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MINUTES1 
 

12th EU-Iceland Joint Parliamentary Committee meeting 
 

Tuesday, 18 September 2018 

Reykjavik 

 
9:00-12:00 and 13:30-16:00 

Venue: Harpa Concert and Conference Hall 

Meeting room Ríma 

 

 
In the Chair:  

 
Ms Áslaug Arna SIGURBJÖRNSDÓTTIR, Chair of the Icelandic delegation, Member of the 
Icelandic Parliament. 
Ms Catherine STIHLER, Vice-Chair of the Working Group to the EU-Iceland Joint 

Parliamentary Committee, Member of the European Parliament. 
 
 

Session I - 9:00-12:00 

 
The first session was chaired by Ms Catherine STIHLER, Vice-Chair of the Working Group 
to the EU-Iceland Joint Parliamentary Committee, Member of the European Parliament. 
 

 

1.  Opening of the meeting  

 
The meeting was opened by the two Co-Chairs of the Joint Parliamentary Committee (JPC). 

 
Ms Áslaug Arna SIGURBJÖRNSDÓTTIR welcomed the members of the EU-Iceland 
Joint Parliamentary Committee (JPC) at its 12th meeting stressing a long-term and 
successful cooperation between the European and Icelandic Parliaments. She underlined that 

it was the first meeting after the elections in Iceland and that new members of the Icelandic 
Parliament looked forward to cooperating with the European Parliament. 
 
Ms Catherine STIHLER expressed her gratitude to the Althing for hosting the meeting. 

She further expressed her satisfaction with meeting the Chair of the Delegation of the Althing 
as well as the distinguished members of the Icelandic delegation. She introduced the 
European Parliament’s delegation and noted that the agenda for the meeting was very 
interesting and ambitious. 

 

 

2.  Adoption of the draft agenda 
 

The draft agenda was approved.  
 

                                              
1 The minutes may be subject to subsequent technical and linguistic adaptation, if necessary. 
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3.  Approval of the draft minutes of the 11th EU-Iceland Joint Parliamentary 

Committee meeting 

 
The Chair announced that due to technical problems the minutes of the last meeting could 
not be distributed to the Members of the Joint Parliamentary Committee in advance and that 
these would need to be therefore adopted by written procedure after the meeting. 

 

 

4.  Brexit 
 

Addresses by: 

 Ms Catherine STIHLER, Member of the European Parliament 

 Ms Hanna Katrín FRIÐRIKSSON, Member of the Icelandic Parliament 

 
 
Ms Catherine STIHLER recalled the Brexit-related aspects of European Commission 
President Jean-Claude Juncker’s recent State of the Union speech, where the President had 

been very clear that no third country could enjoy the same benefits as an EU Member State. 
She underlined that the UK and the EU would always cherish a special relationship but there 
was still a number of non-resolved issues concerning Brexit, particularly as regards the 
question of the Irish border. She added that the feeling in the EP was that the EU clearly 

wanted a withdrawal agreement and to have the UK leave in an orderly manner. She 
underlined that the next months were crucial for the UK’s future and expressed concern 
about uncertainty. 
 

Ms Hanna Katrín FRIÐRIKSSON informed that Brexit was a high priority issue for 
Iceland. Internationally, the UK is the second biggest market of Iceland and most of Icelandic 
industry is touched by connections with the UK through the EEA agreement. Britain 
amounts for 10% of the export and 10% of the import of Icelandic products and services. 

She explained that Iceland noted with concern the political strife between the UK and the 
rest of the EU, and was worried about the prospect of a no deal scenario. The MP explained 
that Iceland’s focus was threefold:  
 

1) to ensure that the UK withdrawal agreement would be reflected in the future 
agreement between Iceland and Britain;  

2) to observe closely the situation in Britain for the no-deal scenario;  
3) to prepare for Iceland’s negotiations with the UK after the Brexit, in cooperation 

with the EEA partners.  
 

Ms Friðriksson suggested that Brexit would make both the UK and the EU weaker. She 
enquired about the possibility for the EFTA EEA countries to start future relationship 

negotiations before the UK’s withdrawal and about the EU’s point of view about a second 
referendum on EU membership.  
 

Discussion 

 
Mr Michael MANN; Head of the EU delegation to Iceland, answered that it was up to 
Britain if they wanted another vote. He further noted that no formal negotiations were 
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possible between the UK and the third countries before Brexit takes place. Obviously, the 
EU was aware of the fact that there were non-formal talks ongoing. 
 

