor(s) were persecuted before and during the Spanish Inquisition 
(1478-1834), then you might qualify for Spanish or Portuguese citizenship.

This repatriation applies to any Jew who is a descendant of the Jewish community that lived in 
Spain or Portugal during that time.

If either of these programs might apply to you, it’s worth doing the genealogical research as 
soon as possible: Spain’s program to confer nationality to descendants of persecuted 
Sephardic Jews was supposed to end this month, but has been extended until 
October 2019. 

Note - that does not mean that you have to have the passport by October 2019. You do, however, 
need to have completed all the application steps by then.

Portugal’s program has no known end date, but that may well change.

Do you have Sephardic Jewish ancestors? 

In a word — probably (if you have Jewish ancestry at all).

Jews hailing from Europe largely count themselves as either Ashkenazi or Sephardic.

Ashkenazi Jews mainly lived in France, Germany and Eastern Europe (and sometimes Northern 
Italy). The Hebrew word Ashkenaz refers to Germany. Most Jews in the US descend from 
Ashkenazi Jews who emigrated from Germany and Eastern Europe from the mid-1800s to the 
early 1900s.

Sephardic Jews are those of Spain, Portugal, North Africa and the Middle East (and sometimes 
Italy) and their descendants. Again, the Hebrew word Sefarad refers to Spain.

https://s3.amazonaws.com/smconfidential/SMC+Alerts/2016/SMC-Alert-20160906dprvb9f.pdf
https://s3.amazonaws.com/smconfidential/SMC+Alerts/2018/SMC-Alert-20180209grmnc4a.pdf
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According to an October 2013 study by Professor Joshua S. Weitz of the Georgia Institute of 
Technology, it’s probable that nearly every Jew alive today had at least one ancestor 
expelled from Spain in 1492.

So if you have Jewish ancestry, there’s good reason to consider applying for this program. 

Weitz is a director of a quantitative biosciences group at Georgia Tech. During a trip to 
Barcelona, he started wondering how one could claim descent from a person who died 550 
years ago. 

He realized that if you count back 20 generations, you reach a collective total of over 
two million ancestors, assuming no inbreeding. His study suggests that whether you’re 
Sephardic or Ashkenazic, the number of Jewish ancestors becomes so large that the chance that 
none of those people are Sephardic becomes very small.

Remember that in 1492 alone, Spain expelled at least 200,000 Jews from its shores. Some went 
to Portugal, which then expelled them a few years later.

Spanish Jews eventually created Sephardic communities everywhere from Italy to Palestine, 
Greece, Amsterdam, the Caribbean and North and South America. 

Many exiles moved to what was then part of the Ottoman Empire: Turkey, plus Morocco, Syria, 
Tunisia, Egypt and even the Netherlands.

How can you prove Sephardism?

Because of the vastness of the territory over which Sephardic Jews spread out, this is where you 
need to do some serious genealogical digging.

Although the requirements for the two programs differ — we’ll get to those details 
momentarily — you’ll need to at least demonstrate Sephardism if you can’t prove it, and your case 
will be examined on an individual basis.

After having spoken with a few specialists, we’ve determined a few factors that can help bolster 
your case:

•	 Does your family - or did your family ever - speak Ladino? Otherwise known as Judeo-
Spanish, Ladino is the spoken and written language of Jews of Spanish origin, akin to Yiddish for 
Ashkenazi Jews. (For a Ladino soundtrack to this piece, click on this while you’re reading.)

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=STpUsEeCpzs
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-  Ladino did not become a specifically Jewish language until after the expulsion from 
Spain in 1492, as it previously had been the dialect of their province. It is also known 
as Judezmo, Dzhudezmo, or Spaniolit.

-  Those Jewish families who emigrated far from Spain (into Turkey, the 
Middle East, etc.) tended to speak Ladino, as they weren’t privy to changes in 
Castillian Spanish after the 15th century. Over time, Ladino took on words from 
Hebrew, Arabic, Greek, Turkish and French.

-  Those who emigrated to Amsterdam, England and Italy, however, continued 
to speak the Castilian Spanish of the time.

