
"The sixteen years of frontier closure were instrumental in 
the political, cultural, social and economic development of 

the Gibraltar that we know today."

CLOSURE OF THE BORDER

YEARS

GIBRALTAR
1969 - 2019





Foreword

This is the third of a series of commemorative 
booklets that the Government has published 
on important political landmarks in the 
history of Gibraltar.

In 2015 we marked the 75th anniversary of 
the wartime evacuation of Gibraltarians. In 
2017 we published another on the occasion 
of the 50th anniversary of the 1967 
referendum. This time we commemorate 
fifty years from the closure of the land 
frontier.

The human dimension of the closed border 
scarred generations of Gibraltarians and 
Spaniards. 
 
The cruel separation of families and the 
economic havoc that was thrust upon the 
Spanish side by their own Government 
should serve as an important lesson today.
 
Franco’s objective had been to bring 
Gibraltar to its knees economically, to 
force us to concede our sovereignty. But 
the Gibraltarians of the closed frontier 
generation would never surrender their 
birthright.
 
When the steel gates had been shut in our 
faces, an iron resolve rose in our hearts.  
 

The people of Gibraltar resisted and 
overcame the concerted effort to destroy 
us. We defied the Spanish dictator and stood 
our ground.

The Spanish restrictions also shaped our 
identity as Gibraltarians. This separate and 
distinct identity had continued to evolve 
ever since those traders and merchants 
had settled on the Rock after 1704. It was 
hardened by an on-going campaign for 
greater self-government and given a sharp 
boost by the evacuation of the civilian 
population during the Second World War.

In 1969, Gibraltar’s connections with Spain 
were completely cut off. The bonds which 
linked us to the United Kingdom were 
strengthened.

General Franco threw down the gauntlet 
to the people of Gibraltar. We rose to that 
challenge.

The closure of the border was one of our 
building blocks of nationhood. It made us 
who we are today.

The Hon Fabian Picardo QC MP
Chief Minister

The Hon Dr Joseph Garcia MP
Deputy Chief Minister
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1704 - Anglo-Dutch marines take Gibraltar 

1713 - Spain ceded Gibraltar to Britain in perpetuity under 
Treaty of Utrecht

1921-City Council established in Gibraltar

1942 - Association for the Advancement of Civil Rights is formed

1950 - Legislative Council established in Gibraltar

THE PRELUDE - TIMELINE



1950 -  HRH the Duke of Edinburgh visits Gibraltar

11th May 1954 - Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth II visits Gibraltar

1st August 1964 - New Constitution

10th September 1967 - Referendum

23rd May 1969 - New Constitution

8th June 1969 - Spain closes the border





SPAIN JOINS THE UN

1956 - Spain became a member of the 
United Nations. 

Every year, the Spanish representative made 
it a point of re-stating his country's claim 
to Gibraltar at the Committee of 24 (on 
Decolonisation).

July 1963 - UN Committee of 24 announced 
that the time had come for Gibraltar to be 
decolonised. 

THE UNITED NATIONS BACKGROUND

CHAPTER ONE 

Spain declared an interest in the case and 
was allowed to take part in the proceedings.

September 1963 - The AACR pushed for 
Constitutional reform and the establishment 
of a full ministerial system to control local 
government departments.

The Association for Advancement of Civil Rights in 
Gibraltar  (AACR) was founded in 1942. 

Pictured AACR stalwarts Adolfo Canepa, Emilio 
Alvarez, Sir Joshua Hassan and Albert Risso 

There were some seventy non-self-governing territories left in the world after the Second 
World War. Their decolonisation became an important priority for the United Nations in the 
decades that followed. 
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THE GIBRALTAR CASE FOR 
DECOLONISATION AND SELF 
DETERMINATION

9th September 1963 - Chief Member of the 
Gibraltar Legislative Council, Joshua Hassan 
wrote to the British delegates dealing with 
the Committee of 24. 

Hassan declared that Gibraltar wanted to 
retain its links with Britain as a safeguard of 
any reforms in Gibraltar. 

Hassan made it clear that Gibraltar would 
fight for self-determination, and that whilst 
everyone in Gibraltar wanted friendly 
relations with Spain, there was no desire for 
political association with it.

United Nations in the 1960s

Gibraltar's petitioners before the United Nations Committee of 24 in 1963
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19th September  1963 - At the Committee of 
24, Hassan asserted that Gibraltarians had 
their own separate culture and identity, and 
advocated free association with Britain. 

He vigorously appealed to the Committee to 
reaffirm the principle of self-determination 
in the case of Gibraltar. He was supported by 
his long-time political opponent, Peter Isola.

United Nations in the 1960s

Gibraltar's petitioners before the United Nations Committee of 24 in 1963
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6th April 1964- Madrid declared its 
opposition to planned reforms, which it 
maintained did have serious international 
significance. 