He added that since the situation was completely new, there were many uncertainties around 
it. Including votes in 29 parliaments and the European Parliament, as well as a possible UK 
domestic political crisis after reaching the deal with the EU. He stressed that the Icelandic 
government should inform people and business about what to do in case of no-deal scenario 

as it could have a very harsh consequences for the business and citizens in the country (e.g. 
planes not landing and trade stopping). 
 
Mr Smári MCCARTHY, Member of the Icelandic Parliament, noted that there was very 

little time left to the withdrawal date. He reported on the recent visit of the Icelandic 
Parliament’s delegation to the UK, where his feeling had been that there was little  
constructive thought in London on what would happen next. In his opinion, it seemed that 
the UK was preparing much more for a no-deal scenario than for any other option. He said 

that from the Icelandic perspective, the goal was to maintain good trade relations with the 
UK. Otherwise, it would cost Iceland 13-14% of the overall trade and it would be a disaster 
for the country’s economy.  
 

Mr Logi EINARSSON, Member of the Icelandic Parliament, agreed that Brexit would 
weaken both the EU and the UK. He lamented that all countries were focused on their own 
national interests and perspectives, and had forgotten about the important common 
challenges such as the climate change, values, and peace and food in the world. In his 

opinion, the decision makers should turn their discussion to common values instead; 
otherwise, it was not just the EU and the UK but the whole world that would become weaker. 
He suggested that the politicians needed to be a little bit more philosophical and idealistic in 
this respect. 

 
Ms Angelika MLINAR, Member of the European Parliament, agreed with the previous 
speaker that in time like this, people that stand for the same values and followed the same 
reasoning should be in alliance, regardless of their political views. Referring to the 

withdrawal agreement, she reminded that even if the deal would be reached, it had to be later 
approved by parliaments concerned. Ms Mlinar said that Members of the European 
Parliament were still hoping for a deal but reaching one was starting to look less and less 
probable.  

 
Ms Bjarkey Olsen GUNNARSDÓTTIR, Member of the Icelandic Parliament, said that 
politicians should think outside the box in the interests of the humankind and well-
functioning society. She expressed concern about uncertainty should the withdrawal 

agreement not find the approval of the British Parliament and wondered if there would be 
another referendum. 
 
Ms Áslaug Arna SIGURBJÖRNSDÓTTIR underlined the importance of looking ahead 

and being ready for all possible outcomes of the EU-UK negotiations, for the sake of the 
Icelandic people.  
 
Ms Catherine STIHLER advocated keeping all options on the table, including the second 

referendum. Since the first vote was about leaving, the second vote would need to be on the 
terms. This is particularly important in her view because the current deal does not provide 
for internal market access, which is vital for Scottish businesses.  
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Ms Hanna Katrín FRIÐRIKSSON thanked the participants for the good debate and joined 
Mr Einarsson and Ms Mlinar in their calls to look at the big picture and address pragmatic 

issues too. She concluded by calling on those Icelandic politicians who are positive about 
the EU, to look into how to strengthen Iceland- EU relations. 

 

 

5.  Foreign policy dialogue: the transatlantic relationship 
 

Addresses by: 

 Ms Catherine STIHLER, Member of the European Parliament 

 Ms Áslaug Arna SIGURBJÖRNSDÓTTIR, Chair of the Icelandic delegation, 
Member of the Icelandic Parliament  

 

 
Ms Catherine STIHLER informed that the European Parliament had the week before 
adopted a new resolution on the state of the EU-US relations. She stressed that despite recent 
divergences, the EU and the US were still the closest allies and likeminded partners in the 

international arena. Ms Stihler underlined that the EU and the US faced currently a number 
of challenges but broadly still shared values such as freedom, democracy, promotion of 
peace and stability, human rights and the rule of law. She stressed the EU’s strategic interest 
in seeking ways to preserve a strong transatlantic relationship. She recalled that the EU was 

involved in talks with the US congress to avoid unfair tariffs, especially on cars. She 
expressed concern about the US’s withdrawal from the strong presence in the liberal 
international order. She stressed that the EU was a rules-based community, so it was its vital 
interest to hold up rules based on international order and multilateralism. Therefore, the EU 

had a responsibility to build up its strategic autonomy to face a great number of challenges 
and to defend the current global system. She underlined that the EU was not alone in its 
defence of the multipolar order, and that likeminded allies included Iceland. 
  