•	 If you are a religious Jew, do you go to a Sephardic temple, and/or are you a part of 
your local Sephardic community? A letter from them goes a long way.

•	 Does your genealogy show a Sephardic surname? 

This surname business is tricky to rely on. There is no official list of Sephardic surnames, as they 
developed over time, haphazardly.

As Professor Aaron Demsky writes on behalf of The Museum of the Jewish People at Beit Hatfutsot:

Taking a family or surname was a means of identifying a person and family unit within a societal 
framework. With few exceptions, hereditary Jewish family names are a relatively late historic phenomenon. 

Most Sephardic surnames were chosen after the Expulsion of 1492 as a means of maintaining community 
identity, while most Ashkenazic (East European and Germany) surnames were taken between the years 1787-
1830s as part of governmental policies to register their Jewish subjects. Another factor for the need to have 
family names was increased urbanization and increased number of people with the same given name.

During and after the Sephardic Expulsion, Spanish Jews created specific, place-oriented 
or nature-oriented family names.

For example, Toledano connotes a family that originated in Toledo, Spain. Romano refers to a 
family that fled to Rome. Ben-Ezra and Ohana can refer to those who fled to somewhere in the 
Ottoman Empire/North Africa. In Morocco alone, some 350 Jewish family names recall places in 
Spain and Portugal.

Animal references were used as a way of hiding Jewish origin at the time. Ortega became a 
common Sephardic surname; it means grouse. Garza means Egret.

Names that were created or changed in Portugal often end in -es instead of -ez. (Both suffixes mean 
“son of”.) Manzanares, Velasques and Benavides are some common Portuguese Sephardic surnames.
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Simply having one or more forbearers with a Sephardic surname isn’t enough to prove origin, but it 
does help to show that connection. Again, there is no “official” list of Sephardic surnames. 
Here, however, is an unofficial list of Sephardic surnames of people who landed at Ellis Island.

Some of the most famous Sephardic surnames and their meanings can be found here. 

Aside from the name and/or Ladino language connection, attorneys we’ve spoken to have 
mentioned that any and all of the following help create a credible demonstration of Sephardism. 
It helps to have: 

•	 (again) the lists of surnames of the traditional Sephardic 
families of the countries where your forebears settled in 
the last five centuries, 

•	 the communities and synagogues they belonged to, 
•	 cemetery records, 
•	 the  types  of  ketubah (special prenup; see image) and  

other  objects  the  families  may  have  preserved to 
present day — such as a letter in Ladino,

•	 (if applying for Portuguese citizenship) your connection to 
the Sephardic Jewish world in the present. 

As you’ll see in a moment, Spain doesn’t care if you, the 
applicant, are a practicing Sephardic Jew, but Portugal does.

 

What is the process like?

Sufficiently demonstrating Sephardic heritage will vary greatly from case to case, since we’re talking 
about centuries of lineage. You might have only one line of Sephardi in your family, or dozens.

Since the process for this genealogical search is going to vary greatly from case to case, we can 
only provide general guidelines here. 

Let’s start with applying for citizenship in Spain.

UPDATE: 
The Spanish program described below ended in October 2019, but as 

of this writing, Portugal’s is still in place.

http://www.sephardicstudies.org/pdf/rhodes-ellis-island-index.pdf
http://www.aish.com/jw/s/The-Meaning-of-Some-Common-Sephardic-Last-Names.html
http://rolnikraichman.com/sephardic-ketubah/
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Requirements for applying for Spanish citizenship based on 
Sephardic Jewish heritage

Spain has three main requirements for gaining citizenship this way:

1) Prove Sephardic Spanish ancestry;
2) Prove a ‘special connection’ to Spain; and,
3) Prove knowledge of the Spanish language and Spanish culture (generally via exams).

You’ll also need to pass an FBI and state-level (US) criminal background check.

You are NOT required to renounce other nationalities. Both of the above apply to Portugal as well.

Let’s start with the first requirement, as that will help with both Spanish and Portuguese 
claims, and is the most complicated one to produce.

