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U.S. Should Condemn Spain’s Bullying Tactics over Gibraltar
Luke Coffey and Nile Gardiner, PhD, and Ted R. Bromund, PhD

pain’s recent antagonistic behavior toward

Gibraltar, a British Overseas Territory on the
Iberian Peninsula, for recently constructing an arti-
ficial reef inside the limits of its territorial waters is
unbecoming of a NATO ally in 21st-century Europe.

Gibraltar has been under the sovereign control of
the United Kingdom for 300 years. However, Madrid
has recently pursed a campaign of intimidation
toward Gibraltarians. The U.K. is America’s number
one ally, and Spain is an important NATO ally. The
U.S. should encourage Spain to cease its insolent
behavior toward the people of Gibraltar and the U.K.

British for More Than 300 Years. Gibraltar,
commonlyreferred to simply as “the Rock,” isarocky
headland on the southern coast of Spain that covers
just over 2.7 square miles. It is strategically locat-
ed at the western entrance to the Mediterranean
Sea, where the straits between Europe and Africa
are only 8.6 miles wide. Its 30,000 inhabitants, the
overwhelming majority of whom are British citizens,
have no wish to be part of Spain.

British forces, with the help of Dutch forces, first
captured Gibraltar from the Spanish in 1704 during
the War of the Spanish Succession. However, it was
not until the 1713 Treaty of Utrecht, which brought
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an end to the war, that the Spanish crown formally
ceded Gibraltar to the U.K.

Regarding the status of Gibraltar, Article X of the
1713 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 entire 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.

Like all British Overseas Territories, Gibraltar
is economically self-supporting, the sole excep-
tion being its defense, which is provided by Britain.
However, there is a local defense force, the Royal
Gibraltar Regiment, which has deployed troops to
Afghanistan and Iraq alongside U.S. forces.!

Gibraltar Has Spoken. The status and future
of Gibraltar is a matter of self-determination for
the people living there. On this issue, the people of
Gibraltar have made their feelings known for some
time. In a 1967 referendum, 99.6 percent voted to
remain British. This was followed up in November
2002 with a referendum on whether Gibraltarians
wanted the U.K. and Spain to share sovereignty over
the territory. This referendum was overwhelmingly
rejected by 98.9 percent of voters.?

Consequently, it is the official position of the U.K.
government that it will never begin negotiations or
enter into an agreement on sovereignty without the
consent of the government of Gibraltar and its people.
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Looking for a Distraction? Spain’s disdain for
British control of Gibraltar is hypocritical, since
Spain has two similar exclaves—Ceuta and Melilla—
in Morocco. Many see Spain’s increasingly aggres-
sive stance on Gibraltar as being more about a strug-
gling government that is reeling from economic
woes and a brewing political scandal than it is about
Gibraltar being a British Overseas Territory.?

Spanish Prime Minister Mariano Rajoy is cur-
rently embroiled in a scandal in which his name
and the names of other well-placed members of his
Popular Party were published by Spanish media as
having received kickback payments from construc-
tion companies. Although Rajoy has claimed not to
have received any kickbacks, a recent poll in Spain
found that 72 percent of Spaniards believe Rajoy is

“not telling the truth.™

To add to Rajoy’s political problems are Spain’s
economic woes. Spain already received a €100 bil-
lion bailout last year from the European Union and
the International Monetary Fund. It is still stuck in
arecession, and unemployment for June 2013 stood
at 26.3 percent overall and 56.1 percent for youth
(under 25).° Gibraltar offers a convenient distraction.

Spain’s Campaign of Intimidation. As a
response to Gibraltar’s building an artificial reef
in its territorial waters, Spain has resorted to bul-
lying tactics against the Gibraltarians. Long delays
at the Gibraltar-Spain border of up to seven hours

have become a recent problem due to dispropor-
tionate checks introduced by the Spanish authori-
ties on vehicles both leaving and entering Gibraltar.
Officials in Madrid have recently suggested that a
€50 ($66.29) tax could be imposed on every vehicle
entering or leaving Gibraltar. Spain is also consider-
ing closing its airspace to flights heading to Gibraltar,
and it has been hinted that Spanish tax authorities
might launch an investigation into property owned
by about 6,000 Gibraltarians in neighboring parts
of Spain to determine whether there are any “fiscal
irregularities.”

There have also been numerous incursions into
Gibraltar’s territorial waters by Spanish naval law
enforcement ships. In 2012, there were around
200 unlawful incursions into Gibraltar’s territo-
rial waters by Spanish state vessels, a nearly tenfold
increase from 2011.° These incursions are a clear
infringement on British sovereignty.

Spain announced this week that it will sell 20
Mirage fighter jets to Argentina. In light of recent
saber-rattling coming from Buenos Aires regarding
the future of the Falkland Islands, this will likely be
another irritant in Madrid’s relationship with the
UK.

What the U.S. Should Do. According to the U.S.
State Department’s website, “the U.S. recognizes
Gibraltar as an overseas territory of the United
Kingdom based on the 1713 Treaty of Utrecht.””
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While the historical background of Gibraltar is
important and the Treaty of Utrecht is clear on who
possess Gibraltar today, it is ultimately secondary to
the inherent right of the Gibraltarians to decide how
they wish to be governed and to whom they owe their
allegiance.

The U.S. was founded in 1776 on an assertion of
this right. It should live up to this heritage by con-
demning Spain’s recent behavior by recognizing the
Gibraltarians’ right to self-determination and right
to choose their own government.

It’s About Self-Determination. It is worth
reminding the Spanish government that the
Gibraltar issue is, above all, a matter of self-determi-
nation,justasitisforthe Falkland Islandersvis-a-vis
Argentina. The U.S. is wrong not to support the self-
determination of the Falkland Islanders. It should
not double down on its mistake by doing the same
regarding the Gibraltarians. Margaret Thatcher
put it well when she was asked about the future of
Gibraltar at a press conference at the United Nations
in June 1982, with a message that rings just as true
30 years later:

As you know, we have consistently said that the
wishes of the inhabitants of Gibraltar are para-
mount and those would be our first consideration.
That after all, and I cannot stress it too often, is
what democracy is all about—not imposing some-
thing upon the peoples of a territory but consult-
ing them about their wishes.?

Spain is an important European partner of the
U.S., asignificant NATO ally that contributes troops
to the mission in Afghanistan and has sent forces to
Iraq. But its aggressive behavior toward Gibraltar
and the U.K. cannot be ignored.
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