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Portuguese permanent residence vs EU long-term resident status in Portugal:  

a side-by-side guide for five-year residents 

 

Key takeaways at a glance 

• After five years’ lawful residence in Portugal, most non-EU nationals may consider two valid 

settlement options: (1) the Portuguese permanent residence permit (autorização de 

residência permanente), and (2) the EU long-term resident status (estatuto de residente de 

longa duração) as implemented by Portugal pursuant to Directive 2003/109/EC. Both 

confer a robust right to remain; the EU status additionally opens mobility rights across 

participating EU Member States.  

• Law no. 23/2007, of July 4th = Portuguese Immigration Act.  

 

1) Legal framework and where these routes sit in Portuguese law 

• Permanent residence permit (national route). This is governed principally by Article 76 

(nature of the right), Article 80 (grant and renewal) and Article 85 (cancellation) of 

Portuguese Immigration Act, in its current wording. Portugal’s immigration authority (AIMA) 

provides the operative requirements and filing practice.  

• EU long-term resident (LTR) status (EU-derived route). Substantive rules stem from 

Directive 2003/109/EC (consolidated), which Portugal has transposed into Portuguese 

Immigration Act. In national law, acquisition and use of LTR status are structured across 

the “ERLD” provisions, notably Article 125 (acquisition in Portugal) and Articles 116-121 

(rights and residence for holders moving from another Member State, re-grouping family, 

refusal, cancellation and guarantees). AIMA maintains practical guidance and 

documentary lists for both “acquisition in Portugal” and for LTR holders arriving from 

another EU country.  

 

2) Eligibility and maintenance 

A. Portuguese permanent residence (Art. 76, 80 and 85 of Portuguese Immigration Act) 

Core statutory test (five-year residents). In broad terms, a third country national who has 

held a temporary residence permit for at least five years and who meets the general 

conditions, including no criminal conviction(s) exceeding one year in the preceding five 

years, may be granted a national permanent residence permit. The right is of unlimited 

duration, though the physical card is renewed every five years.   

Absences and cancellation. While different grounds exist for cancellation (e.g., fraud or 

public-order issues), a key practical limit is time spent abroad: for permanent residents, 
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absence for 24 consecutive months or 30 months aggregated within three years (without 

acceptable reasons) may trigger cancellation. There is a mechanism to justify longer absences 

and exceptions for certain professional/cultural reasons.  

B. EU long-term resident status (Directive 2003/109/EC; Portuguese Immigration Act, 

Arts. 116-121 & 125) 

There are two common ways this EU status interacts with Portugal: 

1. Acquiring EU LTR status in Portugal itself (Art. 125 ERLD). 

Upon approval, Portugal issues an EU LTR residence card, generally valid for at least five 

years and renewable; the status itself is of a permanent nature (subject to loss/withdrawal 

rules).  

2. Arriving to Portugal with an EU LTR card issued by another Member State (Arts. 116–

121). 

In this “second Member State” scenario, Portugal issues a residence permit to the EU LTR 

holder (and to eligible family), subject to documents broadly similar to those requested for 

the EU LTR in Portugal. 

Directive benchmarks. The Directive sets the five-year continuous residence rule, allows 

integration conditions (such as language) and requires stable resources and sickness insurance. It 

also guarantees equal treatment with nationals in key areas (e.g., employment and social 

security/assistance within limits) and provides enhanced protection against expulsion.  

Loss of EU LTR status for absences. Under the Directive’s architecture, absence from EU territory 

for 12 consecutive months can lead to loss of status (Member States can be more flexible in certain 

cases), a point consistently reflected in EU policy materials and comparative reports.  

 

3) Rights once granted: how do they differ? 

Security of residence. 

• Permanent residence (national). The right is permanent (authorisation has no expiry), but 

the physical card must be renewed every five years. National cancellation rules apply 

(including the absence thresholds above).  

• EU LTR status. The status is permanent (subject to Directive loss/withdrawal provisions). 

Cards are typically valid at least five years, renewable. Importantly, the Directive sets a 

common floor of rights, including equal treatment in certain spheres and mobility to other 

Member States.  

Equal treatment and social benefits. 

• The CJEU has repeatedly underscored that Article 11(1)(d) of the Directive establishes 

equal treatment for LTRs as regards social security, social assistance and social protection 

as defined by national law, allowing only limited derogations (e.g., “core benefits”). Recent 
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case law continues to police Member State restrictions that, in practice, water down those 

rights.  

• For Portuguese permanent residence, equal-treatment effects flow from national law 

rather than the Directive’s harmonised guarantees; practically, day-to-day outcomes often 

converge, but the EU LTR basis may be more predictable across the EU in areas that the 

Directive harmonises (subject to national definitions and permissible limits).  

Mobility across the EU. 

• EU LTR holders enjoy a treaty-based route to reside in a second Member State for work, 

study or other purposes (subject to that State’s conditions on resources, integration, 

labour-market testing in some cases, etc.), a facility that national permanent residence 

does not provide. Portugal implements these second-State rights in Articles 116-121 

(residence, family, refusal/cancellation, guarantees).  

 

4) Practical comparison: which route, and when? 

Feature 
Portuguese permanent 

residence 
EU long-term resident (ERLD) 

Residence history 
5 years with Portuguese 

temporary residence 

5 years legal & continuous residence 

(usually in Portugal for Art. 125 route; or 

arrive with EU LTR from another Member 

State under Arts. 116–121) 

Language/integration 

A2 Portuguese accepted via 

schooling, IEFP/official 

courses, or CAPLE 

Integration conditions permitted under 

Directive; in practice A2 Portuguese may 

be requested similarly when applying in 

Portugal 

Resources/insurance 
Proof of means, address, 

tax/SS compliance 

Stable & regular resources, health 

insurance/NHS, address; tax/SS 

registration 

Card validity 
Right is unlimited; card 

renews every 5 years 

Status permanent; card ≥5 years, 

renewable 

Absence tolerance 

24 months continuous or 

30/36 months aggregated 

(without reasons) may 

cancel 

12 months continuous outside the EU 

may cause loss of status (subject to 

flexibilities) 



  

4 
 

Feature 
Portuguese permanent 

residence 
EU long-term resident (ERLD) 

Mobility to other EU 

States 
No EU-wide mobility right 

Yes — structured “second Member State” 

residence (work, study, etc.) 

Equal treatment Under national law 
Directive floor of equal treatment with 

case law oversight 

 

5) Which should you choose? 

Both options are valid if you have over five years in Portugal and meet the relevant requirements: 

• Choose Portuguese permanent residence if your life is anchored in Portugal, you do not 

anticipate moving to another EU Member State for work or study soon, and you are content 

with national rules (including the 24-month/30-in-36 absence limits and five-year card 

renewals). It is a stable, well-understood route for settlement in Portugal.  

• Choose EU LTR if you value EU-wide portability, particularly the ability to move and reside 

in another participating Member State under a harmonised framework, and you want the 

comfort of Directive-based equal-treatment safeguards overseen by the CJEU. Remember 

the 12-month EU-wide absence rule for maintaining status.  

 

6) Final considerations 

For non-EU nationals who have resided lawfully in Portugal for over five years, both the Portuguese 

permanent residence permit and the EU long-term resident status are sound, lawful settlement 

routes.  

The national permanent permit suits those planning to remain rooted in Portugal; EU LTR adds 

cross-border mobility and a harmonised layer of rights.  

The “better” option is ultimately a strategic choice shaped by your career, family, and mobility 

plans, often, the prudent answer is to secure one and then the other as your needs evolve. 

 

Emellin de Oliveira 

Paxlegal 

 

  