Spanish Requirement #1: Showing Sephardic roots — if you are a practicing 
Sephardic Jew

If you currently attend a Sephardic synagogue, then life will be much easier for you. A sample 
process for you might include:

1) Attaining a letter/certificate from your rabbi attesting to your Sephardic heritage;
2) Getting your local (approved) Jewish Federation to advocate for you in Spain; (more below)
3) Gathering all available birth, death and marriage records going back as far as you can;
4)  Gathering all family heirlooms that point to your heritage, such as a family letter written in 

Ladino (see image);
5)  Hiring an attorney in Spain and/or Portugal who is experienced in these areas (see sidebar 

below). This is especially critical if you’re going through Spain, since the deadline 
to apply is fast approaching (October 2019).

All of the above documents must, where 
applicable, be translated into Spanish and 
apostilled (internationally notarized).

Number two refers to getting your local Jewish 
Federation to advocate for you. The Spanish 
government wants the country’s Federation 
of Jewish Communities to help determine 
which applicants are actually Sephardic.

https://certificadosefardies.fcje.org/?idioma=en
https://certificadosefardies.fcje.org/?idioma=en
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Spain’s Jewish Federation (Federación Comunidades Judías España, or FCJE) relies, in turn, 
upon similar organizations in the applicants’ countries of origin. Find a list of approved 
organizations here. (If you’re in the US, click on Estados Unidos in the menu.) In the US, you 
can choose from Seattle, Los Angeles, North Miami and Atlanta.

Many of these organizations can help you with your research quest for a fee. The Jewish 
Federation in New Mexico lost its official approval as an endorsed entity by the Spanish 
Federation, but we interviewed one of their officials, and the group is a wealth of knowledge 
about the origins of Sephardic Jews in the US, especially in the Southwest. Consult them if you 
need extra research help.

If you’re not a practicing Jew

If you’re not Jewish because your ancestor(s) converted to Christianity; if you are considered 
culturally Jewish (your maternal line is unbroken as Jewish) but do not practice religion; 
or if you only have a smattering of Sephardic Jews in your family tree, then demonstrating 
Sephardism becomes a bit harder, but not impossible.

Again, a local Jewish Federation connection is an invaluable resource, as they can (if they’re 
endorsed by Spain) nudge you up to the next level and can often help with genealogy. But you’ll 
have to pay for it, likely a few thousand dollars. 

As one of our contacts who went through the process testifies, “Be prepared to devote a 
significant amount of time, energy and money on the genealogical research.”

Proving that genealogical connection is the single most important thing you can do to qualify, 
aside from knowing enough Spanish to take the test. And it’s probably even more critical for 
you, as a tenuous Sephardic Jew, to go through an attorney who can help you put together the 
right documents.

Don’t be discouraged, however. Again, Spain does not care if you are a practicing Jew. 

They know that many Jews were forced to convert to Catholicism, and/or that they went 
underground with their religiosity. You might be Catholic, or agnostic, or a staunch atheist, but 
if you can prove your Sephardic origins and a ‘special connection’ to Spain, you can likely gain 
citizenship.

https://certificadosefardies.fcje.org/entidadesavaladas.php
https://certificadosefardies.fcje.org/entidadesavaladas.php
https://jewishnewmexico.org/
https://jewishnewmexico.org/
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Sovereign Man only recommends service providers we believe can offer our readers the best service. 
And our decision to recommend any provider is based on our experience at the time of publication. 
 
Sovereign Man does not accept fees, commissions or gifts from any service providers. 

If you experience any issues with a recommended service provider, we want to know. Positive feedback 
is also valuable. Please contact us at clients@sovereignman.com.

Genealogy assistance

Proving Sephardism can be difficult if your ancestors converted to Christianity and/or kept 
their Judaism secret. If you need help tracing your ancestry, here are a few resources to get 
you started:

http://sephardicgen.com/
This is a website started by Dr. Jeffrey S. Malka, a renowned expert on Sephardic 
genealogy and the author of Sephardic Genealogy: Discovering Your Sephardic 
Ancestors and their World. He is not a professional genealogist but rather a retired 
orthopedic surgeon and Associate Professor at Georgetown University who has applied 
his considerable intellect to researching family roots. (Dr. Malka’s grandfather was Chief 
Rabbi of Sudan in the early 20th century.)

