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The border with Spain has long defined relations with 
Gibraltar. It marks the physical extent of our territory on 
land. This is where Spain ends and where Gibraltar starts 
and that will not change going forward.

In looking at the 40th anniversary of the opening of the 
border, it is inevitable that this exhibition will look at its 
closure as well. When the frontier gates slammed shut 
in 1969 it was a nation forming event for Gibraltar. It 
marked a before and after.

For hundreds of years after the Treaty of Utrecht 
was signed Gibraltar has had border disputes with its 
neighbour. The primary antagonist in 1969 was General 
Franco the Spanish military dictator who so confidently 
predicted that Gibraltar would fall like a ripe fruit after 
those gates were closed. He was completely mistaken. 
Franco not only damaged Gibraltar-Spain relations but 
also caused enormous hurt to his own people in the 
region, many of whom still bear witness to the scars 
provoked by his regime. 

The closure of the frontier happened on a single day, on 
9 June 1969. It was, however, the product of a gradual 
escalation of tensions which had commenced long before 
then. The Spanish restrictions, or sanctions, against 
Gibraltar arguably date back to when the Gibraltarians 
took the first steps towards self-government with the 
establishment of a Legislative Council in 1950. The visit 
of HM Queen Elizabeth II in May 1954 sparked further 
conflict with Spain. In response to that visit, General 
Franco decreed that there would be no new passes 
issued to Spanish cross-frontier workers as from April. 

This deterioration of relations intensified throughout the 
1960s until the final closure of the frontier by Spain in 
1969. What remains ironic is that many of the Spanish 
arguments about Gibraltar made at the United Nations 
today, still refer to the Spanish red book on the subject 
first published by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs under a 
military dictator in 1965.

The frontier remained totally or partially closed until 
February 1985. General Franco had passed away ten 
years earlier, in 1975, which means that the gates were 
shut for longer by the democratic transition governments 
of Spain than they had been under the dictatorship.

The full opening of the frontier in 1985 was not an act 
of charity. It was rather a matter of realpolitik which 

was spurred on by Madrid’s desire to join the European 
Economic Community (EEC), as it was then, and being 
faced with the obvious requirement of lifting the 
restrictions against Gibraltar before that happened.

The border opening was delayed and subjected to 
several false starts. The reason for this was the demand 
from Madrid for something in exchange. This caused 
considerable disquiet and downright anger in Gibraltar 
when it became clear that part of that price was 
negotiations on sovereignty.

So, the United Kingdom threatened to veto Spanish entry 
but, in the end, implicitly under the Lisbon Agreement 
in 1980 and explicitly under the Brussels Agreement of 
1984, put the sovereignty of Gibraltar on the table for 
the first time.

This was the background which saw the Spanish gates 
swing open on 5 February 1985.

The exhibition touches on the departure of the United 
Kingdom and Gibraltar from the European Union as well, 
which almost serves to bring the frontier issue full circle.

Brexit is a subject with which I have been closely involved, 
both in terms of concluding our exit from the EU and the 
negotiation of a future relationship with it. It is relevant 
to note that the centrepiece of that treaty will precisely 
be the mobility provisions for persons and goods across 
the land border between Gibraltar and Spain. The policy 
of eliminating frontier controls must partly be seen 
against the background of the history of the border as 
set out in this exhibition.

I am very grateful to the Government Archivist Gerard 
Wood, who has curated this exhibition, and to his 
Archival team for their wonderful work on it. They have 
sifted through an immense number of sources curating 
them to deliver the best possible display of interesting 
and relevant information. I know that they have taken 
on board the feedback from previous exhibitions and are 
now synchronising panel content with this booklet in a 
more user-friendly format. 

The exhibition covers a period of time which proved to be 
a key component in the development of the Gibraltarian 
identity. 

I hope you enjoy it!

Foreword 
by the Hon Dr Joseph Garcia CMG MP, Deputy Chief Minister
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The panels reproduced in this booklet are from the exhibition 40th Anniversary of the Full Opening of the Frontier, 
Gibraltar National Archives, John Mackintosh Hall, Main Street, Gibraltar, 15th September – 29th September 2025.
The closure of the frontier by the Franco Government in 1969 was a difficult period for those on both sides of the 
frontier and the memory of the event still reverberates in many of those who lived through it. The full opening of the 
frontier between Gibraltar and Spain occurred in 1985 and was an important event in the formation of modern Gibraltar. 
A new post-Brexit Treaty for Gibraltar involving the frontier demonstrates how important it is to progress as a society 
towards a brighter future by avoiding a repetition of the past. 
Archivist: Gerard Wood	 Archival Assistant: Marcelino Linares   
Graphic Design: By Colorworks courtesy of Pete Baldacchino, James Boyd, Soren Montgomery & Team
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Section One –

The Gibraltar Frontier

2

Welcome to this exhibition to commemorate the 40th Anniversary of the 
Full Opening of the Frontier between Gibraltar and Spain. The full opening 
in 1985 occurred after a long period of closure since 1969 during which 
the Rock was cut off from Spain.

This section will examine:

•	British and Spanish views on the location of the frontier.
•	The history of the Cross-Frontier worker tradition in Gibraltar.
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In 1704, an Anglo-Dutch fleet captured Gibraltar during 
the war of Spanish Succession in the name of Charles III 
(House of Hapsburg) pretender to the Spanish throne who 
was contesting the claim of Philip V (House of Bourbon). 
Spain later ceded Gibraltar to Britain in perpetuity under 
the Treaty of Utrecht in 1713.

Article X of the Treaty of Utrecht states:
“The Catholic King does hereby, for Himself, His heirs and 
successors, yield to the Crown of Great Britain the full and 
intire propriety of the Town and Castle of Gibraltar, together 
with the port, fortifications, and forts thereunto belonging; 
and He gives up the said propriety, to be held and enjoyed 
absolutely with all manner of right for ever, without any 
exception or impediment whatsoever.”4

This wording has led to differing views as to where the 
frontier between Spain and Gibraltar begins. Spain claims 
ownership of the area of land between the base of the 

Rock of Gibraltar and the Spanish town of La Línea. The 
Spanish position is rejected by both the United Kingdom 
and Gibraltar.