Ms Áslaug Arna SIGURBJÖRNSDÓTTIR opined that in the world where information 
was spread very quickly, it was difficult to grasp what was going on and Iceland was very 
dependent on economic stability of other countries, so any instability was difficult for 
Iceland. She underlined that the EU was their biggest trade partner, so its stability was very 

important for Iceland. She expressed her concern regarding US rhetoric on the national 
security when imposing tariffs. She also expressed concern about the US blocking judges to 
be appointed on WTO panels, since this presented a threat to the cooperation that Iceland 
depended on. She reminded that Iceland was a part of the single market and welcomed the 

EU decision to exempt Iceland from its countermeasures to the US steel tariffs. She also 
underlined that an EU-US trade war would be very negative and serious but if it occurred, 
Iceland would be on the side of the EU. She expressed her satisfaction that the US was 
working on waving of tariffs vis-a-vis the EU and stressed how important trade freedom was 

for Iceland. 
 

 

Discussion 

 
Mr Smári MCCARTHY said that isolationism, nationalistic and transactional 
understanding of international trade relations, pushed by the current President of the US 
created a lot of strain on global institutions, including the UN, the UN agencies, UNESCO, 
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NATO, WTO and many others that were targeted by Trump. It created a trade war in tariffs 
between China and the US and between the US and the EU. He stressed that this kind of 
trade war created a lot of damage to both as well as countries engaged in trade. Moreover, 

the current situation also reduced the ability of development countries to enter useful and 
constructive trade relations. He argued that countries like Iceland should step up 
international involvement and that their new seat in the UN Human Rights Council was a 
step in the right direction. It should step up protecting liberal internationalism, promoting 

free trade, rules in the international relations and international peace. He underlined that 
Iceland was a small country with no military, no ability to protect itself so they were relying 
on the good will of countries surrounding it and rules-based exchanges between nations. It 
should use its small but historically quite mighty voice to remind world leaders that human 

cost of not having good international relations had been immense in the past.  
 
Ms Angelika MLINAR supported the previous speaker. She underlined that protectionism 
and nationalist approach had been proven unsuccessful in the past and that there was no 

indication to the contrary for the future. She agreed that there were deficiencies in big 
international organisations. However, in her view, this should not be used as an excuse to go 
ahead and to destroy the institutions that had proven to be very helpful for the development 
of the humanity as such. She asked the Icelanders to be even more vocal about this, since 

Iceland had always had a very special role in international relations and its voice would be 
heard.  
 
Ms Áslaug Arna SIGURBJÖRNSDÓTTIR underlined the importance of good 

international relations for Iceland. Responding to a question by Ms Stihler, she said 
regarding the North Atlantic Treaty Organisation (NATO) that it was important for Iceland 
to be with NATO. Although they did not have an army, Iceland’s geographical position had 
a lot to offer. Iceland is one of the 29 countries at the table with the important countries in 

the world and its voice count as much as other voices. 
 
Ms Bjarkey Olsen GUNNARSDÓTTIR said that hers was the only party that supported 
exiting the NATO but that they followed the government’s defence policy because they were 

for peaceful solutions. 
 
Mr Gunnar Bragi SVEINSSON, Member of the Icelandic Parliament, said that Iceland 
needed to be credible in what is was saying. He argued that it was not credible for Iceland to 

take a seat in the UN Human Rights Council and at the same time not to have an employee 
at the Council of Europe in Strasbourg nor a representative at the European Parliament. He 
also expressed concern about Iceland cutting back representation at the OSCE.  
 

Mr Smári MCCARTHY supported the previous speaker and criticised Iceland for being 
the only country in the OSCE that was currently not actively involved in the special 
monitoring mission in Ukraine. He argued that the relationship with NATO was very good 
and argued for being pragmatic about the relations with the US. Although Iceland could not 

defend itself, they brought North Atlantic to the NATO and provided geostrategic assets that 
should not be overlooked in this context. 
  
Ambassador Michael MANN said that the EU and the US had the right to disagree despite 

being close allies. The EU and the US continue to have common values and the two partners 
will continue to cooperate whenever they can. The EU has a serious disagreement with the 
current US administration about the role of multilateralism in the world. With the US 
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stepping back from its international role, the EU needs to take itself more seriously as a 
global power and be more assertive, something that in his view the EU did quite 
successfully.  

