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Journalist Awards for his series on racism.
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Translation

Saw no other way out than suicide

Lorry driver Olafur Jén Ledsson took his own life in the face of financial distress
and unemployment. The family mourns a good man and is devastated that he saw
no other way out of his problems. They believe that a more sympathetic approach
from the financial firm Lysing hf would have saved his life.

“It was a great shock, very painful,” says Gustaf Jokull Olafsson, who recently lost his
father, Olafur Jon Ledsson, to suicide. “He was faced with financial difficulty and being
out of a job — and saw no other way out. He said so in the letter he left us. This was
really wearing him down — which is a source of great sadness for us in the family.”

A lorry driver in his early sixties, Mr Leésson committed suicide seeing no other way
out of financial distress and unemployment. Month after month, he got no jobs on the
lorry, while his millions of debt to financial companies piled up because of a currency
basket loan, a foreign-currency loan whose value skyrocketed as the Icelandic kréna
collapsed. The leasing company that made the loan, Lysing hf, had been sending him
letters requesting that he return the lorry to the company. In the end, he gave up on it all.
Mr Ledsson’s funeral service was held in early November.

“Dad worked all his life”

A deeply saddening end

“Dad had worked all his life, but recently he hadn’t been able to get any work, while the
debt was just piling up. He had become very depressed. He committed the suicide out of
sheer desperation at not getting any work. He said in the letter that his very soul was just
spent,” says Mr Olafsson.

The deceased’s sister, Fridur Olafsdéttir, is aghast at the way the economic crisis
affected her brother. She is embittered by what she perceives as lack of understanding
on the part of the leasing firm. “The economic crisis is very demoralising for honest,
hard-working men who just want to work and pay off their loans. While he wasn’t getting
any work, his debts were growing constantly, and this destroyed him. In the end, he took
his own life, which is horribly sad. It would have been possible to help him out of this.
The leasing company that lent him the money for the lorry refused him any help before
his death — now that he’s gone, it seems that everything is possible. | find it really
sickening. I'm one-hundred percent certain that had the financial companies been more
humane and shown him more understanding, he wouldn’t have gone down that path,”
says Ms Ledsdattir.

Compassion would have saved him
Mr Olafsson agrees and says that the leasing firm didn’t show his father any sympathy.
“The grief is very hard to bear. Dad was trying to work out his problems. What
devastated him were the loans on the lorry, because the leasing firm wasn't willing to
help him in his predicament. Instead, they treated him aggressively and in fact wanted to
repossess the lorry. That would have deprived him of his means of work, leaving him
with absolutely nothing. Had they shown him more compassion, it would unquestionably
have saved him,” says Mr Olafsson.

Ms LeGsdéttir could see no signs of the tragedy that was about to strike. “| was in



constant touch with him and could tell how his problems were wearing him down. | knew
about the problems but he hid the full extent of his anguish from me. | was always trying

to encourage him and I didn’t sense in our last conversation that he might be considering
suicide. So it came as a massive shock for me when it happened,” says Ms Ledsdottir.

They should have given him a chance

Accountant Gisli Gunnlaugsson was a good friend of Mr Ledsson and tried to help him
when his financial problems surfaced. He says that Mr Ledsson offered to pay
everything he possibly could, but the lender was less than forthcoming. “As soon as the
repayment holiday was over, he was in a bad situation because his income had totally
dried up after the banking collapse. He was trying nonetheless and was hoping for some
understanding from the company. Negotiations with the firm were in an impasse, so |
decided to accompany him to a meeting with them. We laid the cards on the table and
presented a plan on how to proceed and settle this thing,” says Mr Gunnlaugsson.

“We offered everything he had, because there simply wasn’'t any more money. The
company’s response was to categorically reject our offer and demand full repayment. He
was unable to meet this demand because it was way beyond his repayment capacity. He
offered everything he had but just got a slap in the face with a wet rag. Why couldn’t the
lender wait? It's obvious that they should have given him a better chance, because this
was pretty unreasonable.”

Guaranteed by a friend

Mr Gunnlaugsson last spoke to Mr Ledsson a week before his death and in the end
witnessed how he finally gave up hope. Mr Ledsson was appalled at the prospect that
his loan obligations would have to be met by a friend of his. "I think the lenders’
ruthlessness is atrocious, which is all too evident from my friend’s fate. At the same time
that massive loans are being written off everywhere, the credit institutions are forgetting
the human element. This is just an assault on ordinary people, against the creditors’
better judgement as they too are culprits in the loans fiasco, not least when you consider
that the currency-basket loans were practically pushed unto borrowers,” says Mr
Gunnlaugsson.

“I find this callousness just unfathomable. We spoke a week before he died and |
could tell that he was in the grips of despair. He said that it was just ‘game over’ because
he couldn’t face the prospect of a good friend of his, who had guaranteed the loans,
having to pay the creditors. | could tell that he had been overcome by pessimism and
couldn’t see any way out of his situation. The path he chose is tremendously sad and |
fear more incidents of this nature may occur.”