“Five months after the signing of the Treaty of Utrecht, the 
Lieutenant Governor of Gibraltar Congreve ordered his troops 
to occupy the Devil’s Tower, some 100 yards to the north of 
the Fortress walls, and the Mill, about 650 yards away on the 
Bay side of the isthmus.

When Spain’s commander, Don Andrés Pérez, complained 
this was a violation of the Treaty of Utrecht, [Congreve 
pointed out that, these distances were within musket range 
of Gibraltar’s batteries (the Mill) and cannon range of the 
Fortress (Devil’s Tower)]”.5

Later correspondence involving the Rt Hon Earl 
of Kimberley in 1880 indicates that the range of a 
24-pounder gun fixed the neutral ground.6

3
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The Spanish Red Book published by the Spanish 
Foreign Office in 1967 sets out Spain’s position 
at a time just before the Frontier closure in 1969. 
[English translation: 1713 Limit of Gibraltar ceded 
in Utrecht].7 
Spain’s claim is that an incursion occurred in 1854 
when the British, due to an epidemic in Andalusia, 
built a village of wooden huts “to locate inhabitants 
and soldiers”. However, the British dispute this 
interpretation claiming, “the British Line had in no 
way been altered or advanced since Lord Howden’s 
communication of 1851.” Lord Howden (British 

Ambassador in Madrid) had reiterated the 1845 
letter of the Duke of Sotomayor that “the Spanish 
Government....deems it its duty to demand the 
removal of the posts fixed on the Neutral Territory in 
which the Spanish Government for its part refrains 
from exercising any act of the same or of a similar 
nature....”
Finally, when the British began constructing a 
frontier fence in 1908 Spanish “objection was not to 
the fence itself but to its actual positioning, which 
the Spaniards claimed was in front of the British line 
of sentries”.8

7
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Instructions for a guard at Four Corners in 1890.
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Illustration by Eduardo Sojo “D
em

ocritus”, published in the Spanish satirical m
agazine D

on Q
uixote. 22nd M

ay 1892.
“W

ay for a sentry box to w
ork: If you put an English sentry in the sentry box he w

ould gain ground at the expense of Spain.” 

10
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Telegram about the introduction of 
a wire fence to deter smuggling.
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This image from the 1900s shows frontier workers 
crossing from Gibraltar to La Línea.

Two English visitors to Gibraltar documented the 
daily opening of the frontier with Spain in 1880:

“in stream the most varied crowds you can 
imagine: tobacco-cutters and cigar-makers (a 
very large number); butchers, bakers, messengers, 
charcoal-burners, etc., with their broad-brimmed 
hats, embroidered vests, and knee-breeches, their 
faces as dirty as their donkey-trappings; vegetable-
carts and barrows; in fact, every article for a large 
market. These all have to wait outside the gate of 
the neutral ground until the gun is fired, then you 
can imagine the stream of three or four thousand, 
all going in one direction to their different callings”.

In the evening gunshots took place to indicate that 
the fortress gates would soon close and cross-
frontier workers as well as Gibraltarians, who could 
not afford to live in Gibraltar, would leave.12 

Later upon construction of the frontier fence in 
1908, the gates closed at midnight and re-opened 
in the early morning.13

Street Hawkers c1930 

and in Irish Town c1925

12
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1905 Postcard showing Spanish workers returning home from Gibraltar.

c. 1903 Postcard of the Spanish frontier fence next to the Spanish Customs 
House at the northern end of the Neutral Ground.

15
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Cross-frontier workers have long been an important part of Gibraltar’s economy. At the Gibraltar 
National Archives, we find records of hawkers dating back to 1925. Most of these hawkers were 
from La Línea selling their wares in Gibraltar such as Bread, Charcoal, Chocolate Pastries, Eggs, 
Fish, Fresh Flowers, Fresh Water, Fruit, Haberdashery & Embroidery, Herbs, Milk, Moorish Leather 
Goods, Olive Oil, Olives, Poultry, Tin Ware, Vegetables and Whip Makers & Vendors. 
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Frontier c. 1930 vehicle being checked by Gibraltar Police on entry to Gibraltar.

The taxi and bus stop outside the La Línea customs house c. 1930. The buses were allowed to run a 
service from the Customs House at La Línea to the marketplace outside Casemates Gates in Gibraltar.
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Road going on the causeway past La Laguna (Lake 
Chad) to the Cross of Sacrifice and then past the 
Victoria Gardens to the frontier with the Neutral 
Ground and La Línea beyond. c. 1930s.

20
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Section Two –

The Frontier Closure

The closure of the frontier was a difficult period for many on both sides 
of the frontier and has been described as the 15th siege of Gibraltar.22

This section will examine:
•	Events leading up to the frontier closure in 1969.
•	The effect that closure had on the local community in Gibraltar and 

workers across the border in La Línea.

21
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From the late 1720s in Gibraltar, following the treaty of Utrecht, there was a growing realisation of the need for a 
civic authority to address local issues of refuse collection and paving. Thus, in 1865 the Sanitary Commissioners was 
established. This would eventually evolve into a partly elected City Council in 1921.23 Following this trend towards 
greater self-government in Gibraltar a Legislative Council established in 1950 gave Gibraltarians a greater say in their 
destiny. However, General Francisco Franco Dictator of Spain at the time had long held an irredentist view of Gibraltar 
that the true population of Gibraltar resided in San Roque where the population of the fortress still loyal to Philip V 
had decamped in 1704.24 25   Franco began a policy of coercion and restrictions at the frontier after the establishment 
of the Legislative Council in Gibraltar in 1950.26

←New Constitution: The Gibraltar Legislative Council Order in Council 1950.
“The Duke of Edinburgh’s affection for the Rock brought him back on 
several unofficial visits throughout the 1950s. Indeed, his signature 
appears as a casual Philip in the 1955 visitor book of the Royal Gibraltar 
Yacht Club, of which he is the Admiral.”- The Hon F Picardo KC MP, 
Chief Minister, 2017
↓His Royal Highness the Duke of Edinburgh visit seen below with 
Governor Sir Kenneth Anderson to inaugurate the Gibraltar Legislative 
Council 23rd November 1950

His Royal Highness the Duke of Edinburgh and Governor Sir Kenneth 
Anderson sit with members of the Legislative Council. 23rd November 1950.