Spain asked Britain to hold them back given 
that the United Nations was due to continue 
its scrutiny of the Gibraltar question later 
that year.

Britain continued with the reforms 
regardless. Gibraltar was to have complete 
self-government, with departments to be 
controlled by a Council of Ministers, led by a 
Chief Minister.

1st August 1964 - Gibraltar's new 
constitution came into effect .

BRITAIN INCREASES GIBRALTARIAN 
SELF-GOVERNMENT 

January 1964 - The Gibraltar Legislative 
Council submitted proposals for 
constitutional reform, which would allow 
greater internal self-government, to Lord 
Lansdowne the then British Secretary of 
State for the Colonies.

5th March 1964 -  Britain told Spain that 
it did not recognise that the Spanish 
government had any rights over the Rock, 
since under the Treaty of Utrecht all rights 
were ceded. 

However, Britain did agree that Spain had an 
'interest' in the territory and for this reason 
indicated the new constitutional changes 
which were planned. But in reality the 1964 
constitution went much further than just 
the tidy administrative arrangement which 
London described to Madrid.

Gibraltar Legislative Council in 1964



SPAIN PUSHES AT THE UN

10th September 1964 - For the first 
time ever, Gibraltarians voted to elect a 
government. Joshua Hassan became the 
first Chief Minster. Peter Isola became the 
Leader of the Opposition

22nd September 1964- UN Committee of 24 
continued its debate on the decolonisation 
of Gibraltar. Three Spanish petitioners 
based their arguments on the denial of the 
identity of Gibraltarians as a people. Hassan 
and Isola defended the distinct Gibraltarian 
identity and the right of Gibraltarians to 
self-determination.

Gibraltar's First Chief Minister, 
Sir Joshua Hassan 

Leader of the Opposition, Peter 
Isola 

16th October 1964 - In its conclusions, the 
Committee noted the dispute between 
Spain and the UK over the status of 
Gibraltar and called on them to find a 
negotiated solution bearing in mind the 
interests of the population. 



The Spanish tactic had worked and the 
Committee's conclusions were seen by some 
as favourable to Spain. Britain immediately 
expressed its reservations.

This was hardly a surprise. The Committee 
was made up of a numerically unbeatable 
majority of Soviet Bloc, Latin American 
and former colonies eager to humiliate the 
colonial power par excellence.  

Gibraltar reacted to the events at the UN by 
seeking to establish more secure and closer 
links with Britain.

Spain interpreted the C24's conclusion as  
carte blanche to intensify its harrassment at 
the Gibraltar frontier.

 In the months that followed, vehicles 
attempting to cross from Gibraltar to Spain 
had to wait for up to 10 hours. Spain used 
smuggling as its excuse but did not search 
vehicles or pedestrains.

The Special Committee on the Situation 
with regard to the Implementation 
of the Declaration on the Granting of 
Independence to Colonial Territories and 
Peoples, after considering the situation 
in the Non-Self-Governing Territory of 
Gibraltar and hearing statements by 
the representative of the administering 
Power and the representative of Spain 
and by petitioners from the Territory and 
from Spain, affirms that the provisions 
of the Declaration on the Granting of 
Independence to Colonial Countries and 
Peoples are fully applicable to the Territory 
of Gibraltar. 

In its consideration of these statements, 
the Special Committee noted that there 
was a disagreement, or even a dispute, 
between the United Kingdom of Great 
Britain and Northern Ireland and Spain, 
regarding the status and situation of the 
Territory of Gibraltar. In the circumstances, 
the Special Committee invites the United 
Kingdom and Spain to begin talks without 

delay, in accordance with the principles 
of the United Nations Charter, in order to 
reach a negotiated solution in conformity 
with the provisions of General Assembly 
resolution 1514 (XV), giving due account 
to the opinions expressed by the members 
of the Committee and bearing in mind the 
interests of the people of the Territory. 

Under its terms of reference laid down in 
General Assembly resolution 1654 (XVI), 
the Special Committee requests the United 
Kingdom and Spain to inform the Special 
Committee and the General Assembly of the 
outcome of their negotiations. 

Consensus on 
Gibraltar by the UN 
Committee of 24 in 

1964



11th January 1965 - Britain sends a note 
of protest to Spain at the 'deliberate, 
unnecessary and discourteous delays', 
noting that Gibraltar had always been 
willing to co-operate with its neighbour to 
combat illegal smuggling.

SPANISH PRESSURE INTENSIFIES  1965

CHAPTER TWO

Under the guidance of Foreign Minister Fernando Maria Castiella, Spain used diplomacy and 
coercion simultaneously to try to psychologically wear down the Gibraltarians and in this 
way force them to accept a transfer of sovereignty to Spain.



MORE SPANISH RESTRICTIONS

Spain gradually implemented new 
restrictions at the frontier, and soon only 
Spaniards were to have workers' passes 
through the border. 