 
 

6.  Foreign policy dialogue: trade relations with third countries  
 

Addresses by: 

 Mr Michael MANN, Head of the EU delegation to Iceland 

 Mr Smári MCCARTHY, Member of the Icelandic Parliament 

 Ms France JAMET, Member of the European Parliament 
 
 
Ambassador Michael MANN explained that the EU worked very hard to uphold a well-

balanced and well-functioning rules-based global trading system, where free and fair trade 
was a win-win for both the EU and its partners. He added that the EU was working to harness 
globalisation for the benefit of the EU citizens through well-balanced trade agreements that 
boosted economic growth and jobs in Europe, as well as with trade defence tools that 

protected the EU against abuses. The EU is a leading advocate of the rules-based 
international trade system with the World Trade Organisation at its centre. Together with its 
international partners, it has designed a clear set of rules that create certainty for businesses 
and stability for economies. He reminded that the Commission was also preparing the ground 

to reform the WTO together with its partners.  
 
The EU’s view is that the multilateral rules as they currently stand need to be updated for 
the system to work more efficiently and to address current challenges, such as intellectual 

property theft, forced technology transfer, industrial subsidies, distortions created by state-
owned enterprises, and overcapacity. The EU has established together with the US and Japan 
a trilateral cooperation mechanism in these sectors.  
 

The WTO reform was identified as an important issue in the EU-US Joint Statement of 25 
July 2018. Furthermore, joint working group on the topic was established between the EU 
and China at July 2018 EU-China summit. Engagement in discussions with the 
administration on trade has resulted in the Commission President Jean-Claude Juncker and 

President Trump launching a new phase in the EU-US trade relationship at the White House 
meeting on 25 July 2018. Both sides agreed that no new tariffs would be imposed and agreed 
to work towards the elimination of all existing industrial tariffs. They also agreed to further 
develop cooperation in a number of sectors including energy and regulatory issues and the 

EU-US executive working group established on that occasion is already working on 
implementing the Joint Statement. Instead of providing an answer to systemic problems , 
unilateral action risks disrupting global trade and feeding an escalation from which there will 
be no winners, only losers.  

 
The EU continues to create opportunities for European citizens and businesses through well-
balanced and progressive trade agreements with like-minded partners. The EU’s trade 
agreements ensure the trade is fair and that it is based on common values and principles. All 

new EU trade agreements reiterate the parties’ right to regulate, and include a substantial 
chapter on sustainable development that upholds and promotes social and environmental 
standards. The Juncker Commission has so far finalised and started implementing several 
well-calibrated trade agreements bringing the overall number to 39 EU trade agreements 
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with 69 partners across the world. The EU signed an economic partnership agreement with 
Japan in July 2018, the biggest trade deal ever negotiated by the EU, creating an open trade 
zone covering over 600 million people and nearly a third of global GDP. It will remove the 

vast majority of the 1 billion euros in duties paid by EU exporters, as well as eliminating 
long-standing regulatory barriers. This is also the first agreement to incorporate the 
commitments made under the Paris Agreement. The Commission has also reached a political 
agreement with Mexico to make practically all trade in goods between the EU and Mexico 

duty-free, including in the agricultural sector. Within the boundaries of existing multilateral 
rules, the Commission does whatever it takes to defend European producers and workers 
against unfair trading practices. The EU can act swiftly and effectively in defence of 
European interests, in line with existing multilateral rules. Reacting to US tariffs on steel and 

aluminium, the Commission launched legal proceedings in the WTO, put in place 
rebalancing measures and shielded European producers by adopting safeguard measures 
from which Iceland was exempted. In principle, the same logic would be applied if the EU 
were forced to put in place safeguard measures on aluminium.  

 
The EU has a very close trading relationship with Iceland through the EEA that gives Iceland 
full access to the single market and the four freedoms. The EU and Iceland also trade in 
agricultural and fisheries products, covered by free trade agreements dating back a few 

decades but which have been updated over the decades. For example, in May this year, a 
new round of liberalisation of trade in agricultural products was introduced for both 
processed products and for primary products, as well as for the first time an agreement on 
geographical indications was achieved.  

 
The EU is and will remain an advocate of the rules-based international trade system. It will 
continue to pursue trade agreements for the benefit of the European companies and all 
citizens. 