The British Governor's monopoly of legislative authority ended only in 1950, with the establishment of a legislative 
council. Bills were passed on the ‘advice and consent’ of the partially elected Legislative Council, a moderate concession 
to self-government.

25
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In the years following, the establishment of the Legislative Council, Gibraltar made further steps towards self-
governance. The Association for the Advancement of Civil Rights (A.A.C.R.) a political party established in 1942 
was particularly instrumental in lobbying for rights for Gibraltarians.  Under the leadership of Chief Member of the 
Legislative Council Joshua Hassan, the A.A.C.R. continued to press for constitutional reform and for a local system of 
ministerial self-governance in September 1963.29  This was important, as Gibraltar had been on the United Nations list 
of “Non-Self-Governing Territories” since 1946 following the decolonisation efforts post-World War 2.30  The United 
Nations Committee of 24 in July 1963 had called for Gibraltar to be decolonised. Spain a United Nations member 
since 1955 declared an interest and would take part in the proceedings. At the Committee of 24 session, Hassan 
accompanied by Peter Isola (his political opponent) reasserted Gibraltarian’s right to self-determination; Spain on the 
other hand reiterated its case based on territorial integrity.31

Progress towards self-governance continued in Gibraltar despite Spain’s protests and in September 1964, Joshua 
Hassan became the first Chief Minister. Restrictions at the frontier were gradually having an economic effect. “The fall 
in trade [in Gibraltar] generally during 1965 was estimated at 40 per cent. Britain had to rescue the budget with an 
outright gift of £100,000 [an approximate value of £1,659,527.91 in 2025] that is £4 [£66 in 2025] per man, woman 
and child in the place.”36 Following this the United Nations issued their verdict Resolution 2353 in 1968 which denied 
the validity of the referendum of 1967 and as a result Spanish pressure continued to build at the Frontier.37  

Peter Isola and Joshua Hassan on their 
Triumphant return from the U.N. in 1963.

Joshua Hassan and Peter Isola address the Committee of 24.

A referendum held in 1967 cemented Gibraltarian’s wishes to 
remain British. Of a 95.8% turnout 12,237 cast their vote, of 
which 12,138 voted for Britain and only 44 for Spain, with 55 

spoiled ballot papers.35

32
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←In the 1950s Spanish Cross Frontier workers enter 
Gibraltar to work every day.
“[the Spain-Gibraltar frontier] [is] not [a] normal frontier 
but merely a police and traffic control post between the 
city of Gibraltar and […Campo de Gibraltar]“ –Spanish 
Ministry for Foreign Affairs to US Ambassador in Madrid 
23rd Feb 1963.38

↓Driving into Spain a Gibraltar registered car crosses the 
frontier c1960

“The severity of the economic differences between 
Gibraltar and the Campo [Campo de Gibraltar: surrounding 
Gibraltar in Spain] was at all times the principal engine 
for cross-frontier interaction. In terms of the legitimate 
economic relationship between the two communities, 
the frontier marked the dividing line between a relatively 

wealthy, urban economy in need of goods and labour 
for the maintenance of fortress, naval base and colony; 
and on the other side a relatively poor, rural economy, 
bereft of employment opportunities…. [This] economic 
disparity…led to economic interdependence [between 
the two communities].”40

We can see from the above table that there was a gradual decline in labour particularly amongst Alien (or Spanish) men.
As from May 1952, all Spanish workers were required to join the Spanish Syndicate if they wished to have their frontier 
passes approved.
“Spanish labourers in Gibraltar were notoriously paid less than their Gibraltarian and British-born colleagues [although 
they earned better money than in the Campo de Gibraltar]. In the Royal Naval Dockyard, there were three sets of 
toilets – one for the British, one for the Gibraltarians and one for the Spanish workers, each set being substantially 
inferior to the last”.42

Seizing on any form of cross-frontier resentment, strikes by Spanish workers in Gibraltar were encouraged by the 
Franco regime despite the irony that strikes were illegal in Spain at the time. Furthermore, a Spanish propaganda 
campaign aired the view that “the civilian population of Gibraltar…[were]…exploitative employers and smugglers.”43

Gibraltar Workforce 1954 1955 1956 1957 1958 1959 1960

British Men 5051 4987 4776 4745 4518 4385 4274

British Women 1359 1157 1228 1302 1253 1238 1351

Alien Men 8290 8146 8414 8116 7847 7244 7692

Alien Women 4498 4132 3944 3711 3549 3534 3320

Total 19198 18422 18362 17874 17167 16401 16637

41
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Evolution of the employment of Spanish workers in Gibraltar – Spanish statistics on the decline of workers in Gibraltar.
Tensions flared between Gibraltar and Spain when Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth II was set to visit Gibraltar on her 
Royal Tour in May 1954.  As from April 1954, Franco decreed that there would be no new passes issued to Spanish 
cross-frontier workers for Gibraltar.  This led to a gradual decrease in the number of cross-frontier workers each year 
until 1969 when 4,666 men were withdrawn as a consequence of Spain finally closing the frontier on the 9th June, 
1969. The demand for labour following the withdrawal of the Spaniards was met, to a considerable extent, by workers 
who came to Gibraltar for employment and by local labour working longer hours or taking up dual employment. Many 
United Kingdom citizens who came for the summer season were also helpful, especially during the initial period of 
readjustment. A major difficulty encountered in accepting numerous offers of work received from Britain and elsewhere 
was the lack of accommodation.45  In the Gibraltar 1969 financial report (below) one of the reasons behind the rise in 
expenditure was that of accommodating imported labour. 