Spain's frontier authorities also refused to 
recognise British passports issued on behalf 
of the new 'Government of Gibraltar'. This 
meant that Gibraltarians living in Spain and 
working on the Rock had to decide between 
their jobs and their homes, and about 600 
people moved from Spain into Gibraltar.

Delays at the Frontier in 1965 were so long that drivers waited outside their vehicles

THE UK REACTS 

February 1965 - MPs in the UK House of 
Commons expressed their concerns at 
what they saw as an attempt by a ruthless 
dictatorship to take over Gibraltar by 
force against the wishes of its people. 
The government made it clear that 
British interests in Gibraltar would not be 
sacrificed.

1st March 1965 - Foreign Secretary 
Michael Stewart, told the Commons that 
Britain would not discuss the sovereignty 
of Gibraltar with Spain. He told MPs 
that the reason Spain had given for the 
frontier restrictions was that it objected to 
Gibraltar's new constitution.



Vehicles waiting to cross into Spain queued for up to 10 hours 

BRITAIN STANDS BY GIBRALTAR 

30th March 1965 - Foreign Secretary 
Michael Stewart summoned the Spanish 
ambassador in London to express his 
concern at Spain's refusal to recognise 
passports issued by the Government of 
Gibraltar. 

He denied Spain's accusation that Britain 
had changed the status of Gibraltar by 
granting it internal self-government. 
Stewart said that Gibraltar was not a 
sovereign state.

11th May 1965 - Anthony Greenwood, 
the Secretary of State for the Colonies, 
aired a TV message to Gibraltar to address 
the concerns about increasing frontier 
restrictions. Greenwood said that as British 
Citizens, Gibraltarians would be given all the 
help and support that they were entitled to.

'Great Britain has at no time renounced her title to Gibraltar or failed to 
defend her position there and will not do so now.' Britain had 'no desire 
to quarrel with Spain,' but would 'stand by the people of Gibraltar in 
their present difficulties and take whatever measures may be necessary 
to defend and sustain them.' 
- Anthony Greenwood, Secretary of State for the Colonies
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THE PRO-INTEGRATION MOVEMENT

The Pro-Integration Movement was formed 
in 1965 by 50 founder members who saw 
closer links with Britain as the solution to 
the problem. 

Robert Peliza became its Chairman and Joe 
Bossano became the movement's secretary. 
The movement was non-political and its 
main objective was the constitutional 
integration of Gibraltar into the United 
Kingdom. 

It was the product of the troubles with Spain 
and the concern which existed on the Rock 
after the debates in New York. 

It was born out of the determination by 
many Gibraltarians to ensure that Gibraltar 
remained British for as long as they wanted 
it to, and it sought a guarantee to this effect 
from London.

Joe Bossano

By June 1965 the Pro-Integration 
Movement had over 400 members. 

Spanish Authorities  refused to recognise Gibraltar issued passports

Robert Peliza
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Whilst the statements by UK politicians 
were welcome, they had little effect on 
reality at the frontier. Gibraltarians grew 
impatient and urged Britain to adopt 
retaliatory measures against Spain.

2nd July 1965- 2000 protesters on the 
Gibraltar side of the frontier urged Britain 
to take measures against Franco's regime.

COALITION GOVERNMENT

8th July 1965 - The 11 elected members of 
Gibraltar's legislature announced that they 
would put aside their differences and form a 
coalition government of national unity.

Joshua Hassan remained Chief Minister 
and Peter Isola became the Deputy Chief 
Minister.

The coalition symbolised the failure 
of Franco's government to divide the 
Gibraltarians or wear them down by 
economic attrition. 

Rather than fall apart over the problem 
confronting them, the eleven local 
representatives united to speak with one 
voice.

21st July 1965 - The UK Government 
announced that it would support Gibraltar 
with £1million over three years in the form 
of Colonial and Development Welfare 
grants.

GIBRALTAR'S RESILIENCE GROWS

June 1965 - UK Prime Minister Harold 
Wilson told the House of Commons that 
the UK Government wanted good relations 
with Spain but it was determined to defend 
Gibraltar and the legitimate interests of the 
Gibraltarians. 

He reiterated that Spain's restrictions at 
the frontier were inconsistent with normal 
international practice.

Drivers and pedestrians wait on the Gibraltar side to cross into Spain



THE GIBRALTAR - UK RELATIONSHIP 

5th October 1965- The new coalition 
Government of Gibraltar laid out what they 
thought Gibraltar's future relationship with 
the UK should look like: 

1 - Gibraltarians should have indefinite 
control over internal affairs. 

2- Gibraltarians should keep British 
nationality, whilst also safeguarding their 
separate Gibraltarian identity. 

3 - Gibraltar should seek even closer and 
permanent links with Britain via free 
association (not the integration
advocated by Robert Peliza and Joe Bossano). 

