
MINUTES1 
 

11th EU-Iceland Joint Parliamentary Committee meeting 
 
 

Monday, 23 March 2017 

European Parliament, Brussels 

 
9:00-12:30 and 14:00-16:30 

Room: ASP 5E-2 
 

 
In the Chair:  
 
Mr Jasenko SELIMOVIC, (2nd) Vice-Chair of the EP delegation, Member of the European 

Parliament. 
Ms Hanna Katrín FRIÐRIKSSON, Chair of the Icelandic delegation, Member of the Icelandic 
Parliament 

 

 

Session I - 9:00-12:30 

 
The first session was chaired by Mr Jasenko SELIMOVIC, (2nd) Vice-Chair of the EP 

delegation.. 
 
 

1.  Opening of the meeting  

 
The Co-Chairs welcomed all participants from the European and Icelandic Parliaments as well 
as invited guests. Mr Selimovic recalled that it was the first visit for the Icelandic delegation 
after the general elections and congratulated the newly elected members of the Icelandic 

Parliament.  

 

 

2.  Adoption of the draft agenda 

 
The draft agenda was approved.  
 
 

3.  Approval of the draft minutes of the 10th EU-Iceland Joint Parliamentary 

Committee meeting 
 
The draft minutes were adopted.  

 
 

                                              
1 The minutes may be subject to subsequent technical and linguistic adaptation, if necessary. 



4.  EU-Iceland relations 

 
Addresses by: 

 H.E. Ambassador Bergdís ELLERTSDÓTTIR, Head of Mission of Iceland to the 

European Union 

 Mr Rylan PATISSIER, representing Maltese Presidency of the Council of the EU  

 Mr Claude MAERTEN, Head of Western Europe Division, European External Action 

Service  
 
 
H.E. Ambassador Bergdís ELLERTSDÓTTIR confirmed that, under the new government, 

cooperation with the EU would remain one of the main pillar of Icelandic foreign policy. The 
EU continues to be the most important partner with around two thirds of export destined to the 
EU (mainly seafood and aluminium) and half of all imported goods coming from the EU. She 
underlined that there were differences between and within the political parties in Iceland about 

the shape of cooperation with the EU, but they all agree that there was a need of partnership 
with the EU to maintain security and prosperity in this part of the world. 
 
On Icelandic economy, she said that it was recovering from the crisis, mainly thanks to the 

development of tourism, fisheries and aluminium exports. Regarding Brexit, she expressed her 
hope that Icelandic citizens would be guaranteed the same rights as the citizens of the EU.  
  
Mr Rylan PATISSIER welcomed all participants and underlined the importance of the EU-

Iceland JPC meetings. Mr Patissier outlined the priorities of the Maltese Presidency, which 
included migration, the Single Market, security, social inclusion, Europe’s neighbourhood, and 
maritime matters. He also spoke of the Council conclusions adopted on 13 December 2016 on 
the EU‘s relations with non-EU Western European countries. These conclusions would be the 

guidelines for the EU-Icelandic relations in the coming two years, he said. Mr Patissier 
reminded that the Council also expressed its appreciation for the continued close cooperation 
between the EU and Iceland in a range of areas, such as justice and home affairs, research, 
innovation, education and energy, and looked forward to deepening that cooperation in the areas 

of environment and climate change policy. Mr Patissier stressed that the EU attached high 
importance to further liberalisation of trade in agricultural products with the EEA EFTA States. 
He was pleased to announce that the EU and Iceland would later that day sign an agreement on 
additional trade preferences in agricultural products and an agreement on the protection of 

geographical indications for agricultural products and foodstuffs. Representative of the Maltese 
Presidency mentioned also some areas that require further improvement, such as the 
management of mackerel stock in the North East Atlantic. He further briefly spoke about the 
backlog in the incorporation of the EU legal acts into the EEA Agreement.  