Overcome by darkness

Ms Ledsdéttir adds that, without a doubt, her brother committed suicide because of his
financial distress and unemployment. She describes him as a cheery, positive man who
was loved and admired by all. “Obviously, I'm mourning a good and honest man, and it's
a terrible shock to lose a sibling this way. | saw how the crisis gradually wore him down
when he was no longer able to meet repayments. Sadly, | think this turn of events is
more common than many people realise,” says Ms Ledsdottir.

“It was just heartbreaking. “Regrettably, he had reached a point where he couldn’t see
any other way out of his circumstances. It's awfully sad how the crisis can affect people.
Their spirit can certainly be broken by financial fears. My brother was facing very dire
straits and there were no jobs to be had. He was just overcome by darkness.”



Olafur J6n Leésson
Born 17 July 1948
Died 26 October 2009

The lorry The leasing company wanted to repossess Mr Ledsson’s means of work
because of his debts.

Bereaved The family is mourning a decent, positive man who was overcome by
darkness because of financial woes and unemployment.

Court-ordered to pay currency basket loan

Appeal Lawyer Bjorn porri Viktorsson is hoping that the Supreme Court will overturn the
ruling.

Oskar Sindri Atlason was yesterday court-ordered to pay the outstanding balance on a
loan for a car, a Volvo S40, which he had on a hire-purchase agreement with the leasing
company SP-Fjarmégnun. The agreement was denominated in foreign currency. This
was a test case to determine the legality of currency-basket loans under Icelandic law.
Mr Atlason’s lawyer was Bjorn porri Viktorsson.

The car’s purchase price was ISK 3.6 million, of which Mr Atlason had paid ISK
400,000. SP-Fjarmognun repossessed the car as the borrower was behind on
repayments, at which point the debt had jumped to ISK 5 million. Mr Atlason kept up the
agreement until September last year, when he was expected to pay ISK 68,888 as a
monthly payment, which was 49% higher than the original monthly amount.

Yesterday'’s ruling by the Reykjavik District Court stated that Mr Atlason was aware of
the loan being denominated in foreign currency. The agreement between Mr Atlason and
SP-Fjarmdgnun mentioned that currency basket loans are riskier than other loans.
According to the ruling, Mr Atlason was fully aware of this. The loan was denominated in
Swiss francs and Japanese yen. Kjartan G. Gunnarsson, CEO of SP-Fjarmdgnun,
testified before the court that 80-90% of loans made by the company are foreign-
denominated. Mr Atlason, on the other hand, testified that he bought the car from a car
dealer and that the sales representative told him that the terms of the loan were the most
favourable in the market. The borrower further testified that he was not specifically told
about the currency risk. The car dealer was Nyja bilahdollin.

The ruling stated: “Recent exchange-rate developments have been extremely
unfavourable for most Icelanders. However, SP-Fjarmdgnun cannot be made
responsible for this development. In addition, it has not been proven that SP-Fjarmdgnun
in any way took advantage of Mr Atlason’s lack of knowledge of foreign exchange
movements or contributed to providing him with any false or misleading information on
these matters or on the foreign-currency indexation of rental payments. Therefore, there
are no grounds for derogating from the principle of Icelandic contract law that
agreements are binding upon the contracting parties.” Mr Viktorsson yesterday told TV
Channel 2 he was hoping the Supreme Court would come to a different conclusion. Mr
Viktorsson and Karl Georg Sigurbjornsson operate the law firm Légmenn Laugardal.
More than three-hundred borrowers have decided to participate in the law firm’s class
action against the banks.

The Association of Icelandic Homes and the Consumers’ Association are flooded with
reports of unscrupulous debt collection practices. “Some companies are worse offenders



than others,” says the chairman of the Consumers’ Association. The chairman of the
Association of Icelandic Homes warns debt collectors against the consequences of their
actions.

THE DARK SIDE OF THE CRISIS

“Aggressive debt collection tactics can have very serious consequences, homes
can be shattered and individuals can be backed into a corner where they see no
way out.”

Advocating a gentler approach Mr Gunnarsson says lenders must use gentler
methods to avoid disastrous consequences.

Almost ten suicides brought on by the pressure of financial distress have been reported
to the Association of Icelandic Homes (AIH) since its founding. The AlIH was established
only in mid-January, which means that all of these suicides took place this year.

Both the AIH and the Consumers’ Association of Iceland (CAI) have been inundated
with reports of callous, even inhumane collection practices by lenders and collection
agencies since the onset of the economic crisis. The spokesmen of the associations say
some debt collectors’ tactics are certainly both cruel and inhumane.

AIH chairman Fridrik O. Fridriksson says there have been appalling cases of overly
aggressive collection procedures leading to the debtor’s suicide. “It's a very sad state of
affairs, but regrettably we have received a number of such reports and heard similar
stories. We receive a significant number of reports from people in difficulty of great
callousness on the part of collection agencies, which I’'m very concerned about. In my
view, there’s far too much silencing of this dark side of the crisis,” says Mr Fridriksson.