4 - The substance of the relationship should 
reflect the desires of the people of Gibraltar.

1st November 1965 - UK Prime Minister 
Harold Wilson  paid a stop-over visit to the 
Rock.

Protesters on the Gibraltar side of the border 

Harold Wilson visits the Rock 



A UNIQUE GIBRALTARIAN, BRITISH 
IDENTITY 

1st December 1965 - The AACR topped the 
polls in the City Council elections. Support 
for the AACR was symptomatic of a much 
wider unity that bound the Gibraltarians 
tightly together. 

The troubles with Spain had managed to 
unite bitter rivals like Hassan and Isola 
under one banner, first before the United 
Nations and then in a government of 
national unity. 

Once again in times of crisis the 
Gibraltarians closed ranks as a people, 
proving not only that Castiella's aggressive 
policy was counterproductive to say the 

least, but that it was instrumental, as the 
wartime evacuation had been, in forming the 
modern day Gibraltarian.

A thousand miles away from Britain, and 
separated from Spain by an increasingly 
insurmountable border, the Gibraltarians 
came to look upon themselves as a separate 
entity, distinct from either country. 

They were proud to be British, but they 
insisted they were also Gibraltarians, and 
that these two identities could and did 
complement each other.



BRITAIN AND SPAIN NEGOTIATE 1966

CHAPTER THREE 

17th January 1966  - Spain told Britain it 
wanted to begin negotiations on Gibraltar in 
accordance with the UN General Assembly 
resolution of December 1964. 

This left the UK Government with the 
dilemma of not wanting to talk under duress, 
whilst also not wanting to refuse to talk 
because that would make them appear weak 
internationally.

February 1966 - Prime Minister Wilson 
told the House of Commons that he had 
informed the Spanish Government that 
Britain was also ready to negotiate.

The UN had urged the UK and Spain to talk in order to resolve their differences over Gibraltar. 
The British Government refused to do so. This position was backed by the Gibraltarians. 
However, soon everything changed.  



In his advice to Chief Minister Hassan, the 
Assistant Secretary Joe Pitaluga wrote: 

'The people of Gibraltar have supported 
Britain's policy that no talks should 
be held under duress, a policy which 
was considered not only honourable in 
principle but also essential from a practical 
point of view. 

When this policy was changed by HMG the 
great majority of the people of Gibraltar 
objected. To ask the people of Gibraltar 
now whether they will make concessions in 
order to achieve normal frontier relations 
is worse than to talk under duress - it is 
asking them to act under duress. 

People will be against this both in principle 
and in practice. The word principle is not 
used loosely here. The mood of the people 
generally, as a result of the continuous 
harassment by the Spaniards, is one of 
anger and obstinacy. 

From a practical point of view there is the 
obvious danger that to make concessions 
under duress will give the Spaniards good 
grounds for believing that the next time 
they want more concessions (and they will) 
all they have to do is tighten the screws 
again.'

The Gibraltar Council was given assurances 
that the Rock would remain British and that 
the interests of the Gibraltarians would be 
safeguarded. The Gibraltar Council told 
the UK Government that in their eyes, 
negotiating with Spain was unjustifiable 
for as long as the abnormal restrictions 
continued at the frontier.

Joe Pitaluga, Assistant Secretary



Life in Gibraltar in the 1960s



SPAIN'S PROPOSALS 

18th May 1966-  UK Foreign Secretary 
Michael Stewart and Spanish Foreign 
Minister Fernando Maria Castiella met in 
London for the first round of discussions. 

The Spanish Government proposed that: 

1- Gibraltar should be returned to Spain. 

2 - A UK-Spanish agreement would cover the 
continued use of Gibraltar as a British military 
base. 

3 - The rights, culture, social and economic 
interests of the Gibraltarians would be 
protected under international guarantee. 

4- Gibraltar would be allowed to retain an 
elected town council, which would collect and 
administer its own taxes. 

5 - Freedom of speech, religion and assembly 
would continue to be observed in Gibraltar. 

6 - Gibraltarians would retain their British 
passports and nationality.

Spain did not realise that these proposals 
represented a huge step backwards in 
Gibraltar's internal self-government. 

More importantly, for Gibraltarians the 
territory and the people were inseparable, 
and there was no way that they would 
consider becoming foreigners in their own 
homeland.

Spanish Foreign Minister - Fernando Maria 
Castiella 



NEGOTIATIONS AT AN IMPASSE

September 1966 - Spain complained to 
Britain about violations of its airspace by 
British military aircraft.

4th October 1966 - The pressure at the 
border intensified as Spain announced that 
it was downgrading the frontier at La Linea. 

This meant that no goods or vehicles would 
be allowed to cross the border. Gibraltar 
was cut off from important supplies, 
including medicine and food.