46
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Source citing the gradual imposition of restrictions at the frontier.*

This account directly above is taken from an Occurrence Book at the Gibraltar frontier it states:
At 10:45pm on the 24.10.66 a crowd of about 100 persons gathered near the Police and Revenue Building to witness 
the closing of the Spanish Frontier Gates. This was done as usual by the Spaniards at 11:30pm – the closing was done the 
crowd- receiving it with singsongs and slogans. No incidents to report. T.V. and Radio were present at the closing. - COP 
[Commissioner of Police] D/COP [Deputy Commissioner of Police] and Police Reserve in attendance. Shortly after midnight 
crowd began to disperse.
Following mounting pressure at the frontier “in 1969, the British government started constitutional talks with Gibraltar, 
after which Gibraltarians were provided with significant self-government”49 Prior to the frontier closure on 9th June in 
1969 the Gibraltar Constitution was enacted on 30th of May of the same year. In its preamble it stated that the British 
Government will not alter the status of Gibraltar without the consent of the people of Gibraltar.50  This step towards 
greater self-government for the people of Gibraltar was not well received by the Government of Spain of the time and 
eventually led to a closed frontier.
*Please note that B.E.A. stands for British European Airways (later merged to form British Airways) operating in Gibraltar

48
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Looking to improve conditions for women locally the 
Gibraltar Housewives Association (now known as the 
Gibraltar Women’s Association) was founded in 1966 
by members Violet Baker, Mrs Ramirez, Angela Smith, 
Mariola Summerfield, Magda Picardo, Dorothy Scott-
Stevenson and Brenda Llambias.51

Reacting to a background of increasing hostility from 
Spain the Gibraltar Housewives Association had the 
idea of organising a petition for HM Queen Elizabeth 
II “requesting her assurance on the perpetual retention 
of British Sovereignty over the Rock and its people 
in Gibraltar”. The Association organised a table in the 
piazza with volunteers on duty from 9am to 7pm to 
collect signatures from the public. “Within 3 days, 7999 
signatures were collected: The whole of the female 
population of voting age”. Despite men being very willing 
to sign only women’s signatures were collected.52

After flying to London on the 19th of March 1966, 
members Angela Smith and Mariola Summerfield were 
initially disappointed at their reception for the petition. 
The Colonial Secretary had demanded that they hand the 
petition to him personally rather than HM the Queen. 
Not allowing this to dissuade them they told the Colonial 
Secretary they would “take [the petition] back to Gibraltar 
under protest or burn it in Trafalgar Square in the presence 
of the press”. Thanks to their perseverance they were 
received by Her Majesty’s Private Secretary at his private 
office on the 23rd of March where he relayed a message 
from HM the Queen of regret at not having been able 
to receive them in person. Having handed in the petition 
they returned to Gibraltar where they were greeted with 
jubilation by locals as well as Chief Minister and Mayor 
Joshua Hassan. The next day they were received by His 
Excellency the Governor Sir Gerald Lathbury.53

Local Women Push Back

54Photo taken on return from London featuring local women with their prams.
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“The Spanish authorities have now completely closed the land frontier with Gibraltar. About 4,600 Spanish day workers with 
jobs in Gibraltar are now prevented by their own Government from following the employment they have had, in the majority 
of cases, for many years. I understand that the Algeciras ferry is still running. The Spanish communiqué issued on Friday, 
6th June, referred to the new Constitution of Gibraltar, published there on Friday, 30th May, as being in: “open disregard of 
United Nations resolutions and contrary to the Treaty of Utrecht”. The new Constitution, however, does not entail any change 
in Gibraltar’s international status. It provides for the devolution of a greater degree of responsibility in domestic matters to 
Gibraltar Ministers. We have, of course, been in close touch with the Governor over these latest developments. His reports 
indicate that the people of Gibraltar have remained calm. The Governor is confident that essential services will be maintained. 
There are bound to be temporary difficulties, with the withdrawal of about 30 per cent of the labour force, but steps are 
being taken to deal with the shortage of labour in the private sector and hotels are expected to import staff. I am glad to say 
that the report of Lord Beeching and Lord Delacourt-Smith on Gibraltar’s manpower problems has now been presented to 
the Governor. As the Governor has said, Gibraltar’s watchword is “business as usual”. It remains the declared policy of Her 
Majesty’s Government to support Gibraltar and we will continue to sustain its people.” - The Secretary of State for Foreign 
and Commonwealth Affairs for the United Kingdom (Michael Stewart) Hansard 9th June 1969

55
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“The Beeching Report, which we are in the process 
of studying, appears to run very much in line with our 
views. It contains a number of guidelines that could be 
very useful to us, for the gradual reshaping of our society, 
in order to meet our economic needs and improve the 
quality of life in Gibraltar. Basically, it is a question of 
transforming a low wage, low productivity economy to a 
high wage, high salary, high productivity economy, and to 
achieve this we may require both financial and technical 
help from Her Majesty’s Government. This is perhaps 
one of the best and most lasting ways for Her Majesty’s 
Government to support and sustain Gibraltar.” 

– Hon. Major R. J. Peliza Gibraltar House of Assembly 
Hansard 28th August 1969  

←Robert J. Peliza was the founder of the pro-integration 
movement. The movement was conceived in 1965 as an 
attempt to further integrate Gibraltar with Britain and 
thus improve links. Peliza served as Chief Minister from 
1969 to 1972.

The Beeching report or Report of the Manpower Mission 
to Gibraltar was compiled by Lord Beeching and Lord 
Delacourt-Smith. It was an analysis of what could be 
done following the devastating labour shortages that had 
resulted from the Spanish restrictions on cross-frontier 
workers.

The report notes that the progressive tightening of 
frontier controls had an impact on revenue. The report 
offers a unique insight into the different types of labour 
that were withdrawn.

The Report ends by stating:
“We do not underestimate the magnitude, complexity, 
or delicacy of the task which confronts the people of 
Gibraltar in the situation in which circumstances have 
placed them. However, we could not conclude this report 
without saying that the impression which was made upon 
us by the civic consciousness, spirit, and resource of the 
people of Gibraltar, gave us confidence that, with good 
leadership and sound policies, this very demanding task 
can be accomplished.”
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Spanish frontier workers leaving Gibraltar, many had lost 
their livelihood. The result of the closure on the Spanish 
side was: “miles de personas emigraron a Cataluña, otras 
a Bélgica, Suiza, Alemania, Francia o Reino Unido. Para 
tratar de subsanar el daño, el Gobierno de Franco crea 
los polos industriales en los municipios vecinos de San 
Roque, Los Barrios y Algeciras.”61  “Thousands of people 
migrated to Catalonia, others to Belgium, Switzerland, 
Germany, France and the United Kingdom. To try to 
correct the damage the Franco Government created the 
industrial estates in the local municipalities of San Roque, 
Los Barrios and Algeciras”. Additionally, hundreds of 
families were separated by the closure with relatives on 
both sides of the border.62

“Gibraltar, Desolate” reported in Arriba (the Spanish Newspaper of the Falange)59  just after the frontier closure on 9th June 1969
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National Deputy Secretary of Social Planning. Department of Information. Madrid. 
The Spanish workers will not return to Gibraltar.
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2500 Gibraltarians work extraordinary hours to make up for the labour shortages 03-06-69.

