Portsmouth marks 25 years since LGBT military ban repeal with rainbow Landing Craft tribute
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As Portsmouth prepares to celebrate UK Pride, the memories of a contentious chapter in military history come to the forefront. This year marks 25 years since the repeal of the ban on LGBT individuals serving in the British Armed Forces. In a poignant tribute, the Landing Craft F8 has been adorned in vibrant rainbow colours, symbolising not only pride but also the struggles faced by many veterans who served under this prohibition. The collaboration between Portsmouth Historic Quarter and the military charity Fighting with Pride aims to honour these voices while shedding light on the enduring trauma inflicted by discriminatory legislation.
For many veterans, like former Sub Lieutenant Roly Woods, reminiscing about their time in the Royal Navy evokes feelings of anguish and secrecy. Woods, who served on HMS Leeds Castle during the Falklands War, recalls how he suppressed his identity to navigate a military culture rife with institutional homophobia. In a candid reflection, he shared, “At one stage during my naval career, I was challenged by my commanding officer.” Faced with the stark choice between honesty and career preservation, Woods opted to conceal his truth, an act that brought years of inner turmoil. “Bottling it all up for decades is not something that can be switched off overnight,” he explained. This struggle resonates deeply within the veteran community, revealing a legacy of loss and despair—many veterans faced not only professional repercussions but also homelessness, estranged family ties, and, tragically, mental health crises.
The consequences of the “gay ban” extended beyond individual stories, affecting the military as a whole. A recent report from Northumbria University highlights the extensive toll that the ban has taken, revealing that 86% of LGBT+ veterans felt their mental health deteriorated due to dismissals related to their sexuality. Moreover, around 74% reported financial difficulties stemming from their experiences. This data reinforces calls for more robust support systems, including comprehensive mental health services and financial assistance for those affected.
In a significant political gesture, Prime Minister Rishi Sunak issued an apology in July 2023 for the “appalling failure” of the state to protect its LGBT veterans. This apology followed the LGBT Veterans Independent Review, which underscored shocking accounts of invasive medical examinations and police investigations during the height of the ban. Alongside the apology, there was a commitment to financial reparations and the restoration of medals to acknowledge the service of affected individuals.
Despite steps toward redress, including a compensation scheme announced in December 2024, many advocates argue that the £70,000 offered to veterans fails to fully address the deep-seated injustices and long-term impact of the ban. For some, like former Royal Navy radio operator Emma Riley, who was instrumental in challenging the ban's legality, the journey towards equality remains fraught. Riley, who was discharged in the early 1990s, described her treatment as “humiliating and ridiculous.” Her landmark case reached the European Court of Human Rights, ultimately playing a crucial role in the lifting of the ban in 2000. 
As veterans and allies gather to commemorate their history in Portsmouth, the enduring scars left by the ban are palpable. Many still grapple with the aftermath of a policy that not only distanced them from their identities but also upended their lives. The narratives shared during this pride celebration serve as a reminder of both the progress made and the distance still to travel in affirming the dignity and service of all who don the uniform.
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