 
Mr Claude MAERTEN told the meeting that the December 2016 Council conclusions 
mentioned the cooperation of the EU and Iceland in areas such as justice and home affairs, 
research, innovation, education or energy, and stressed that Iceland is a very strong user of 

Horizon 2020, Erasmus + and Creative Europe programmes. Mr Maerten continued saying that 
the EU and Iceland were working closely together on climate change and the environment. The 
Council also welcomed signing of the Agreements on the EEA financial mechanism, stressing 
Iceland's increased contribution to the reduction of social and economic disparities in the 

EU/EEA. The Council paper mentioned specifically Iceland's expertise in geothermal energy. 
Mr Maerten referred further to some points that were on the agenda of the 11th EU-Iceland JPC. 
He expressed pleasure that in past years, Iceland had aligned actively or closely followed the 
EU's foreign policy instruments, including lately in relation to the crisis in Ukraine and thanked 



3 

 

Iceland for its solidarity in this matter. He welcomed the recent conclusion of the so-called 
Article 19 negotiations on further liberalising agricultural trade, as well as on Geographical 
Indications. As a result, almost 90 per cent of the EU agricultural products may enter Iceland 
duty free. At the end of his speech, Mr Maerten mentioned that the EU appreciated the 

substantial efforts towards a continued economic and financial recovery in Iceland.  
 
 

5.  Financial and economic developments in Iceland and the EU  
 
Addresses by: 

 Mr Ivan KUŠEN, Economic Analyst, DG ECFIN, European Commission 

 Mr Vilhjálmur BJARNASON, Member of the Icelandic Parliament 

 
 
Mr Ivan KUŠEN praised Iceland for achieving impressive economic recovery from the 

catastrophic financial crisis of 2007/2008. He said that the economic growth was strong with 
continued expansion in tourism, robust private consumption, favourable terms of trade and 
almost non-existing unemployment. The capital controls introduced during the financial crisis 
were lifted just a week before the JPC meeting. The removal of the capital controls, which 

stabilised the currency and economy during the country's financial crash, represented the 
completion of Iceland's return to international financial markets. He opined that the main 
challenges for Iceland were to mitigate the risk of overheating and to make ongoing growth 
more socially inclusive. The European economy showed resilience and has been supported by a 
number of well-known factors: the relatively low oil price, the past depreciation of the euro, the 

accommodative monetary policy and a more positive fiscal policy stance. He said that during 
the following two years, global recovery was expected to gain traction provided positive 
external environment.  
 

Mr Vilhjálmur BJARNASON confirmed that from 2011 there had been a real economic 
recovery in Iceland. At the same time, new challenges had emerged. He opined that the big 
success of Iceland had been due to the development of tourism and dynamic fishery sector. 
Furthermore, investments in Iceland reached a historic level and the currency had strengthened 

considerably as well. 
 
 

6.  Fisheries cooperation  
 
Addresses by:  

 Mr Jacques VERBORGH, Adviser, DG MARE, European Commission 

 Ms Svandís SVAVARSDÓTTIR, Member of the Icelandic Parliament 
 
 
Mr Jacques VERBORGH underlined the importance of cooperation between Iceland and the 

EU in the area of fisheries. He stressed the crucial role of the fishery industry for the Icelandic 
economy and recovery of the country after the 2007 crisis. 
 
Ms Svandís SVAVARSDÓTTIR told that the fisheries sector was the cornerstone of Iceland’s 

economy and culture, and that its policy was based on maintaining the future health, 



biodiversity and sustainability of the ocean surrounding Iceland. Fisheries industry had 
therefore been a critical factor in resisting the EU accession process. Different aspects of this 
sensitive file in the bilateral relations were tackled (quotas, access to the EU market, regional 
management of North Atlantic fishery, Arctic fishing...). The most pressing issue addressed 

was the non-participation of Iceland in the management of the mackerel stock in the North East 
Atlantic. She said that Icelandic counterparts had been invited to join the arrangements 
concluded between the EU, Norway and the Faroe Islands. She regretted that the absence of 
agreement had resulted in the allocation of fishing quota with no regard to the scientific advice 

provided by the International Council for the Exploration of the Sea. Ms Svavarsdóttir added 
that the only way to overcome this disagreement was through dialogue and diplomacy 
including with the parliamentary contribution in order to find a fair solution that ensures the 
sustainability of the fishing stocks, which in turn benefits to all.   

 

 

7.  The Single Market: future challenges 

 

Addresses by: 

 Ms Hanna Katrín FRIÐRIKSSON, Member of the Icelandic Parliament 

 Mr Jasenko SELIMOVIC, Member of the European Parliament 

 

 

The Chair informed that the Icelandic parliamentarians had requested to discuss the impact of 
the UK referendum on the functioning of the Single Market. However, since Article 50 would 
only be triggered on 29 March and the EU negotiating position had not yet been adopted, all 

EU officials had to observe a reserve obligation. Therefore, this topic would be exclusively 
debated amongst parliamentarians.  
 