64
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The Census of the Unemployed on the Spanish side of 
the Frontier 16-06-1969.
4462 of the Spanish workers who lost their jobs were 
married and would have had families to support. 
3941 workers were over 40 years old and may have 
struggled to find new employment. 
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Gibraltar Evening Post June 12th 1969 – Gibraltarians defiant of frontier closure. 
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Gibraltar Anecdote - Curious Initiatives Against Spain in London - A Group of Tavern Keepers Not to Sell Spanish Wine 
- A Reader of "The Guardian" - Why not send an oil tanker to stain Spanish beaches with grease?
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Various views of the closed frontier in the 1970s
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Gonzalo Arias has been sitting in front of the Gibraltar 
border fence for several days. Gonzalo has promised to 
fast until his body gives out or until the rulers on both 
sides realize the enormous injustice of the Gibraltar 
border.
This isn’t the first time Gonzalo has tried to stir public 
opinion. On another occasion, he jumped the fence 
and was arrested, spending a week in jail. Not satisfied, 
he tried again in a rubber boat and was also arrested, 
although this time for fewer days. His previous attempt 
involved collecting signatures in protest, right in front of 
the guards who had to arrest him again, spending two 

days in jail. This time, no one is going to arrest Gonzalo, 
who has settled very close to the border, accompanied 
by his wife, and willing to fast as long as necessary. We 
wanted to know if this decision was motivated by the fact 
that his family lived in Gibraltar.
But he told us no, that he was protesting such injustice 
only as a citizen. That’s how things are, and people on 
both sides are supporting him and collecting signatures 
for the cause. They plan to gather around 5,000 and send 
them to their respective governments, because someone 
has to do something...
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Gonzalo Arias Has Been Fasting for 
Several Days (Hispania Press - March 1979)
Protest at the Gibraltar Border
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“The Scalextric”-

the leisure activity of going for a drive 
round the rock in the car was ubiquitous 
in the years after the frontier closed.

“Los Filipinos” -

North Gorge residence of the Filipino 
migrant labourers initially involved in 
the construction of Westside School.

“La Medialuna” -

on the site of present rubble mound 
between Eastern Beach and Catalan Bay

“The Smokey Joe” -

Spanish Warship that patrolled the Bay 
of Gibraltar with lots of smoke coming 
out of its funnel.

Did you know?
Local knowledge during the Closed Frontier years

“Mons Calpe (Motor Vessel M.V.)” - 

Ferry for the transportation of cars, 
goods and passengers to and from 
Tangier. It transported many essential 
goods such as oxygen for the hospital 
and fresh fruit and vegetable to 
Gibraltar from Morocco. It was 
constructed in 1954 in Scotland. 
It was initially owned by the H. M. 
Bland & Co. Line Ltd., Gibraltar. The 
carrying capacity was 581 passengers 
and 78 cars. See image (c. 1960) →

“Ir de Palomeo” - 

Visiting Spain from Gibraltar in 
Llanito (Gibraltar’s vernacular). 

“Focona (Four corners)” -

the name given to an area by the 
frontier with La Línea in Llanito.
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Section Three –

The Frontier Opening

Diplomatic efforts led to a full opening of the frontier in 1985.

This section will examine:

•	The concerns about the opening of the frontier after it had been closed 
so long.

•	How the opening of the frontier was initially received with mixed 
feelings due to deteriorated relations between Gibraltar and Spain.
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General Francisco Franco the dictator of Spain (photo 
on left) died on November 20th, 1975. This event led to 
a gradual transition towards democracy in Spain with a 
parliamentary system and new constitution established 
by 1978. As the Government of General Franco had 
been responsible for closing the Gibraltar-Spain frontier 
in 1969 there was now hope that the frontier might be 
re-opened. A new opportunity arose when Spain wanted 
to gain access to the European Economic Community 
(E.E.C predecessor to the European Union E.U.) having 
applied to join on July 26th, 1977, under the government 
of Prime Minister Adolfo Suárez. The United Kingdom 
already being a member state of the E.E.C. since January 
1st, 1973, had a strong negotiating position vis a vis the 
Spanish application.  Negotiations for Spain’s accession 
began in February 1979 and would continue until they 
joined the E.E.C. on January 1st, 1986. Prime Minister 
Margaret Thatcher negotiating for Britain stated in 
the House of Commons on July 1st, 1982, that: “there 
can be no possible change in the status or sovereignty 
of Gibraltar…Spain cannot enter the Common Market 
[E.E.C] as long as her side of the border with Gibraltar 
remains closed.” 73
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The Valle de los Caídos (Valley of the Fallen) located in the municipality of San Lorenzo de El Escorial, Spain (near 
Madrid), is both a memorial and basilica conceived by Franco, who was buried within the mountain until October 2019.
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The Lisbon Declaration signed on the 10th April 1980 was the first of a series 
of agreements between the British and Spanish governments intended to 

resolve their differences concerning Gibraltar. 
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The Hon Joshua Hassan (the Chief Minister) is interviewed by 
the Panorama about the frontier on the 14th of July 1980.