Britain protested strongly. To solve the 
dispute, the UK Government suggested 
that the matter, including the question 
of sovereignty, should be decided at the 
International Court of Justice. 

This meant that the differences would 
be settled purely on a legal basis, and the 
political bias that influenced the arguments 
at the United Nations would not be a factor 
in the final outcome.

This was rejected by Spain.

Over the next few months, large numbers 
of British politicians visited the Rock to 
express their support for the Gibraltarians.

Prime Minister - Harold Wilson

BRITAIN'S COUNTER OFFER

June 1966 - Britain's counter-proposals 
were also totally unacceptable to Gibraltar. 

In exchange for an end to the frontier 
restrictions, Britain offered; 

1 - To remove the frontier fence which 
divided the Rock from Spain.

2 -  To allow the appointment of a Spanish 
Commissioner in Gibraltar, although 
they would not be allowed to interfere in 
internal matters. 

3 - To modify Gibraltar's political 
institutions to make it more like the pre-
1950 municipality and less like the quasi-
independent territory of 1966. 

4 - Joint use of Gibraltar's airport, port and 
territorial waters.

Spain rejected these proposals outright.





THE SOVEREIGNTY REFERENDUM 1967

CHAPTER FOUR

Throughout 1967, relations between Britain 
and Spain deteriorated further.

March 1967 - Spain announced an air ban 
on Gibraltar, forbidding the overflying of 
Spanish airspace, with the aim of stopping all 
flights in and out of Gibraltar airport. 

14th June 1967 - Minister of State at the 
UK Commonwealth Office Judith Hart 
announced that a referendum would be held 
in Gibraltar at which the Gibraltarians would 
decide their own future. 
'I must repeat Her Majesty’s 

Government’s firm belief that 
decolonisation cannot consist in the 
transfer of one population, however 
small, to the rule of another country, 
without regard to their own opinions 
and interests. 

'We therefore think that the next step 
in pursuance of the United Nations 
Resolution should be to give the 
people of Gibraltar an opportunity to 
express their views, by a formal and 
deliberate act, on what would best 
serve their interests.' 

- Judith Hart

Judith Hart, UK 
Minister of State at the 
Commonwealth Office 
1967



The British announcement was the first 
acknowledgement that their sovereignty 
over Gibraltar was based not only on the 
250 year old Treaty of Utrecht but also on 
the living wishes of the twenty thousand 
people whose ancestors had inhabited the 
Rock since I704. 

The choice for the Gibraltarians was clear-
cut: Spain or Britain.

22nd August 1967 - At the UN Committee of 
24 in New York, the British representative 
announced that the referendum would be 
held on 10th September and invited the UN 
to send observers.

1st September 1967 - The Committee of 24 
declared that the referendum violated UN 
Resolutions on Gibraltar, refused to send 
observers and called for talks between 
Britain and Spain to resume. The vast 
majority of countries in the Committee once 
again came out in Spain's favour.



BRITISH WE STAY

10th September 1967 - 99% of Gibraltarian 
voters chose to remain British. It confirmed 
Britain's arguments at the UN that the 
people of Gibraltar were British by choice. 

Overnight, the Gibraltarians were in the 
public view  transformed from a loose and 
eclectic society with diverse backgrounds 
into a coherent and demonstrable nation 
of people who knew how they wanted their 
political future to look like.

Hassan now had a strong democratic 
backing for his version of decolonisation 
through self-determination. His challenge 
now was to convince the United Nations, 
which refused to recognise the legitimacy 
of the referendum or its results, to change 
their own line.

Spain took umbrage at the referendum 
result and this further aggravated the 
tension. A week later, Britain sent military 
reinforcements to Gibraltar.



19th December 1967 - The referendum 
had also widened the rift with the United 
Nations. The General Assembly declared 
that the referendum had violated the UN's 
previous resolutions on the matter and 
endorsed the Committee of 24's previous 
conclusions on the decolonisation of 
Gibraltar.

 It was a huge let-down for the Gibraltarians, 
as the UN had ignored their democratically 
expressed wishes.

One extremely important consequence 
of the referendum, however, was the 
Constitutional reforms that Britain had 
promised to Hassan if the vote went in 
Britain’s favour. 

Indeed, the wording of the referendum 
ballot had been carefully drafted to ensure 
that the UK Government would be held to 
honour their pledge.

Chief Minster, Sir Joshua Hassan addresses jubilant crowds following the announcement of the Referendum 
results 



January 1968 – The Integration with Britain 
Party advocated strongly for the quick 
settlement of the constitutional question. 

The UK Minister of State for 
Commonwealth Affairs Lord Shepherd 
visited the Rock and made thinly veiled 
attacks on the integrationists, revealing 
the British Government’s reluctance to tie 
Gibraltar to the UK inextricably, forever.