 
Mr Smári MCCARTHY gave a brief overview of where Iceland stood on trade with third 
countries. He explained that Iceland was a small country and very depended on the rules-
based global system. He therefore expressed concern about increased protectionism. He said 

that the EU remained a crucial trade partner and that it was very important to continue to 
develop and to deepen the EEA agreement, which was Icelandic most important free trade 
agreement and possibly one of the most important Icelandic international agreement overall 
with the potential exception for human rights agreements. Even discounting the Rotterdam 

effect, the EU will continue to be the largest market after Brexit. 72 per cent of Icelandic 
exports go to the EU. The EU and EFTA partners count together for 78 per cent of Icelandic 
trade. The remaining 22 per cent is covered by agreements achieved in the frameworks 
EFTA, except for China with whom Iceland has a bilateral deal. As an EFTA state, Iceland 

punches above its weight, coming in after the EU to protect its trade interests. In addition to 
playing catch-up, EFTA is aiming to go global too. In his view, the general approach should 
be to expand free trade networks as far as possible. He recognised that there were challenges 
on the horizon, such as the agreement with the UK after Brexit. There are however lots of 

opportunities for Iceland to trade more and also potential for investments in Latin America.  
 
Ms France JAMET said that she was not aligned with the EU position and argued that 
Iceland's approach was closer to her own political views. She admired how Iceland had 

overcome the banking crisis. In her view the EU, the EU has still not done the same and its 
financial system is as before the crisis. She expressed dissatisfaction over the Commission’s 
monopoly of trade negotiations, which in her view presents a democratic deficit. The 



8 
 

agreement that President Juncker negotiated with President Trump was done without the 
involvement of the European Parliament and the EU citizens. She argued that it was 
important to leave the multilateral logic if the EU wanted to be respected outside. Likewise, 

political liberalism should be replaced by national, environmental, social and democratic 
liberalism. In her view, the EU is in deep crisis. She deplored its obsession with 
multilateralism and free trade agreements. The EU needs reform, she said, and brought 
Iceland as a good example to follow. She argued that the EU should provide its Member 

States with the means to defend their independence and respect subsidiarity. 

 

Discussion 

 

Mr Jón GUNNARSSON, Member of the Icelandic Parliament, underlined that Iceland 

could not have overcome the financial crisis in the same way if the country had been within 

the EU. The depreciation of the krona allowed the country to mitigate the crisis. Regarding 

the recently achieved agreements on the liberalisation of agricultural trade with the EU, he 

argued that the country was entirely convinced about their benefits. At the same time, he 

informed that import of raw food could be a problem for Iceland. He called for understanding 

on these issues and stressed that it was elementary for Iceland to remain free of the bacteria 

and diseases that could endanger its agriculture.  
 

Mr Logi EINARSSON argued that while devaluating the currency had saved the country, 

it had indebted households. The population was effectively left with worthless houses and 

high debts, while the businesses were saved. Free trade agreements and pen communication 

with other countries is the best way economic prosperity and stability, he said.  

 

Ms Angelika MLINAR said that she disagreed with Ms Jamet on everything but on the 

need for more political liberalism. She also opined that the best proof that the free trade 

agreements functioned well was that Europe had had 70 years of peace on the continent, 

based on cooperation, multilateralism, rules-based economy and free trade.  

 

Mr Smári MCCARTHY argued that prophecies as to what would have happened in Iceland 

if the country had been an EU Member State were never going to be based on reality. 

Comparing it to Greece was a false comparison as the two economies were very radically 

different. He agreed that the financial regulations in the EU were too weak but at the same 

time, there was no evidence to suggest that these regulations would not have protected 

Iceland in some way from the full effects of the collapse. In his view, liability of running an 

own currency has outweighed benefits, from hyperinflation to fluctuations that have affected 

the households. He added that keeping an artificial barrier for animal diseases was a bad 

idea, as bad as keeping the krona. Iceland should instead focus on building up herd immunity 

in his view. He therefore supports strengthening relations with the EU, with a view to 

reinforcing the international system. 

 

Ms Hanna Katrín FRIÐRIKSSON added that while many things had been done well by 

Iceland, it had been the fluctuating krona that had led Iceland into the financial crisis in the 

first place. She asked Ambassador Mann about the so-called new issues in the trade 

agreements (environment, labour and gender rights), and the importance of gender rights for 

growth in developing countries.  
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Ms France JAMET said that the Comprehensive Economic and Trade Agreement (CETA) 

with Canada had been enforced in France without the consent of French agriculture, farmers, 

and fishers. 

 
Ambassador Michael MANN explained that trade was a Community competence but that 
the Commission was conducting negotiations on the basis of a mandate from the Council 
and the agreements were voted on by the European Parliament once agreed. He underlined 
that very complex and democratic checks and balances were provided for.  