76



38 40th Anniversary of the Full Opening of the Frontier Exhibition 

77



3940th Anniversary of the Full Opening of the Frontier Exhibition 

“Gibraltar greets frontier news with mixed feelings” proclaims 
the headline of the Chronicle in 1980.
“..opinion by the man in the street was divided as to the 
desirability of the frontier being opened…[concerns related 
to] ‘negotiations’ in connection with lifting of the restrictions 
should not be allowed to weaken the present links we have 
with Britain” 78

In the Chronicle of 1981, Francis Cantos wrote:
“As things stand the granting of EEC rights to Spanish 
nationals-either before or after the frontier is re-opened-
could literally mean that each and every unemployed 
Spaniard could compete for jobs with Gibraltarians” 79 
The Police Commissioner Michael Rowling, in an interview 
with the Chronicle of 1981 stated that:
“If Frontier re-opens more Police needed…[he warned that]…
any further reduction in their strength would lead not only to 
a reduction in the level of daily service, but would also reduce 
to unsafe levels the pool of policemen available to deal with 
any serious situation that may arise” 80

A telegram in June 1982 from the UK Embassy in Madrid 
to the Foreign & Commonwealth Office reads that: 
“The worst aspect…[of the Spanish stalling on the Lisbon 
agreement and frontier opening]…would probably be 
the considerable boost to elements in Gibraltar who had 
never trusted the Spanish Government and preferred 
splendid isolation”82

The Gibraltar Hansard in June 1982 states that 25 police 
officers, 11 police reservists, 21 customs assistant officers 
and 15 clerical assistants were employed by the Gibraltar 
Government following the proposed re-opening of the 
frontier.83

81

The possibility of re-opening the 
frontier gave rise to certain concerns:
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1983 Letter written by Prime Minister of the United Kingdom Margaret Thatcher 
to Spanish Prime Minister Felipe González Márquez.

84



4140th Anniversary of the Full Opening of the Frontier Exhibition 

Gibraltar

1. Today’s edition of ABC contains an article about Gibraltar under the headline “The 
Spanish Government Seems Disposed to Open the Gibraltar Frontier Little by Little”.

2. The article refers to the recent relaxation of frontier restrictions for compassionate 
cases and says that permission is being given to allow the border gate to be opened 
on humanitarian grounds. The article says that the Spanish authorities have denied 
that any negotiations are taking place with Britain about the half opened frontier: 
and are saying that the frontier will remain officially closed until there is a reciprocal 
gesture by Britain or the British show themselves ready to begin talks “on all their 
differences”.

3. The article quotes reliable sources as saying that the Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
are relying on the principle of gradualism to normalise the situation: and that the 
opening on compassionate grounds could be a trial balloon, which would be followed 
by other initiatives to serve to re-launch the  negotiations or at least neutralise British 
accusations that the closed frontier constitutes a grave violation of human rights. 
The source is quoted as saying that the intention is to safeguard human rights, while 
preventing the frontier between Gibraltar and La Linea from being converted into an 
important commercial or social crossing point.

4. The article goes on to argue that the application of this humanitarian principle 
in effect contradicts the content of Article 10 of the Treaty of Utrecht, in that, that 
article prohibits land communication between two countries. The article says that 
the suspension of Article 10 in this unilateral way is of primordial importance from 
the juridical and diplomatic point of view and could form an important precedent.85  

A UK diplomatic cable (above in italics) observes a Spanish press article that incorrectly interprets article 10 of the 
Treaty of Utrecht as prohibiting land communication between Gibraltar and Spain despite a partial opening of the 
frontier in 1982. What was prohibited was any smuggling across the frontier to the detriment of the King of Spain. 

3. The King said that he agreed very much with a gradual approach. He accepted that 
the opinions of the population must be respected. Gibraltar was an emotional issue 
and we must be sensitive towards public opinion and to the demands of national 
interests. But at the same time we should try to manage practical problems, such 
as naval visits, in a manner calculated to avoid difficulties. With a burst of his usual 
frankness, the King added in any case it was not to the advantage of Spain to recover 
Gibraltar in the near future. If she did so, King Hassan would immediately reactivate 
the Moroccan claim to Ceuta and Melilla.86 

Another UK diplomatic cable (above in italics) (1983) relating to the UK embassy in Madrid lays out the political 
perspective of the King of Spain Juan Carlos I on Gibraltar. It demonstrates the complicated issue of reclaiming 
Gibraltar whilst retaining Ceuta and Melilla (Spanish territory attached to Morocco). The King is preoccupied that 
should Gibraltar be handed back that Morocco may reassert their claim to the two Spanish territories in question.
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The Lisbon Agreement (or declaration), signed on April 10, 1980, between the UK and Spain, aimed to resolve 
differences regarding Gibraltar. It focused on establishing direct communications, lifting Spanish restrictions on 
Gibraltar, and initiating negotiations to address the core issues between the two countries. In 1982 following the 
Lisbon agreement the Spanish Government opened the Frontier with Gibraltar to pedestrians. “The [opening was] 
originally on a discriminatory basis, allowing only Spaniards and Gibraltarians to cross”87  Reactions upon the opening 
were mixed. Marcelino Oreja the former Spanish Foreign Affairs Minister (who had signed the Lisbon declaration) 
stated that the decision had been a mistake and that: “Spain has given away a bargaining card for nothing in return”. 88

“In April 1984, [Geoffrey] Howe [Secretary of State for Foreign and Commonwealth Affairs for the UK] and [Fernando] 
Morán [Minister of Foreign Affairs for Spain] met in Luxembourg and finally reached an agreement in principle, which 
also received the approval of the Gibraltarians through Joshua Hassan [Chief Minister of Gibraltar]. Spain agreed to 
end border restrictions in exchange for “a negotiation process” in which practical issues, but also the question of 
sovereignty would be discussed. The agreement materialised in November of that year with the signing of the Brussels 
Declaration, which replaced the Lisbon Declaration. Under this commitment, Spain fully reopened the border fence [on 
the 5th] February 1985, allowing the “free movement of people, vehicles, and goods.””91

“The complete reopening of the border was accepted as necessary by Felipe González [Prime Minister of Spain], who 
prioritised Spain’s entry into the EEC over the Gibraltar dispute. The United Kingdom had benefited from the González 
government’s needs, but he had also managed to secure the rights of Spanish workers in the British colony and leave 
the door open to claiming sovereignty over the Rock in a new context: the EEC.”92 

Fernando Morán who was interviewed on GBC (Gibraltar Broadcasting Corporation)93 was of the belief that using 
diplomacy Spain would reclaim Gibraltar through osmosis (a process by which the molecules of a solvent pass from a 
solution of low concentration to a solution of high concentration through a semi-permeable membrane) this meant a 
gradual process of reclaiming Gibraltar. 