10 February 1968 – The Spanish 
Government sent a note of protest to 
London, demanding that the UK negotiate 
with Spain in accordance with the UN 
resolution and restore Spain’s territorial 
integrity. 

Spain also warned that it would not 
recognise or approve any outcomes of the 
constitutional conference on Gibraltar that 
was due at the end of the year. 

THE DOVES

1 April 1968 – Six Gibraltarians, who called 
themselves ‘the Doves’ published a letter 
which stressed that Gibraltarians were the 
only ones who could decide the future of 
Gibraltar and which accused Britain of being 
too defensive and passive in dealing with 
Spain. They denounced the emotiveness of 
the referendum and called for a negotiated 
settlement with Spain. 

Hassan’s coalition government doubted 
that the Doves could propose anything that 
would be acceptable to both Britain and 
Spain, and attacked the Doves’ idea of a 
settlement that would involve a transfer of 
sovereignty. 

THE DOVES AND NEW CONSTITUTION 
1968 - 1969

CHAPTER FIVE

Britain responded that it was willing to talk, 
but not under the terms and conditions 
set out by the UN. The interests of the 
Gibraltarians had to be the primary concern. 

The concept of integration with Britain posed a challenge to the coalition Government of 
Gibraltar. This was to play out in the Constitutional Talks that opened in 1968. 



5 April 1968 - The Doves’ proposals were 
publicly rejected by both the Gibraltar 
Government and by the IWBP.

6 April 1968 – Hundreds of Gibraltarians 
protested the Doves’ proposals and violently 
attacked their property, overturning their 
vehicles and burning a yacht in the marina.

 When the police were unable to cope, 
Governor Lathbury called out the military to 
restore order. 

The riots were symptomatic of the hostility 
towards Spain that had built up over many 
years. The Doves’ proposals became a 
catalyst for its outlet. 

A bus is overturned by an angry crowd during the anti-Dove riots
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GIBRALTAR VIEW FOR CONSTITUTIONAL 
TALKS 

4 May 1968 – The Government and IWBP 
announced that they had agreed on a 5 point 
programme for the constitutional talks: 

1- A commitment to achieving an unbreakable 
link between Gibraltar and the United 
Kingdom.

2- There should be a restatement of Britain’s 
permanent and exclusive sovereignty over the 
Rock. 

3- The 1962 Immigration Act should not apply 
to Gibraltarians, thereby exempting them from 
UK immigration control and treating them as 
British citizens.

4- Gibraltar’s affairs should be taken over by 
the Home Office, rather than the Foreign and 
Commonwealth Office.

5- The new constitution should guarantee that 
there would never be a transfer of sovereignty 
away from Britain without the consent of the 
Gibraltarians. 

SPAIN PARTIALLY CLOSES THE FRONTIER

Knowing that Gibraltar’s constitutional 
talks were coming up in July, Spain further 
intensified its pressure on the frontier. 

From then on, Spain closed the frontier to 
everyone except Spaniards who worked in 
Gibraltar, and Gibraltarians who carried a 
special permit. 



UK AND GIBRALTAR DISCUSS THE 
CONSTITUTION

16 July 1968– The talks between the UK 
and Gibraltar governments on the new 
constitution began. Chief Minister Hassan 
rejected the UK Government’s suggestion 
that it should have a say in the daily 
administration of Gibraltar’s internal affairs, 
and laid out the 5 point programme (which 
had been agreed by all of the main political 
parties) as the Gibraltar position. 

18 July 1968– It became clear that the 
UK only wanted to discuss Gibraltar’s 
internal affairs and did not want to talk 
about Gibraltar’s relationship with Britain 
for fear of upsetting Spain. The Gibraltar 
Government emphasised the importance 
of a new relationship with Britain. The 

negotiations on a new constitution almost 
broke down on this point.

IMPORTANT GUARANTEES ARE MADE

19 July 1968– Eventually the UK 
Government agreed to include important 
guarantees on a new relationship between 
Britain and Gibraltar in the preamble of the 
new constitution:

Under the terms of the new constitution, 
Gibraltar’s elected government took firm 
control over Gibraltar’s internal affairs, 
and the territory was renamed the City of 
Gibraltar. Gibraltarians, who retained their 
British Citizenship, breathed a sigh of relief 
that the talks had ended with a positive 
outcome.

The Constitutional Conference July 1968



‘Gibraltar will remain part of 
Her Majesty’s dominions unless 
and until an Act of Parliament 
otherwise provides, and 
furthermore that Her Majesty’s 
Government will never enter into 
arrangements under which the 
people of Gibraltar would pass 
under the sovereignty of another 
state against their freely and 
democratically expressed wishes.’

BRITAIN AND GIBRALTAR DEFY THE UN

18 December 1968 – The United Nations 
General Assembly did not recognise 
Gibraltar’s political developments or its 
relationship with Britain. Instead, the 
world’s most important international 
institution declared that sovereignty talks 
with Spain should commence within nine 
months. 

