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Talking to: Fabian Picardo, Chief Minister of the British Overseas Territory of Gibraltar: 
“We are the Silicon Valley of Online Gaming:” 
 
Chief Minister, Gibraltar, Europe's last colony, is now 300 years old and still under British rule, as the 
Treaty of Utrecht laid down in 1713. What is there to celebrate? 
 
Gibraltar has been British for 308 years already, as it was first conquered. A legal title for Gibraltar 
came when peace for the whole of Europe was negotiated in Utrecht in 1713. The treaty itself, 
however, does not give cause for celebration, as, among other reasons, it was formulated in a highly 
discriminatory manner. For example, it does not allow Jews or Moors to settle there. For this reason, 
this is a year of commemoration of a historic moment but not an occasion to set off fireworks.  
 
When you began your mandate as head of government in December 2011, you said in your first 
appearance the UN’s Decolonisation Committee, “Gibraltar will never be Spanish.” Do you really 
believe that? 
 
I am firmly convinced of that. Because today’s Europe is about the people rather than the states.  
People want to live in peace and in a common market. In this context, the Germans want to be 
German, the Spaniards Spanish and the inhabitants of Gibraltar British. The will of the people counts. 
And I would expect a mature democracy such as the Spanish one to respect that. 
 
You also want Gibraltar deleted from the UN list of colonies.  You have even made that one of the 
main goals of your policy. What is to replace this status - independence? 
 
Certainly not, although we seek the right to self-determination. We strive for a tailor made solution, 
which best fits the territory in question. In our case, that means a status under the British Crown, 
which allows us a maximum of self-government, just short of independence. Actually, Spain also 
believes we should be taken off the list, but then incorporated into the Kingdom of Spain.  
 
The conservative Spanish Premier, Mariano Rajoy, won his election just a week before you, as a 
Socialist, prevailed in Gibraltar. Has he been making life difficult for you since then?   
 
I lead a happy life, and this also applies to the people of Gibraltar. Our economy is booming like 
hardly any other in the European Union. We are in the position to finance a place at university in the 
UK for each of our students. But I understand that the attitude of the present Spanish government is 
not as forthcoming as that of the previous Socialist one. 
 
Is it also less friendly? 
 
Yes, it is. And I have to say that now we don’t even have an unfriendly contact. We have none. I 
would therefore urge the Spanish government to resume the tripartite talks that include Great 
Britain which it broke off.   
 
  



In recent times, there has been repeated friction regarding fishing rights, the environment, the 
construction of the airport and sometimes even threatening encounters between ships of the two 
sides. Is there really only radio silence? 
 
There is no dialogue at all because the Spanish government withdrew from the trilateral Forum. But 
despite the radio silence, I must also say that our Police and the Guardia Civil undertake joint 
operations every day in the Strait of Gibraltar against drug running and human trafficking. We have 
brisk economic relations and have created about 10,000 jobs for Spaniards. And, interestingly, every 
year, hundreds of people from both sides of the frontier fall in love with each other and start 
families. 
 
Gibraltar has a gross domestic product the equivalent of 1.5 billion euros. That's not bad for two 
square kilometres around a rock. Was makes you so wealthy? 
 
The port as a hub, tourism with seven million visitors and around 200 cruise ships per year. On some 
days there are more tourists than inhabitants. Then there are our Financial Services, severely 
regulated and in full compliance with EU standards. We also have a growing Internet gambling 
business. The world's largest companies are resident here, not because the rules are lax, as they 
often are elsewhere. On the contrary. We provide for strict control and security. Gibraltar is already 
the Silicon Valley of online gambling. I hope that it will soon be the Silicon Valley for financial 
transactions in Europe.  
 
Is it true that there are more companies registered in Gibraltar than there are inhabitants? Are many 
of them just mailboxes? 
 
That is not correct. We have 18,000 companies for 32,000 inhabitants. Of these, the majority are 
active companies, only about 4,000 are investment companies. We have no more mailbox 
companies than any other developed country in the world. 
 
Gibraltar's corporate tax is ten percent, in Spain it is thirty percent. For this reason, the Spanish 
Finance Minister complains that this difference is attracting Spanish companies like flies. 
This earn their money in Spain and pay their taxes in Gibraltar. Is that true? 
 
No. The Finance Minister also says that companies evade taxes in Gibraltar and he wants to prevent 
that. I say, that I want that, too. We already do that very successfully with countries with whom we 
have agreements on tax information exchange. We provide such information under bilateral 
agreements. If Spain believes that there are some companies [that evade taxes], then why doesn’t 
the government ask us? We don’t want a cent of evaded money from Spain. 
 
One more question about money. A few years Lisbeth Salander from Stieg Larsson's "Millennium" 
trilogy opened an account in Gibraltar and then hid hundreds of millions there. Impossible? 
 
Impossible then, impossible today. But it was a very exciting book. 
 
What has the Government of Gibraltar done and what is it doing to get rid of the old image of a tax 
haven? 
 
The world of on-shore and off-shore has simply changed. Since the nineties, we have been 
demanding that tax evasion be tackled according to the same rules everywhere, as we do here. 
When the OECD overcame Spanish rhetoric and actually carried out inspections here, we were 



placed on the White List. In financial services, Gibraltar is on every white list in the world. We are not 
a tax haven. 
 
How is Gibraltar's relationship with her other neighbour, Morocco? 
 
Excellent. For me, that is another priority. Morocco is an extremely important strategic partner. The 
Strait of Gibraltar is just 14 kilometres at its widest point and has traditionally controlled the access 
to the Mediterranean. 
 
How many Moroccans work in Gibraltar? 
 
The numbers have declined substantially. When General Franco closed the border with Gibraltar in 
1969, many Moroccans came to work here, especially in the port. At the peak period, there were 
5,000. Many, however, went back and retired. Currently, we have about a thousand. 
 
UEFA wants to decide this month whether to accept Gibraltar as a full member. Will you soon play 
against Barcelona and Real Madrid in the Champions League? 
 
I'm a big football fan and hope that our team can soon play alongside their European partners. But 
this is a sports topic, with which the government does not interfere. But let me say one thing: As an 
old Liverpool fan I have suffered for too long and would therefore really bet on Gibraltar in the 
Champions League. 
 
John Le Carré's new thriller "A Delicate Truth“ is set in Gibraltar and has just about everything: Arms 
dealers, terrorists, conspirators on luxury yachts, organized crime. Is that all just the imagination of a 
novelist? 
 
Thank you, John. It has to be invented, because don’t permit arms dealing and the like here.  
 
And finally: Are there too many monkeys on the rock? 
 
There are too many. Even though Winston Churchill said that as long as there were monkeys here, 
Gibraltar would be British. And some argue, therefore, that there cannot be enough monkeys. But 
we now have more than 200. They form packs and regularly come down to town to search for food. 
That bothers people and so something must be done. The previous government wanted to cull. I was 
already strictly against that as leader of the opposition. Today I am announcing my new ape 
management plan which includes the export to North Africa, where they can be adequately 
accommodated. In this way, we can control their numbers and do not need to kill a single one. 
 
Interview by Leo Wieland. 