A Gibraltarian politician the Hon Peter Cumming speaking out on Morán’s thoughts on osmosis in 1994 stated:

“I am not a chemist, but I understand osmosis as a gentle process”94

89 90

Fernando Morán 
Minister of Foreign Affairs for Spain

Geoffrey Howe
Secretary of State for Foreign and 
Commonwealth Affairs for the UK 

The Lisbon Agreement...
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Crowds queue at the frontier for opening night on the 16th of December 1982
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Gibraltar Customs entrance with movement across the frontier now well established. c. 1985-1990.
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El Pais 15th December 1982 - The Gibraltar border was opened at dawn after 13 years of blockade.
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The Brussels Declaration signed on November 27th, 1984.
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The Brussels agreement (or declaration) had various 
benefits for both Spain and Gibraltar, although there were 
many in Gibraltar who believed that too much had been 
given away.
For Spain a major benefit was that talks on the Sovereignty 
of Gibraltar with Britain would be held, this was viewed 
by the Spanish as a step towards realising the Spanish 
claim to Gibraltar. Another advantage for Spain was the 
early implementation of reciprocal rights. Reciprocal 
rights meant that the right for Spaniards to live and work 
in Gibraltar would be brought forward before Spanish 
entry to the E.E.C (European Economic Community). 
For Gibraltar a major benefit was the re-opening of the 
border allowing free passage between Gibraltar and Spain 
for the first time in many years. The other concession 
to Gibraltar was that it restated Britain’s guarantee on 
sovereignty and this was the same guarantee that was 
stated in the preamble to the 1969 Constitution. 
The Brussels process envisaged setting up joint working 
groups to discuss ways in which Spain and Gibraltar 
could begin to cooperate. Among these groups would 
be committees on Economic Development, Tourism and 
Aviation. 
It was generally hoped that this carefully planned 
agreement would satisfy both Spain and the people of 
Gibraltar especially as Chief Minister Sir Joshua Hassan 
had given the agreement his personal support, however 
this was not unanimously the case.

Joe Bossano (in the above image) leader of the Gibraltar’s 
opposition Socialist party viewed the Brussels agreement 
as giving rise to a possible betrayal of Gibraltar by Britain 
to Spain. The fear articulated by Juan Carlos Perez (a 
Socialist party politician) was that the Brussels agreement 
would create a dependence on Spain due to an increasing 
Spanish workforce that did not exist at the time. Bossano’s 
position was explained in an interview with him for UK 
television (Weekend World):
“If we ask, where do we go from here the answer must 
be that if we are living in a changing world where we 
ourselves are changing and Britain has no longer any 
use for Gibraltar. Then I think the 20 years of isolation 
have also served to make us strong within ourselves and 
in that context the feeling of being Gibraltarian and of a 
Gibraltarian Gibraltar is gathering momentum every day. 
I think it would be a mistake for other people to write 
off the possibility of independence for Gibraltar simply 
because it may not suit others it will certainly suit many 
Gibraltarians”.
An opinion poll carried out by the Gibraltar Panorama 
for UK television (Weekend World) asked a sample of 
Gibraltarians: 
“Should sovereignty be negotiated with Spain?” No: 94% 
Yes: 4% Don’t Know: 2% 99

The Brussels 
Agreement
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Scenes from the Frontier post-opening (c. 1985-1989) 
the queue in this photo indicates a long waiting time.

100
Local Abelardo Martinez serves doughnuts and other sweet 

pastries to those waiting in the frontier queue (c. 1985-1996).
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Cars In Cars Out Pedestrians In Pedestrians Out Coaches In

3,166 3,086 12,985 12,601 21

Statistics from the Panorama of the 1st of April 1986 
provide insights into the crossings at the frontier.103

This contrasts with the 2014 frontier where about 35,000 
persons cross every day with 10,000 vehicles crossing.104

Below is a table of the average daily traffic during the period:
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Panorama 18th of August 1986 – British discussions with the Franco Government to remove the frontier fence.
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Section Four –

The Present Frontier

Many years after the opening of the frontier in 1985 the relationship 
between Britain and the European Union (E.U.) changed due to Britain 
leaving the E.U. in 2020 commonly known as “Brexit” (a portmanteau of 
Britain and Exit).

This section will examine:

•	The current situation at the frontier post-Brexit.
•	The present relationship between Gibraltar and Spain

52 40th Anniversary of the Full Opening of the Frontier Exhibition 
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In 2016 due to mounting political tension Prime Minister 
David Cameron offered the British public a referendum 
on whether to retain membership of the European Union 
(E.U.). 
The above chart maps the vote by support or opposition 
to E.U. membership by U.K. region.
Gibraltar had by far the strongest vote for ‘remain’ of any 
area eligible to participate in the referendum at 95.9%.
Sentiments directly across the frontier also reflect a 
similar wish to retain a fluid frontier: “If today there 
would be a referendum in Spain: ‘do you want to close 
the border with Gibraltar, yes or no?, tomorrow at 
midnight the border would be closed […] The residents 
in the Campo [Campo de Gibraltar: in Spain surrounding 
Gibraltar] would vote no.” (President ASCTEG, interview 
June 2019) [ASCTEG stands for Asociación Sociocultural 
de los Trabajadores Españoles en Gibraltar: Sociocultural 
Association of Spanish Workers in Gibraltar ]108

The consequences of Brexit are far ranging however they 
particularly impact upon Gibraltar due to its proximity to 
Spain which has maintained its position in the European 
Union. A new treaty between the E.U. with Spain and 
Britain with Gibraltar is now on the horizon and was 
announced on the 12th of June 2025.
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The main objective of the future Agreement is to secure the future prosperity of the whole region. This will be 
done by removing all physical barriers, checks and controls on persons and goods circulating between Spain 

and Gibraltar, while preserving the Schengen area, the EU Single Market and Customs Union.110
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When […] Brexit was voted, the British Pound plummeted, immediately impacting not only Gibraltar but also the more 
than 10,000 border workers residing in La Línea, as well as the local businesses in Spain depending on them.112 

According to a 2017 Gibraltar Broadcasting Corporation (GBC) report this devaluing removed €15 million from 
circulation in La Línea, especially in the areas of hospitality and commerce.113