Both the site’s database and Dr. Malka’s book give extensive advice on tracing Sephardic 
roots in far-flung locales as far back as the 12th century.

Jarett Ross is a US-based genealogist who has written a blog series on obtaining Spanish 
and Portuguese citizenship based on Sephardic roots. He specializes in Sephardic Jewish 
research and tells us he’s taking new clients whose families were part of the Western 
Sephardic communities — such as Amsterdam, London, Livorno, the Caribbean, or the 
United States. Here is his profile with the Association of Professional Genealogists, 
and here is his YouTube channel. Contact him at geneavlogger@gmail.com.

Laurence Harris is a UK-based specialist in Jewish research and former Chairman of the 
Jewish Genealogical Society of Great Britain. He can be contacted at  
http://www.lizlo.com/.

This sounds morbid, but there are a few sites that can help you locate graves, cemeteries 
and burial sites to bolster your own research.

 

http://sephardicgen.com/
http://www.avotaynu.com/books/Sephardic.htm
http://www.avotaynu.com/books/Sephardic.htm
http://sephardicgenealogy.blogspot.com/p/the-consideration.html
https://www.apgen.org/directory/search_detail.html?mbr_id=8459
http://www.youtube.com/GeneaVlogger
mailto:geneavlogger@gmail.com
http://www.lizlo.com/
https://www.findagrave.com/
https://billiongraves.com/
http://cemeteryscribes.com/index.php
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Spanish requirement #2: Connect

Which brings us to the second requirement: What exactly qualifies as a ‘special 
connection’ to Spain? One or more of the following:

1) A certificate of having studied Spanish History or Culture by a public or officially 
recognized private institution;

2) Proof of knowledge of Ladino;
3) Proof of engagement in charitable, cultural or economic activities on behalf of Spanish 

people or institutions; certificates of having organized or taken part in conferences on 
issues related to Spanish culture; certificates of having studied in Spain; proof of business or 
purchases of goods and assets in Spain, etc.

4) Proof of engagement in activities in support of institutions devoted to the study, 
conservation and dissemination of Sephardic culture (which might be attained through your 
local Jewish Federation); 

5) Other circumstances “unequivocally proving the applicant’s special link to Spain.”

If you don’t have any of these, the fastest way to prove your connection is likely to make 
donations to Spanish charities or non-profits, open a Spanish bank account, and/or 
purchase assets or property in Spain.

Spanish requirement #3: Communicate

The last requirement is knowledge of Spanish. (This requirement is dismissed if you are over 
age 70 or under age 18.) You don’t have to take the test if you’re a citizen of a place where 
Spanish is an official language. 

Everyone, regardless of country of origin, 
needs to take a cultural exam.

The official exams are administered by the 
Cervantes Institute — find your local 
one here. It’s of utmost importance to 
schedule a test ASAP, as slots are filling 
up, and as it takes them three months to 
publish results.

The group administers a DELE Certificate 
(language) once you pass a written test 
showing proficiency at a European A2 level, 

Jewish heritage sight in Girona

https://www.cervantes.es/sobre_instituto_cervantes/direcciones_contacto/sedes_mundo.htm
https://www.cervantes.es/sobre_instituto_cervantes/direcciones_contacto/sedes_mundo.htm
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constituting basic knowledge of Spanish. That 
means you’ll need to understand sentences and 
frequently used expressions about yourself, 
basic family information, shopping, places of 
interest, etc. You must be able communicate 
about simple, everyday tasks in a basic way. 

Honestly, multiple people have told us that if you 
don’t know Spanish, you’re not going to get in. 

The other test, also administered by the 
Cervantes Institute, renders a certificate 
attesting to knowledge of constitutional, social 
and cultural aspects of Spanish life. According to someone we know who took that exam, that 
one is “super easy — multiple-choice, and full of study resources. They basically tell you what 
they’re going to ask you.”