Britain reassured Gibraltar that this would 
not happen and that Gibraltar would never 
be turned over to another state against its 
wishes.

23 May 1969 – The new Gibraltar 
Constitution was published. 

The Constitutional Conference July 1968



The Gibraltar Constitutional Order 1969
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8 June 1969 – Spain closed the land frontier 
completely.

15th June 1969 - Gibraltarians and their 
supporters  marched through London to 10 
Downing Street in protest at the closure.

27 June 1969 – The ferry linking Gibraltar 
with Algeciras made its last journey across 
the bay. Gibraltar was now totally isolated 
by land and by sea.

Britain immediately complained that Spain 
was breaking internationally accepted 
standards of behaviour by closing the 
border and stopping the ferry service. 

The Foreign Office protested:

‘The Spanish Government cannot 
seriously believe that any British 
Government could hand over 
the people of Gibraltar to a 
government which has done them 
so much harm already and which 
demonstrates unrelentingly that its 
immediate object is to disrupt the 
daily life of Gibraltar and destroy 
the people’s livelihood.’

SPAIN CLOSES THE FRONTIER

CHAPTER SIX

Gibraltar's new Constitution was promulgated on 23rd May 1969. Sixteen days later Spain closed 
the frontier. This was the culmination of the restrictions that had commenced in 1950 and that had 
intensified with each passing year. General Franco predicted that Gibraltar would fall like a ripe fruit. 
He was proved to be mistaken. 







Spanish right wing newspaper ABC coverage of the froniter closing  



Press Reports of the demonstration in London 



Throughout the next 16 years, Gibraltar 
was a city under siege. For most people, 
their links with the outside world were air 
travel to London and a short ferry journey 
to Morocco. The closed frontier years 
strengthened the ties between Britain and 
Gibraltar in almost every way. 

The people of Gibraltar continued to 
develop their own unique identity. The 
sixteen years of frontier closure were 
instrumental in the political, cultural, social 
and economic development of the Gibraltar 
that we know today. 

For almost two decades, the people of 
Gibraltar stood strongly by their beliefs and 
never gave up on their free and democratic 
wish to remain British Gibraltarians. 

They showed the world that their birthright 
and their right to self-determination was not 
for sale. 

THE CLOSED YEARS: TESTIMONIALS 

CHAPTER SEVEN

It is this steadfast commitment that we 
remember and celebrate fifty years on.

The closure of the frontier affected the 
people of Gibraltar, and their families, 
friends and colleagues who were caught on 
the other side, in many different ways. It is 
important that these individual accounts are 
documented for future generations.

In a valuable Oral History project, the 
Gibraltar National Archives undertook a 
series of interviews with Gibraltarians who 
were willing to share their memories of life 
with a closed frontier.

They told Archivist Anthony Pitaluga of their 
personal experiences the day the frontier 
was closed, how it affected their daily lives 
for 16 years, and how they explained the 
situation to their children. 

These are their stories. 





Anthony: Juan Carlos, do you have 
recollections of that period?

Juan Carlos: Well, at the time I was working 
for GBC and I do of course recall the closing 
of the frontier. One thing I do recall is that 
as they were closing the frontier, of course, 
there was a lot of noise on both sides and I 
was very close to the gate. 

Anthony: So, you were actually... Where 
were you on that night?

Juan Carlos: I was right next to the gate 
which was about to be closed and padlocked. 
The gate was still open and I got so close that 
I saw a Spanish policeman ‘Brigadilla’ that 
they called them, tell a uniformed policeman 
‘if he steps over that line grab him.’ 

Anthony: What you are describing is the 
picture you submitted when we did the 
appeal?

Juan Carlos: That’s right, yes. I was in the 
back and George Valarino is carrying the, or I 
am carrying this news bag which we used.

Anthony: George who later became General 
Manager of GBC.

Juan Carlos: That’s right. At the time he was 
the Head of Photography. I was his assistant 
or the photographer in GBC and so that sort 
of scared me. Later on when it reopened, I 
was lucky enough to come and do pictures of 
the re-opening of the frontier.

Juan Carlos Teuma 

Above: Photo submitted by JC Teuma of the closure of the frontier gate.

Below: Families torn apart by a closed frontier catch a glimpse of each other at the gate. 



Above: Photo submitted by JC Teuma of the closure of the frontier gate.

Below: Families torn apart by a closed frontier catch a glimpse of each other at the gate. 



I went to work or worked on the Both 
Worlds at Sandy Bay, which was pretty 
hectic. 

My recollection of the actual closing of 
the frontier was the day before it closed - 
because there were quite a lot of Spanish 
workers at Both Worlds - is the people who 
were living in Gibraltar giving them [Spanish 
workers] lifts down to the frontier with their 
tools etc and then on the Monday morning 
everybody saying ‘Well, where have my tools 
disappeared?’