The above chart posits a Counterfactual should the UK have remained in the EU against two post-Brexit projections 
an optimistic scenario in which a “Soft Brexit” agreement between the EU/UK is reached and a pessimistic scenario in 
which no agreement is reached and the U.K./E.U. resort to World Trade Organisation (WTO) positions.
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Nationality	 Total	 Percent	 Flag
Spain	 10493	 68.92%	
British-Other	 1719	 11.29%
Portugal	 908	 5.96%
Romania	 454	 2.98%
Italy	 262	 1.72%
Hungary	 161	 1.06%
Poland	 158	 1.04%
British-Gibraltar	 141	 0.93%
Ireland	 139	 0.91%
Germany	 94	 0.62%
Bulgaria	 80	 0.53%
France	 71	 0.47%
Netherlands	 54	 0.35%
Slovakia	 53	 0.35%
Latvia	 44	 0.29%
Lithuania	 37	 0.24%
Czech Republic	 36	 0.24%
Greece	 34	 0.22%
Morocco	 33	 0.22%
Sweden	 25	 0.16%
Belgium	 21	 0.14%	
Denmark	 21	 0.14%
Estonia	 20	 0.13%
Croatia	 18	 0.12%
Ukraine	 17	 0.11%
China	 16	 0.11%
Finland	 12	 0.08%
Brazil	 10	 0.07%
USA	 7	 0.05%
Slovenia	 7	 0.05%	
Austria	 6	 0.04%
Philippines	 6	 0.04%
Russia	 6	 0.04%
Canada	 5	 0.03%

Nationality	 Total	 Percentage	 Flag
Indian	 5	 0.03%
Maltese	 5	 0.03%
Mexican	 5	 0.03%
Norwegian	 4	 0.03%
Ghanaian	 3	 0.02%
Swiss	 3	 0.02%
Argentinian	 2	 0.01%
Cuban	 2	 0.01%
Cypriot	 2	 0.01%
Pakistani	 2	 0.01%
Senegalese	 2	 0.01%
Armenian	 1	 0.01%
Australian	 1	 0.01%
Bolivian	 1	 0.01%
Chilean	 1	 0.01%
Colombia	 1	 0.01%
Congo	 1	 0.01%
Costa Rica	 1	 0.01%
Hong Kong	 1	 0.01%
Israel	 1	 0.01%
Kazakh	 1	 0.01%
Lebanon	 1	 0.01%
Luxembourg	 1	 0.01%
Macedonia	 1	 0.01%
Montenegro	 1	 0.01%
Mozambique	 1	 0.01%
New Zealand	 1	 0.01%
Nicaragua	 1	 0.01%
Paraguay	 1	 0.01%
Peru	 1	 0.01%
South Africa	 1	 0.01%
Taiwan	 1	 0.01%
Thailand	 1	 0.01%
Venezuela	 1	 0.01%

The above chart documents the nationalities of the cross-frontier workforce. This is a more diverse group than the 
workforce of the 1960s due in part to the significant growth of the Gaming industry in Gibraltar where 2/3rds of 
workers are cross frontier.117

116

115



Gibraltar’s Cross-Frontier workforce has grown by
45.86% in the past 10 years.

In 2013, Cross-Frontier workers
earned approximately £207,250,000.

In 2015, the Net Output effect of Gibraltar in the Campo de Gibraltar area 
(in Spain surrounding Gibraltar) was approximately £426,564,000. 

The Cross-Frontier workers work mainly in Construction (13.3%), 
Distributive Trade (21%), Hotels and Restaurants (9.5%) with services such 
as online gaming, business services, and financial intermediation making 
up the rest of the Cross-Frontier workforce (41%).118

In 2018, 50% of Gibraltar’s workforce
was Cross-Frontier labour.119

A survey taken the same year documented that, 70.5% of Gibraltarians 
reported having friends or family in Spain.120 

The unemployment rate for La Linea in 2020 was 35%
compared to 1% in Gibraltar.121
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An El Español 2021 interview with former Partido Popular politician (Minister for Foreign Affairs and Cooperation from 
2011-2016) José Manuel García-Margallo entitled:  El plan secreto de Margallo para recuperar Gibraltar que Rajoy desechó 
porque era “un lío” (Margallo’s secret plan to recapture Gibraltar, which Rajoy dismissed as “a mess”)123

•	 ¿Estaba usted más cómodo con el cierre de la verja que decretó Franco y que luego mantuvieron los primeros 
gobiernos democráticos?

•	 Franco la cerró y así lo mantuvieron Adolfo Suárez y Felipe González. La verja se abrió porque los británicos son 
muy duros negociando. Cuando teníamos que entrar en la Comunidad Económica Europea, Thatcher gritó: “O abrís 
o jamás entráis”. Me lo contó alguien que estuvo allí. 

•	 Were you more comfortable with the closure of the fence decreed by Franco and then maintained by the first 
democratic governments?

•	 Franco closed it, and Adolfo Suárez and Felipe González maintained it. The fence was opened because the British 
are very tough negotiators. When we were about to enter the European Economic Community, Thatcher shouted: 
“Either you open it or you never get in.” Someone who was there told me that.

A 18th of July 2014 article on 
YourGibraltarTV notes that “Dr. 
Garcia, Deputy Chief Minister 
[of Gibraltar] commented […] 
that […] new data shows that the 
flow rate of cars crossing into 
Spain is deliberately reduced by 
the Spanish border authorities. 
[He stated that] the brunt of 
this hardship is borne by EU 
nationals, thousands of whom 
are Spanish, who live in Spain and 
work in Gibraltar. Needless to say, 
residents of Gibraltar and tourists 
are also being affected”125
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Signatures of attendance at No. 6 Convent Place (seat of the Chief Minister of Gibraltar) of a meeting between the 
Gibraltar Government and U.K. Ministers for a Treaty with the EU (European Union) on Gibraltar.
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Signatures of attendance at No. 6 Convent Place (seat of the Chief Minister of Gibraltar) of a meeting between 
the Gibraltar Government and U.K. Ministers for a Treaty with the EU (European Union) on Gibraltar.
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A historic achievement: precisely 40 years after the full frontier opening of 1985 a post-Brexit Treaty in 2025 
is announced.
“The agreement represents a balanced, pragmatic and mutually respectful solution laying the foundations for 
freedom of movement of goods as well as people, and thereby for a future zone of shared prosperity that will 
benefit both Gibraltar and the surrounding region.”129
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