Again, apply NOW to take both exams, even if you haven’t finished your genealogical research.

(Secret) Spanish Requirement #4: Don’t be a deadbeat

Spain isn’t going to come out and say this, but let’s be realistic here: Part of the reason Spain 
is extending this citizenship offer might be good will and remorse… but part of it is also sheer 
economic need. This is true of Portugal as well.

To put it bluntly, they need people who might move there to help counter the economic tide 
and create a productive, even wealthy, citizenry.

Spain especially is hurting: Between 2007 and 2012, unemployment in Spain leapt from 8% to 
26%. Among people under 25, unemployment is 56.1% — higher than any European nation 
besides Greece. More than half of young people don’t have a job.

They’ve also been battling an influx of illegal immigration from Latin America and North 
Africa. They’ve got the same refugee problem that many countries across Europe are facing. 
And so they’re struggling under the weight of people who come in and milk the system, 
according to a few well-connected Spaniards and applicants we spoke to.

“Long and short of it,” said one applicant who should be receiving his passport soon, “one 
of the things that I heard repeatedly through the process is that it’s a bad time to not be 
somebody who can contribute economically. They didn’t say it outright, but my sense is 

Jewish quarter in Santa Cruz, Seville
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that people should go above and beyond to prove that they’re productive members of 
society… and/or of means.”

So make that big donation. Or have a decent balance in a Spanish bank account. Show that you 
are not going to come in and mooch.

Hire an attorney; that will show you have the means to do so. The application itself is only going to 
cost you about 100 euros, and the exams only about 100 bucks each, but spending good money to 
join Jewish Federations, pay a well-known lawyer, etc. can show you have means.

And know that if you are from Venezuela, as thousands — up to 6,500 last year — of applicants 
are, you are going to face a HARD time getting citizenship unless you fly in on your own 
private jet. (Which is why so many wealthy Venezuelans do exactly that.) 

How long does the process take?

The length of time it takes to put everything together and apply will vary, mostly based on how 
long it takes you to amass all the necessary genealogical research and documents.

For Spain, the process looks like this:

1) Do your research and gather your documents;
2) Submit your application through the electronic platform provided by the Ministry of 

Justice;
3) Receive, within a few weeks to a few months, the reference number and the Notary Public 

before whom you must appear in Spain at a later date;
4) Agree, once the Notary Public in Spain has studied the documents, to meet and draw up an 

affidavit;

All of the above must be done by October 2019!

5) Wait about 15 months (on average) for the government to decide on your application status;
6) If approved, appear before the Spanish Consulate within one year from the date of 

notification of the government’s decision to receive the passport.

The Portuguese process is similar and takes about 8 months. (More on that in a moment.)
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Alicia’s story

My friend Alicia successfully applied for Spanish citizenship and is in the process of 
applying for Portuguese citizenship as well. 

(It’s not a bad idea to go for both; if and when the EU ever collapses, then you’ll have two 
options on the continent instead of just one.)

Alicia knew that she had Sephardic Jews in her family tree, even though the family 
converted long ago. Because the family’s Judaism was a poorly kept — but still rarely 
discussed — secret, there wasn’t much in terms of heirlooms or other items that might 
help prove her case. 

It took Alicia a little over three months of daily research (a few hours a day) to complete her 
genealogical quest, during which time she was able to trace her roots back to an ancestor who 
was known to have fled Spain for Portugal, and then who had to flee Portugal. 

That ancestor lived more than a dozen generations before Alicia. Many records had been 
destroyed, but Alicia consulted with a few genealogists and found some obscure genealogy 
books online that helped her case.

She says you should get to know a term called a GEDCOM file, which is a standardized 
file used for genealogy research. Once you have one, you can easily transport it from 
system to system to identify other lines or ancestors on a particular line. She sent 
her GEDCOM to one genealogist who charged her $300 to go back more than 
20 generations. He confirmed her work and added a significant amount of other 
corroboration. 