Ms Hanna Katrín FRIÐRIKSSON said that for Iceland the UK is the most important trading 

partner. The first priority for Iceland is to establish a new arrangement to avoid any 
unnecessary disruption in existing trade relations. There are several options open, a bilateral 
agreement or an agreement together with EFTA or EFTA EEA partners. She said that contacts 
had been established with the EU negotiator Mr Michel Barnier who had expressed his 

willingness to keep Iceland informed on a regular basis. She reminded that after Brexit, the UK 
would take over the responsibility from the EU of running its own fisheries policy. In the case 
of Iceland, this affects in particular the straddling and migratory stocks in the area between 
Scotland and Iceland. As a coastal state, the UK would have to redefine its cooperation with a 

number of partners and Icelandic Members of Parliament hoped that UK would take its rightful 
place in regional multilateral organisations to ensure sustainable fishing.  
 
Mr Jasenko SELIMOVIC underlined that the European Parliament would be closely 

following the withdrawal negotiations as well as any future EU-UK agreement as the European 
Parliament’s approval would be needed before the deal can be concluded. He reassured the 
Icelandic delegation that the European Parliament would be particularly attentive to the 
implications of Brexit on the Single Market and will be a vocal advocate of taking the concerns 

of Iceland and other EEA countries into account during the negotiations. 
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Session II - 14:00 - 16:30 

 
The second session was chaired by Ms Hanna Katrín FRIÐRIKSSON, Chair of the Icelandic 
delegation. 

 
 

8.  The  EU’s  restrictive measures against the Russian Federation 

 

Addresses by: 

 Mr Petteri VUORIMAKI, Senior Russia Expert, Russia Division, EEAS 

 Mr Smári MCCARTHY, Member of the Icelandic Parliament 

 Mr Tibor SZANYI, Member of the European Parliament 

 

 
Mr Petteri VUORIMAKI said that the EU's relations with Russia were not only about 

sanctions and that sanctions were not a policy but merely an instrument and a tool. The 
sanctions were imposed to give a political signal of discontent, to bring about change in 
Russia's behaviour, to encourage more constructive engagement and to deter further escalation. 
The EU's five guiding principles provide the basis for current state of relations and offer a 

dynamic and conceptually sound framework, which will continue to serve the EU in the future. 
The EEAS representative briefly explained the content of the various sanction regimes 
currently in place (including the diplomatic measures), underlining that the measures were 
transparent, based on legal acts and could be challenged in courts. Mr Vuorimaki also noted 

that the sanctions represented only one aspect of EU's non-recognition policy.  

 
Mr Tibor SZANYI explained the challenges that the EU has to face with regard to the Russian 
Federation’s expansionist ambitions, from political aspects to aggressions against the Ukrainian 

civilian population. He urged the EU to remain Ukraine's key global ally. 

 
Mr Smári MCCARTHY expressed support for the EU's policy and underlined the importance 
of maintaining the sanctions in light of Russia's aggressive actions. He expressed reservation on 

the inadequacy and effectiveness of the measures against Russia but remained nevertheless 
confident that Icelandic alignment with the EU would be maintained. 
 
During the following discussion, Members of Parliament expressed confidence that the EU 

unity on the five principles as well as on the sanctions would prevail.  

 

 

9.  Foreign policy dialogue: the Trans-Atlantic relationship  

 
Addresses by: 

 Mr Michal PAVUK, Team Leader, Canada/US Division, EEAS 

 Mr Jasenko SELIMOVIC, Member of the European Parliament 

 Ms Rósa Björk BRYNJÓLFSDÓTTIR, Member of the Icelandic Parliament 
 
 



Mr Michal PAVUK explained that in his view the EU-US relations continued to be seen as 
fundamental for security and prosperity for the Transatlantic region. He added that the EU had 
reasons to believe that the EU was an indispensable partner for the US. The Transatlantic 
partnership transcended administrations, had been in place for decades and continued strong 

despite administration changes over the years. He underlined that the relationship was built on 
shared values and shared interests. The main message to the US and to the EU is to continue 
cooperation in all areas, he stressed.  