 
Regarding Iceland’s concerns about animal health, he said that the Commission was aware 
about Iceland’s sensitivities and justified concerns but also noted that the EU had extremely 
high standards of animal health. He mentioned the recent ruling by the EFTA Court by which 

an import ban on certain raw products would be in disagreement with the EEA agreement. 
The Commission and Icelandic government were in close contacts on how to implement the 
court ruling.  
 

 

Session II - 13:30-16:00 
 
The second session was chaired by Ms Áslaug Arna SIGURBJÖRNSDOTTIR, Chair of the 

Icelandic delegation and Member of the Icelandic Parliament. 
 
 

7.  Gender Equality 

 

Addresses by:  

 Mr Ásmundur Einar DAÐASON, Minister of Social Affairs and Equality, Iceland 

 Ms Angelika MLINAR, Member of the European Parliament 
 

Mr Ásmundur Einar DAÐASON stressed that the fight for gender equality mattered to us 

all. The fact that women are still not equal to men in terms of power, influence in the 

workplace and salary has a negative impact on society, quality of life and the status of 

women and men. Iceland has for the past nine years ranked number one in the Global Gender 

Gap Index of the World Economic Forum. Iceland looks at this as an encouragement to do 

better and improve further. Gender equality is a rights issue. It is also a pressing economic 

matter and simply common sense. The Pay Equality Certification law which took effect at 

the beginning of this year has further sparked interest from other countries. It addresses pay 

discrepancies between women and men who are doing work of equal value and is intended 

to root out gendered pay differences and promote gender equality in the labour market. 

 

Ms Angelika MLINAR said that the EU and the European Parliament were always looking 

with envy towards the Northern countries on gender issues. The EU does not have a 

competence on this issue and the European Parliament’s Committee on Women’s Rights and 

Gender Equality (FEMM Committee) is a none-legislative committee. She noted that there 

was currently a backlash on gender issues and explained that interest groups heavily lobbied 

the Committee on women’s reproductive rights. FEMM Committee has been working on 
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gender mainstreaming, gender violence and the rights of the victims. The EU was also still 

trying to convince the remaining 10 parliaments to ratify the Istanbul Convention on 

preventing and combating violence against women and domestic violence. She said that she 

would like the EU to follow Iceland’s lead on equal rights certification in the companies. 

She would love to promote this initiative personally if the European Parliament only had a 

competence to do this.  

 

Discussion 

 

Ms Bjarkey Olsen GUNNARSDÓTTIR said that the Icelandic parliament had now fewer 

women (36 per cent) than it used to have. She added that efforts should be made to make 

sure that women would not drop out of politics. 

 

Ms Angelika MLINAR agreed that women lasted shorter in politics and opined that they 

were still unfortunately an irritation factor. 

 

Ms Catherine STIHLER added that it was the responsibility of the parties to include 

women on the party lists. She commended Iceland on its work, living up to family friendly 

values. 

 

Mr Smári MCCARTHY underlined that the degree of representativeness needed to change 

and politics needed to reflect this. While some parties had zipper lists, his party had usually 

equal representation, which happened organically.  

 
Ms Áslaug Arna SIGURBJÖRNSDÓTTIR said that she was proud that other countries 

wanted to learn from Iceland and that it was a pleasure to share their experience. Iceland has 

been a leader on gender equality for eight years but it can still improve to be even better and 

continue to be the world leader in this issue area, she stressed. In her view, it was crucial to 

achieve participation of men in equal rights promotion. She pointed out that the former 

Minister of Foreign Affairs Gunnar Bragi had been the initiator of the Barbershop concept, 

which aimed to promote change in how men and boys think and talk about women’s 

empowerment and gender equality, focusing on initiatives that aim to support non-sexist 

male attitudes and behaviours between men. She explained that the Althing had held its first 

Barbershop event, which had been a very enlightening and good debate-. She suggested that 

the European Parliament could likewise consider organising such a Barbershop for its male 

politicians and male senior management. 

 
 

8.  Relations between the EU and Iceland 

 

Addresses by:  

 Mr Guðlaugur Þór ÞÓRÐARSSON, Minister for Foreign Affairs, Iceland 

 Mr Michael MANN, Head of the EU delegation to Iceland 
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Mr Guðlaugur Þór ÞÓRÐARSSON stressed that the cornerstone of Iceland’s and the EU’s 

close and dynamic relationship was the EEA Agreement and Iceland’s participation in the 

Internal Market. Iceland’s interests are nevertheless best served by remaining outside the 

EU. The EEA Agreement is a good agreement and it is the joint responsibility of the EEA 

EFTA countries and the European Union to make sure it works well and as intended. The 