She contacted a Jewish Federation in her home country, one that was approved of by the 
Spanish government. They advocated for her to Spain’s FCJE. That gave her one special 
connection to Spain. As backup connections, she submitted evidence of some business 
she had done in Spain, as well as time spent in Spain and friends she had there.

She hired Spanish attorney Luis Portero (see contact sidebar, below), who helped push 
everything through quickly and efficiently. She also got the required certificates through 
her local Cervantes Institute.

The government contacted her a few months later and said she’d been approved to come 
to Spain to meet with a notary public. The process took about two hours, during which 
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time the notary verified all her documents and made a few calls to solve any questions. 
Then both she and the notary signed the notarial act.
 
Shortly thereafter, Alicia received an email with the scanned, full application and access 
to an online platform from the Ministry of Justice to show that everything had been 
submitted, first by the attorney (supporting documents) and then by the notary (the full 
application and that notarial act.)

Then the clock started. Because of the influx of applications over the past year or two, it 
takes between 15 and 18 months to get the passport after you receive that email, she says.

Alicia was assured, though, that once applications reach that point, there’s almost no 
chance of them being rejected.

Portugal, she says, is a harder road for her because of the need to prove bona fide status 
as a practicing Sephardic Jew. Although Portugal doesn’t require any language or cultural 
tests, they do have a robust requirement that you be actively involved in a local Sephardic 
community.

Still, she says she’s happy about the Spanish passport, and that it was worth ponying up 
the money and the time to gain the citizenship. Her descendants, too, will be able to gain 
Spanish citizenship, and that, as she rightly puts it, is “invaluable.”

Portugal

If you find that one or more of your Sephardic ancestors fled to Portugal and were expelled 
from there, then you can also apply for Portuguese citizenship.

The two programs are similar in their 
requirements, with the main differences being that:

1) Although Spain doesn’t care if you’re still 
Jewish, Portugal does;

2) Whereas Spain wants you to speak Spanish 
and travel to Spain, Portugal does not.

That first requirement is a big one. Not only must 
you be technically Jewish — meaning that you 
are Jewish through an unbroken maternal line — Jewish quarter in Alfama, Lisbon
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you must be a practicing Sephardic Jew, actively 
involved in your temple and local community.

Portugal has two main Jewish centers, in 
Porto and in Lisbon, where rabbis study each 
individual application in detail before certifying 
Sephardic bona fides. You’ll need to first get a 
letter from your local community and prepare 
to prove its bona fides to Portugal (showing 
that your rabbi really is a rabbi, your synagogue 
Sephardic, etc.).

We are told that the Porto group is the easier one to go through: the 2013 law has transformed 
Porto from a tiny, financially strapped town into a thriving Jewish center. Because it is less 
crowded than Lisbon, your application might go through more quickly. Prepare to pay about 
$500 to apply to either center.

The ancestry portion is similar to Spain’s. To prove your Sephardism, you’ll need one or more 
of the following:

• Documented evidence, such as: 
-   family records (family letters in Ladino, property deeds, wills or other documents re: 

Sephardic Portuguese origin)
-   community archives of births, marriages and deaths
-   photos or documents re: cemeteries and tombs
-   brit milah records (evidence of circumcision for males)
-   official archives that show arrivals from Portugal, lists of ships and passengers arriving 

from Portugal

• Testimonial evidence from credible people who can attest to a family’s oral tradition:
-   in writing, in the form of notarized written depositions in Hebrew, English, Spanish or 

Portuguese

You’ll also need to provide your full birth certificate and current passport, a list of family 
surnames, a criminal/FBI background check issued over the past year, a personal testimony 
about your Sephardic Portuguese origins, and any supporting documents of your Sephardism. 
All will need to be translated into Portuguese and apostilled. 

The entire process (depending on attorney fees) costs a few hundred euros. 

Once your eligibility has been verified by the Portuguese rabbis (which takes anywhere from 

Jewish quarter in Porto

http://www.comunidade-israelita-porto.org/x#0
http://www.apple.com
http://www.cilisboa.org/
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a week to a month) and your attorney has submitted your documents, it takes 6-12 months to 
receive the nod from the Portuguese government.

