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Introduction

Vatican City stands alone as the smallest independent state on Earth, both in size and
in population. Nestled within the vibrant heart of Rome, this city-state is a global
beacon both spiritually and administratively for over a billion Catholics worldwide. Its
ancient walls enclose a distinctive world where faith, history, and diplomacy converge
to create an environment unlike any other. For expats, the prospect of living in Vatican
City can be as daunting as it is exhilarating—entailing both unique privileges and
special constraints.

For most people, Vatican City conjures images of St. Peter’s Basilica, the Sistine
Chapel’'s famed ceiling, and the annual blessings delivered by the Pope. Few, however,
are aware of what daily life is like for those residing or working within its walls. The
city’s population consists almost entirely of clergy, religious officials, Swiss Guard
members, diplomats, and select administrative staff, all of whom occupy roles
inextricably entwined with the Holy See’s operations. General immigration, as seen in
other countries, does not exist here; every resident has a distinct purpose and is
intimately tied to the state’s core functions.

This book is crafted for the rare and fortunate expat who, through vocation,
assignment, or service, finds themselves called to live in Vatican City. It is also for the
curious reader who wishes to understand the inner workings of this remarkable
microstate. From legalities of residency and citizenship, to practical matters such as
healthcare, transportation, and everyday culture, this guide aims to offer
comprehensive, accurate, and honest advice.

Life in Vatican City is not without its challenges. Housing is strictly regulated and
public accommodations are virtually nonexistent. Modern amenities and conveniences
are shaped by the state’s close relationship with Rome and the unique traditions that
guide the Vatican’s governance. Health services, communication infrastructure, social
opportunities, and even pet ownership are all defined within a tightly controlled
framework often at odds with typical urban living.

However, the rewards of such a singular experience are equally profound. Residing in
Vatican City means becoming part of an enduring legacy that transcends the ordinary.
The city’s profound sense of history, its vibrant gardens and artistic treasures, the
pageantry of papal ceremonies, and the close-knit nature of its select community all
contribute to a lifestyle that is as enriching as it is rare.

Over the following chapters, you will gain insight into the practicalities and subtleties
of living in this sacred city-state. Whether you are preparing for a new chapter of life
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as a Vatican resident, seeking advice for a temporary assignment, or simply intrigued
by the hidden world behind the city’s gates, this guide will serve as your trusted
companion to understanding and navigating life as an expat in Vatican City.
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CHAPTER ONE: Understanding Vatican City: History
and Governance

Vatican City, despite its minuscule size, holds a monumental place in world history and
global affairs. It is not merely a city within Rome, but a sovereign state with a lineage
stretching back through millennia, deeply intertwined with the Roman Catholic Church.
To truly grasp what it means to live within its walls, an expat must first understand
this rich historical tapestry and the unique governance that defines it.

The origins of Vatican City trace back to ancient Roman times, long before it became
the spiritual heart of Catholicism. The area now encompassing the Vatican was once
known as the Ager Vaticanus, a flood-prone plain on the west bank of the Tiber River,
outside the official city limits of ancient Rome. This area notably housed Nero's Circus,
where tradition holds that Saint Peter was martyred and buried around 64 AD. Over
this revered site, Emperor Constantine the Great, after his conversion to Christianity,
ordered the construction of the original St. Peter's Basilica in the 4th century. This act
laid the foundational stone for the Vatican's future as a monumental religious site.

As centuries unfolded, the significance of the Vatican grew, becoming a central point
for Christian leadership. Popes began to exercise not only spiritual but also temporal
power, eventually establishing the Papal States in the 8th century, which
encompassed vast territories across central Italy. This period saw popes residing in
various palaces, including the Lateran and Quirinal, before the Vatican Apostolic
Palace eventually became the official papal residence.

The 19th century, however, brought a dramatic shift. The unification of Italy led to the
annexation of the Papal States in 1870, effectively ending the Pope's temporal rule
and confining him within the Vatican walls. For nearly six decades, this "Roman
Question" remained a contentious issue, with successive popes considering
themselves "prisoners of the Vatican" and refusing to recognize the Italian state.