EEA Agreement enjoys broad support in Iceland but it does have its critics and there are 

differing views among and within political movements on what form Iceland’s relationship 

with the EU should take. He then indicated some areas where the EEA Agreement gets tough 

criticism. The first point concerned goods which fall outside the EEA as such, but 

nevertheless, are key to Iceland’s effective participation in the internal market. Iceland is a 

major global seafood exporter and a key source of fresh fish and other related products to 

the EU market. But unfortunately, Iceland’s market access into the Union is now less good 

than for some of EU’s partners who are not even on the internal market. EU’s economic 

partnership with Japan and Canada are a good example. He mentioned that Iceland pays its 

share of EEA Grants whose aim is to reduce economic and social disparities across Europe. 

For this period the total EFTA contribution is 1,5 billion euro. EEA cooperation is 

strengthened by Iceland’s close cooperation with the EU in relevant programmes, which 

span fields such as research, innovation and education. Iceland is emphasizing on improving 

the functioning and management of the EEA. First, Iceland aims to better use the possibilit ies 

the EEA provides to shape EU legislation. In this way Iceland wants to better safeguard their 

interests early in the process and be better prepared to take up and implement new rules for 

the internal market. Second, Iceland expects to increase its presence in Brussels with more  

experts from line ministries in the near future. Third, Iceland has reduced its implementation 

deficit significantly to 1%. This represents the lowest figure for Iceland since 2010. Fourth, 

the Icelandic administration puts a substantial emphasis on the quality of implementation of 

EU acquis. This can be seen in the latest ESA Internal Market Scorecard where there has 

been a sharp decrease in the number of infringement cases against Iceland. This is what 

Iceland is doing to ensure a well-functioning EEA. However, institutional developments 

within the European Union in recent years have posed certain challenges to an essential 

feature of the EEA, the two-pillar system. In a growing number of cases the EU is delegating 

powers to regulatory agencies and bodies that can issue binding decisions for EU Member 

States and their economic operators. Iceland urges the EU to reciprocate in finding creative 

solutions that respect the two-pillar structure of the Agreement. He also has appointed a 

committee to draft a report on the functioning of the EEA Agreement. Its release next year 

will coincide with the 25th anniversary of the Agreement.  

 

Brexit has from the very start been an absolute priority issue for Iceland. The UK is Iceland’s 

second most important trading partner so Iceland’s stakes in the ongoing negotiations are 

very high. Iceland emphasises the need for a sustainable solution that safeguards the key 

interests of all parties concerned. Iceland is currently engaged in discussions with the UK on 

how best to deal with those aspects which concern the EEA in particular the right of Icelandic 

citizens to remain in the UK after Brexit and vice versa. Iceland’s talks with the UK are 

based on full transparency towards the EU. Iceland is following developments between the 

EU and the UK extremely closely as the EU’s future relationship will inevitably impact 

Iceland’s discussions with the UK.  
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Ambassador Michael MANN stressed that the EU’s relations with Iceland were closer than 

with other countries, along with Norway and Liechtenstein. The EEA Agreement is a 

mutually beneficial arrangement. The EU is grateful for government programme, which aims 

to make the process work better and there are positive signs. The EU is also grateful for 

Iceland’s contribution via the EEA Grants. With respect to the two-pillar system, the EU is 

aware of Iceland’s concerns but believes that the fears of some are not justified. With respect 

to the third energy package, the substance of the proposal should not cause any problems to 

the energy market. ACER has a limited role. Hopefully, when it enters the Althing things 

can move forward. Members of the Icelandic parliament have asked the Minister for Foreign 

Affairs to prepare an evaluation report on the EEA agreement. If that is a good and thorough 

piece of work, it will show positive benefits to both sides. Iceland is fantastic in using EU 

programmes, including Horizon 2020, Erasmus, and Media. One tenth of the Icelandic 

population has benefitted from Erasmus. For each euro put into the programme, Iceland gets 

2 euros out. The Ambassador mentioned also close relations between Iceland and the EU on 

foreign policy. He said that the EU was particularly grateful for Iceland’s support to EU  

Russia sanctions and underline how important it was that like-minded countries stuck 

together. Climate change is an important topic and he looks forward to working with Iceland 

when they chair the Arctic Circle. As to free trade agreements, the EU is aware of concerns 

and interests. Consultations are ongoing with Member States. The new Agriculture 

Agreement between Iceland and the EU which took effect on 1 May this year is good for 

both parties and brings about considerable liberalisation. With respect to Brexit, there is a 

positive indication from Mr Michel Barnier. The EU will try to keep Iceland updated with 

the state of play. 