 

Ms Rósa Björk BRYNJÓLFSDÓTTIR opined that the US and the EU had common threats 
and Iceland was in the middle, facing great changes and politics on both sides, populism and 
nationalism. She said that the changes and the challenges experienced in politics and by 
societies on both sides of the Atlantic (ascent of isolationism and nationalism) were the same 

and deeply worrying and disturbing. The possibility of an unprecedented breach in 
Transatlantic relations since the election of the new US President, who had embraced anti-EU 
insurgents during his campaign and following his victory, had raised alarm bells across 
European capitals. Both sides of the Atlantic are struggling with uneven economic growth 

inequality, terrorist threats, especially on the European side, as well as a more aggressive 
Russia and instability in the Middle East. Therefore, it is more important than ever for all 
European countries to look inward and decide how to defend their community of values.  
 

Mr Jasenko SELIMOVIC said that the Trans-Atlantic relationship had been based, since the 
end of WWII, on two unshakable pillars- a community of shared values and the NATO. He 
agreed with the previous speaker that the possibility of an unprecedented breach in the 
Transatlantic relations since the election of the new had raised alarm bells across European 

capitals. He suggested that in addition to this worrying trend, the EU was facing unprecedented 
ring of geopolitical crises and instabilities on its borders (Ukraine, Turkey, Syria, Libya). Given 
this situation, the EU was intensively reflecting on the development of its Common Security 
and Defence Policy. In his opinion, developing efficient EU-NATO cooperation seemed to be 

the best way of assuring security and stability in the whole of Europe. 
 

 

10.  Foreign policy dialogue: trade relations with third countries  

 
Addresses by: 

 Ms Stephanie VADDE, Policy Coordinator for EEA & EFTA, DG TRADE, European 
Commission 

 Mr Maurizio CELLINI, Desk Officer for China, DG TRADE, European Commission 
Ms Jóna Sólveig ELÍNARDÓTTIR, Member of the Icelandic Parliament 

 
 

Ms Stephanie VADDE gave an overview of the current state of play in EU’s trade relations 
with third countries, with a focus on relations with the US, Canada, Japan and Mexico.  
 
Mr Maurizio CELLINI added that the trade relations of the EU had become more difficult 

with China but that the European investors were still interested in making business in the 
country. He also mentioned that there were many concerns related to the conditions of labour 
and human rights. Furthermore, he underlined the huge development of the Chinese economy 
and life standards. 

 
Ms Jóna Sólveig ELÍNARDÓTTIR said that Iceland as a small and geographically isolated 
country was extremely dependent on the openness and trade and thereby on a rule based 
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international trade system. She underlined that in the last hundred years, Iceland had developed 
from being one of Europe’s poorest countries to a prosperous one, largely thanks to trade and 
access to foreign markets. Iceland was therefore concerned about increasing protectionist 
tendencies in the global trade arena. She added that the EU was of course the most important 

trading partner by far, as about two thirds of Icelandic exports go to the EU. Iceland has free 
trade agreements (FTA) with a total of 40 third countries. Of these 40 countries, 38 are covered 
by free trade agreements that are negotiated in the framework of the European Free Trade 
Association, EFTA. The large post-crisis depreciation and reduced cost of production have 

increased Iceland’s export competitiveness. Nevertheless, she admitted that the country 
remained sensitive to falls in fish stocks and fluctuations in world prices for its main exports.  In 
conclusion, she mentioned that although the EFTA states preferred to act as a group in 
conducting free trade relations there was no hindrance for individual EFTA states to make 

bilateral free trade agreements, something that was not possible under the EU’s Common 
Commercial Policy. 
 
 

11.  Any other business 

 
Mr Jasenko SELIMOVIC informed the meeting that at the previous meeting, the JPC had 
agreed that new Rules of Procedure needed to be adopted due to Iceland stopping its accession 

negations with the EU. It was also agreed that the delegations would consult their highest 
political authorities on this matter.  
 
He further informed the meeting that the decision taken by the European Parliament’s Bureau 

with regard to the change in the Rule of Procedure had been the following:  
 

 to amend the mandate with no more reference to “accession”; 

 to keep the name of the Joint Parliamentary Committee (JPC);  

 to reduce to one meeting per year. 
 
The JPC discussed this matter and decided to revert to the issue at the next meeting. 

 
 

12. Date and place of the meeting 
 

The 12th meeting of the EU-Iceland JPC would take place in Reykjavik in spring 2018. 
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