Robin Payne

On the day that the frontier closed, Robin was working on a site at Both Worlds. He never expected 
that his Spanish co-workers would not be able to return to work the next day.



Anthony: General Franco and the Spanish 
regime went whole hog and to strangle the 
economy including withdrawing medicinal 
oxygen supplies from the hospital and 
hospital supplies.

Clive: And they went as far and some people 
forget as cutting the telephone lines, which 
meant that you could ring anywhere in the 
world from Gibraltar other than Spain and 
from Spain you could ring anywhere you like 
other than Gibraltar. 

This caused and was another very horrific 
sight and was very sad. This caused huge 
human problems because there were 
relatives on both sides of the border and 
people couldn’t get to talk to each other than 
by letter, which took ages, and going down to 

the border and shouting at each other. That 
was really horrific. It was very sad and a bad 
thing to watch. It was unbelievable that it 
was happening. 

Anthony: You as a  citizen of Gibraltar, did 
you notice the months after the closure any 
drop in supplies any difficulties purchasing?

Clive: No. We took care of that very quickly 
because we started bringing in goods from 
Morocco and from the United Kingdom. It 
was more expensive but again a lot of jobs 
had gone so the women played a huge role. A 
lot of women didn’t work at the time. 

So, they took up a lot of jobs and the men 
took up part time jobs, which meant that we 
replaced the holes in the economy and that 
meant that we kept going.  

Clive Golt



GIBRALTAR'S WOMEN ROSE TO THE CHALLENGE
The loss of the Spanish workforce created a hole in Gibraltar’s economy. Without the intervention of women in 
plugging this gap and taking up jobs, the economy could well have collapsed. The role of women was crucial in 

ensuring Gibraltar’s social and economic resilience throughout the closed border years.



Aileen: We had been to Spain a couple of 
times and I remember that my daughter was 
about 6 at the time and we went up the Rock 
for a picnic. 

We were at [Princess] Caroline’s Battery 
looking across at the frontier and she said 
‘What’s that?’ 

I said ‘That’s Spain over there’ and she said 
‘What’s that road?’ 

I said ‘That is the road leading to Spain.’
 
She said ‘Mum why did we have to take those 
2 ships to get to Spain?’ ‘We could have just 
walked across’ 

Anthony: Because you are talking about you 
went via Tangiers and Algeciras...

Aileen: Of course, that’s the only way to get 
across.

Aileen Gordon



One thing that I remember was that 
Gibraltar used to go every day and close the 
frontier [gates]. 

So, every evening or every night whether it 
was midnight we went and closed our side 
of the frontier and then reopened it for the 
workers. 

Obviously nobody could come because they 
closed their side of the border. 

I remember that bit. I remember families 
having to go to the gates to shout over to 
their families in La Linea.

I had friends coming from England at times 
and they wanted to go over to Spain to see, 
obviously, they wanted to experience.

The worst bit was that I had to take them 
from here again to Tangiers, Tangiers 
and Algeciras, Algeciras – La Linea and I 
remember once we went to the Fair in La 
Linea  and what normally would have taken 
10 minutes to get across took 24 hours.

Louis Avellano
At midnight each night, the Gibraltarian authorities closed their border gate. They returned to open it every 
morning as usual. Louis Avellano recalls this gesture, which symbolised that Gibraltar never wanted a closed 
frontier with Spain.



Anthony: Franco’s intention was to 
stranglehold the Gibraltar economy and in 
actual fact it turned out to be the other way 
around because not only did Gibraltarians 
have 2 and 3 jobs but then they couldn’t 
spend their money any where else other than 
Gibraltar.

It was the same money going around and 
people were better off.

Patrick: It did and I think that bond as a 
Gibraltarian, as an identity grew very strong. 

Anthony: So, the thirteen years of closure 
made Gibraltarians have to adapt and this 
adaptation you think contributed to the 
forging of the Gibraltar identity?

Patrick: I think so. It made us. Another thing 
that we had with the border closed, another 
thing is I used to take my children and play 

at today what is the loop, where you get the 
queues of cars. 

There was no danger of the children being 
run over. There was very little traffic, no 
traffic at all.

But then, unconsciously, we didn’t see what 
we were doing with our children because 
we didn’t see because we were taking them 
there to play. But they were seeing families 
on each side of the border, shouting, crying ...

Anthony: Segregated…

Patrick: That's right. Showing babies, holding 
babies, good news and bad news. So, I didn’t 
see these but my son would stop with his 
bicycle and look and he used to ask me ‘Dad, 
whats going on?’ There were people crying 
because relatives had died on the other side. 
Spanish girls married to locals and vice versa.  

Patrick Franco
In conversation, Anthony and Patrick discuss the effect of the closed years on the forging of the Gibraltarian 
identity.