 

Discussion 

 

Ms Áslaug Arna SIGURBJÖRNSDÓTTIR stressed that Iceland had continued to enjoy 

close relations and cooperation with the EU on the basis of the EEA Agreement. She 

informed that the parliament had been scrutinising its internal procedures for EEA matters. 

The procedures enlist in detail the process all EEA acts must go through at the parliament. 

The procedures are especially important since some internal market legislation requires 

careful consideration by the parliament before they are made part of the EEA Agreement. 

She is pleased to say that new rules of procedure have just been adopted. The procedures 

have been streamlined and more emphasis is now on promoting Iceland’s interests during 

the decision-shaping phase of the EEA policy making. It is the belief of the parliament that 

this change will make the parliamentary procedure of EEA Acts more effective.  

Mr Guðlaugur Þór ÞÓRÐARSSON, responding to a question by Ms Stihler for more 

details on the planned evaluation report, explained that it was important to raise awareness 

about the EEA agreement and that the report’s focus was wide. He was confident about the 

selected authors - three individuals with different experiences and approaches to the report. 

With respect to Brexit, he called for a cool head and pointed out that leaving the withdrawal 

deal to the last minute was not the best way of doing things. He said that all parties involved 
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were close allies and friends, and could be part of solutions. He expressed concern that a last 

minute deal between the EU and the UK could affect the EEA EFTA countries negatively. 

 

Mr Smári MCCARTHY was pleased that Iceland had been catching up on the transition 

backlog of EEA relevant acts and expressed hope that the new parliamentary procedure 

would speed up process. He also hoped that the Althing would soon have a representation at 

the European Parliament in Brussels. He said that the EEA agreement had been the best FTA 

for Iceland and that there was not enough awareness about how important it was for Iceland. 

He hoped that the evaluation report would help with this. He argued that it was partly true 

that the EU was undermining the two-pillar system of the EEA agreement with its regulatory 

agencies and called on the EU to realise that the two-pillar system was important both 

pragmatically and politically. 

 

Mr Gunnar Bragi SVEINSSON said that it was natural to ask if the EEA agreement was 

still relevant after 25 years of being in force. He expressed concern that the selected authors 

would only look at the positives and not the negatives. He considered the third energy 

package detrimental to Iceland and also expressed concern about the pressure on Icelandic 

agriculture as a result of further trade liberalisation with the EU. He stressed that the EEA 

agreement was a bilateral agreement and that the existing two-pillar system should be 

respected.  

 
Ms Hanna Katrín FRIÐRIKSSON agreed that it was opportune to take a look at the EEA 

agreement after 25 years because many are taking the benefits offered by it for granted. She 

said that Iceland was unlikely to achieve as good an agreement again with the EU, 

considering the many changes in the EU. 

 

Ambassador Michael MANN pointed out that he was very aware of the importance and 

uniqueness of agriculture in Iceland. He stressed that the EU had a very tight and reliable 

system of health checks and that bilateral negotiations should be beneficial for both sides. 

The EU wants Iceland to be confident about the EEA agreement. The EU delegation in 

Iceland tries to sensitise the headquarters to specific sensitivities of Iceland and increased 

visits of line ministers should further help with awareness.  

 

Mr Guðlaugur Þór ÞÓRÐARSSON commented with regard to the backlog that everybody 

should follow the rules. It is difficult to explain to the EEA EFTA countries why they should 

do what other countries are not doing in the EEA, including the EU EEA countries. He spoke 

out for a la carte European cooperation and said that all countries concerned wanted good 

relations and agreed at the end of the day on 90%of the issues. 

 

 

9. The rules of procedure of the EU-Iceland JPC 

 

The Committee unanimously approved the following changes to its Rules of Procedure: 

 

 to delete the reference to “accession” on the proposal of this committee; 
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 and additionally, to reduce the meetings of the committee from two to one meeting 
per year. 

 
The amended document was referred for approval to the Speakers’ Committee of the 
Althing. Procedure on this file is already closed on the EP side. 
 

 

10. Any other business 
 
None. 

 
 

11. Date and place of the next meeting 
 

The 13th meeting of the Joint Parliamentary Committee will take place next autumn at the 
European Parliament.  
 
The secretariats will be in contact for possible meeting dates, once the D-EEA delegation 

has been constituted after the European Parliament elections (23-26 May 2019). 
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