Note that there are about 8,000 applications in queue right now, so although there’s no 
looming deadline for Portugal as there is with Spain, it behooves you to get started, now.

We recommend you go through an attorney. It is worth the expense to cut through the red tape 
and demonstrate that you are a productive citizen. 

Sovereign Man only recommends service providers we believe can offer our readers the best service.  
And our decision to recommend any provider is based on our experience at the time of publication.

Sovereign Man does not accept fees, commissions or gifts from any service providers.

If you experience any issues with a recommended service provider, we want to know.  
Positive feedback is also valuable. Please contact us at clients@sovereignman.com.

Recommended attorneys:
Spain: 
Luis Portero is a bilingual attorney who was highly involved in the creation of the Spanish 
law for this program. He’s plugged into both the Spanish FCJE (Jewish Federation that 
needs to approve you) and the government. 

Alicia says of him, “He’s really, really good, and very responsive. He’s also incredibly busy.”

We found that out ourselves — although his assistant did respond to us, over the course of 
six weeks, we never were able to schedule an interview time with Mr. Portero.

Mr. Portero speaks fluent English and, again, knows the law inside and out. If you 
approach him as a potential client instead of as a publication, you will likely receive a 
more satisfactory (and prompt) response than we did. 

Remember that the entire application process (except for the part where you wait at least a 
year to hear back from the government) must be completed by October of next year, 2019. 

That means you need to hustle. Get in touch with Mr. Portero now if you are interested in 
Spanish citizenship.

mailto: clients@sovereignman.com
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Paz Zafra Pinto (his assistant)
Pasillo de Santa Isabel 15, 2º B - Málaga 29005
Tel (952) 919275 y Fax (951) 433419
Email: paz@luisportero.com

Portugal:
The law firm we recommended in our recent Israeli Passport piece, Cohen, Decker, 
Pex & Brosh, specializes in immigration to Israel, commercial law, non-profit law, 
inheritance law and intellectual property law.

They also help Jews gain citizenship in Portugal based on Sephardic roots. The attorneys speak 
perfect English and know their stuff — even about Portuguese law — back and forth.

Cohen, Decker, Pex & Brosh
office@lawoffice.org.il
https://lawoffice.org.il/en/

What are the ramifications of citizenship?

There’s no military conscription for either country at this point for new citizens.

Thus far, there are also no tax ramifications for becoming a citizen of either Spain or Portugal. 
Both countries tax based on residency, so if you don’t move to Spain or Portugal, you should be 
OK. 

The concern here, of course, is that they’ll do an about-face and start taxing citizens on 
worldwide income, regardless of where they live, just like the US and Israel do. But for now, 
there’s no required taxation of non-residents. 

You do not have to move to Spain (or Portugal) in order to gain citizenship, nor after you’ve 
received it. 

However, you will end up gaining access to the EU — meaning you can live, study and work 
anywhere in a member country, so long as you have your Spanish or Portuguese passport.

mailto:paz@luisportero.com
https://s3.amazonaws.com/smconfidential/SMC+Alerts/2018/SMC-Alert-20180806rsict1o.pdf
mailto:office@lawoffice.org.il
https://lawoffice.org.il/en/
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Conclusion

What was visited upon Jews in Spain and Portugal was an atrocity. While offering citizenship 
to their descendants can never fully right that wrong, it at least gives them something their 
ancestors didn’t have — more freedom.

The irony is that if you ever feel persecuted in your home country — say, a country 
that is turning socialist and decides capitalists or libertarians or conservatives are 
evil — you will be able to leave without scrambling… without having to sell at bargain-
basement prices… without having to say goodbye to your children. You will be able to just get 
on a plane… and go.

That’s a far better fate than what your ancestors suffered, if you are Sephardic. And that is 
invaluable. Options = freedom, and having a second passport increases both exponentially.

We cannot emphasize enough how important it is to get started now if you are interested 
in gaining either of these passports. Spain’s program is closing quickly, and Portugal, which 
opened its program in 2013, has thousands of people in queue.

If you are eligible, take advantage of this opportunity while you still can.
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