This unresolved political standoff finally concluded on February 11, 1929, with the
signing of the Lateran Treaty. This landmark agreement between the Kingdom of Italy,
represented by Benito Mussolini, and the Holy See, represented by Cardinal Secretary
of State Pietro Gasparri, officially established Vatican City as an independent,
sovereign state. The treaty recognized the Holy See's full ownership, exclusive
dominion, and sovereign authority over this new, minute territory, ensuring the Pope's
full independence. The Vatican City State, as it was now formally known, was born,
covering just 0.44 square kilometers (109 acres), making it the smallest independent
state in the world.
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The Lateran Treaty was more than just a territorial agreement; it was a comprehensive
pact that included a financial settlement compensating the Holy See for the lost Papal
States and a concordat defining the relationship between the Catholic Church and the
Italian government. While a revised concordat in 1984 ended Catholicism's status as
the sole state religion of Italy, the core principle of Vatican City's independent
sovereignty remains firmly in place. This historical context is vital, as it underscores
the unique nature of Vatican City not as a typical nation-state, but as a territory
established to guarantee the spiritual and temporal freedom of the Pope.

Understanding the governance of Vatican City requires distinguishing between the
Holy See and Vatican City State, although the terms are often used interchangeably.
The Holy See refers to the universal government of the Catholic Church, encompassing
the Pope and the Roman Curia, which directs the worldwide Catholic Church. It is a
sovereign entity under international law, with diplomatic relations with 179 nations.
Vatican City State, on the other hand, is the physical territory that houses the Holy See
and serves as its administrative center. While the Holy See sends and receives
diplomatic representatives, the Vatican City State does not; the Holy See acts on its
behalf in international affairs.

Vatican City operates under a unique political structure: it is an absolute elective
monarchy, a theocracy where the Pope, as the Bishop of Rome and head of the
Catholic Church, holds supreme legislative, executive, and judicial power. There is no
separation of powers in the conventional sense; the Pope has full, direct authority.
This means that the highest state functionaries are all Catholic clergy.

However, the Pope, while sovereign, delegates much of this authority to various
bodies and officials for the daily administration of the city-state. The "constitution" of
Vatican City is the Fundamental Law of Vatican City State, with the latest version
promulgated by Pope Francis in 2023. This law outlines the governmental structure,
the Pope's powers, and how institutions function.

Legislative authority is delegated to the Pontifical Commission for Vatican City State, a
unicameral body comprising cardinals appointed by the Pope for five-year terms. Laws
passed by this commission must receive papal approval through the Secretariat of
State before they are published and take effect. The President of the Pontifical
Commission also serves as the President of the Governorate of Vatican City, to whom
the Pope delegates executive authority for the state. This individual, assisted by a
Secretary General and a Vice Secretary General, oversees various departments and
offices responsible for internal security, communications, fire protection, and even the
Vatican Museums.

The judicial system of Vatican City is distinct from Italy's, though heavily influenced by
Canon Law, the legal system of the Catholic Church. Canon law is considered the
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primary source of norms and interpretation within Vatican City's civil legal system. The
judicial system includes a Sole Judge with limited jurisdiction, a Tribunal, a Court of
Appeal, and the Supreme Court of Cassation, which is the highest court of the Vatican
City State. The Pope's judicial authority is exercised through the Prefect of the
Supreme Tribunal of the Apostolic Signatura, who also presides over the Cassation
Court. Cases tried in Vatican City courts are typically for minor crimes, such as
pickpocketing.

The economy of Vatican City is far from conventional. It is primarily supported by
donations from Catholic believers worldwide, notably through Peter's Pence, an annual
collection. Other significant revenue streams include the sale of postage stamps,
coins, medals, and souvenirs, as well as fees for admission to the Vatican Museums
and sales of publications. Unlike most countries, Vatican City has no taxes, and items
are duty-free. The state issues its own euro coins, which are highly sought after by
collectors due to their rarity. While Vatican City has its own institutions like the Istituto
per le Opere di Religione (IOR), its banking arm, and the Administration of the
Patrimony of the Apostolic See (APSA), which manages real estate and financial
assets, the broader economy is heavily influenced by its integration with the Eurozone
and its unique non-market orientation. Many employees receive in-kind benefits like
housing and utilities rather than purely monetary wages.

In essence, Vatican City’s governance is a fascinating blend of ancient ecclesiastical
tradition and modern state administration. It is a place where the spiritual and the
temporal are inextricably linked, and every aspect of its operation ultimately serves
the mission of the Holy See. For an expat, understanding this intricate web of history
and authority is the first step toward navigating life in this truly unique microstate.
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