Some are greater offenders than others

CAI chairman Jéhannes Gunnarsson has noted an alarming rise in the number of
reports of unscrupulous collection practices. However, he says the reports show the
level of severity differs between companies. “Many people come to us to complain about
overly harsh practices and it's absolutely clear that the number of such reports has risen
dramatically during the crisis. People are cracking under the strain of brutal collection
methods, although some debt collectors actually are greater offenders than others.
Some companies go to considerable lengths to help their clients, while others show
much aggression. | would appeal to the aggressive ones to consider the potentially
serious consequences of their actions. It can make a vital difference to work with the
borrower and find an adequate solution,” says Mr Gunnarsson.

Mr Fridriksson says there is a gaping mismatch between the government’s stated
aims and the reality of the lenders’ severe collection practices. He says the doors are
being shut on many indebted households. “Debtors are being treated in a brusque
manner. They are made to wait endlessly, shifted from one person to another and
between places. They come to the companies expecting a certain standard of fairness
but are instead met with severity and uncompromising demands. The companies don’t
seem to shoulder their own responsibility for the circumstances in which people now find
themselves. The financial companies are dumping the entire responsibility on the
people,” says Mr Fridriksson.

Fears more incidents
“People are being deprived of their assets, their homes are being repossessed and they
are forced to sign agreements on composition with creditors. We have a number of



examples of people driven to suicide because of financial woes during the crisis. This in
turn inflicts strain on their relatives too. The pressure on households has also grown
enormously. The situation always favours the companies, whose methods sound less
than humane,” adds Mr Fridriksson.

Mr Gunnarsson agrees and reiterates his plea to debt collectors to maintain a
standard of care. If this is not done, he says, the consequences could be awful. “Suicide
is obviously a terrible choice, but let us make it absolutely clear that aggression against
individuals will unfortunately lead to suicide as a last resort in some cases. In my view,
it's more advantageous for the lender to negotiate with the debtor than to take an
excessively hard line that prevents the borrower from being able to pay — not to mention
such aggression that it drives a person to suicide,” says Mr Gunnarsson.

“There’s so much at stake for individuals. And the financial companies have a duty of
care to deliver a humane debt resolution process. Rather than driving families and
individuals into bankruptcy, it's also in the lender’s interest to take a more gentle
approach. Aggressive debt collection tactics can have very serious consequences,
homes can be shattered and individuals can be backed into a corner where they see no
way out. Therefore, | call upon the financial companies too seek all ways to treat people
in debt in a humane manner rather than pushing them up against a wall,” adds Mr
Gunnarsson.

Mr Fridriksson likens the debt collection agencies to vultures preying on people’s
misery. He is aware of cases where the debt collectors come to people’s homes, even
timing their visits for maximum effect. “They’re knocking on people’s doors at the most
awkward and distressing moments, often when people are going off to bed, even
barging in on a child’'s birthday party. This is tantamount to psychological warfare.
People get no peace. Most of them just want to lead a normal life and pay their debts.
When they’re prevented from doing this, it's extremely demoralising. When these people
are treated in such an aggressive and unfeeling manner there’s a real risk that some will
react in this way, by committing suicide. This is the situation, regrettably, and | am
greatly concerned that there may be more aggression to come and more cases of this
type,” says Mr Fridriksson.

EXAMPLE OF INCREASED BALANCE OF CURRENCY BASKET LOAN:
Original loan principal amount: ISK 10 million (50% JPY/50%CHF)

3 December 2007

ISK 10,000,000

3 December 2009

ISK 23,550,000

The Japanese yen is up 148%. The Swiss franc is up 123%.

PARAPLEGIC FARMER DISPOSSESSED OF VITAL EQUIPMENT

Astpor Skulason, a paraplegic farmer in the West Fjords, has been dispossessed of his
customised agricultural equipment as a result of falling behind on repayments. Staff from
the repossession unit of the leasing company Lysing collected the equipment, which is
vital for Mr Skalason being able to live and work on his farm.

The repossession took place in August this year, when he was ISK 800,000 in arrears
on his loans. He was subsequently helped by MP Arni Johnsen and Olafur Magnusson,
chief executive of the dairy company Mjdlka. The latter provided Mr Skulason with
handsome financial support and the MP helped him with the process of recovering the
equipment. The farmer says he is eternally grateful to his two allies.



Deprived of his means of livelihood

Paralyzed from the waist down, Mr Skdlason is dependent on the customised equipment
to be able to live and work on the farm. He says this makes the debt collection
procedure all the more callous. “Of course, | wasn't exactly in a great position to
remonstrate with them because | didn’t have the cash to pay the debt, but their efforts
were overly aggressive. They also picked a time exactly when | was most dependent on
the equipment to earn my income. My equipment is absolutely vital for me to be able to
live and work here on the farm. There’s no way that | can be without it because it's really
my legs here on the farm,” says Mr Skulason.

“The leasing company was overzealous in the way it treated me and | was less than
impressed by the behaviour of its staff. The fact that the equipment is my means of
livelihood makes their actions all the more inhumane as they practically removed my
legs from under me. They did so.”

Affects everybody

Mr Skualason says the debt collectors damaged his equipment when removing it, for
which he has filed a compensation suit against the company. He is horrified by the
reports of suicide during the crisis. “Well, I'm not rid of them yet because they damaged
my equipment, so | brought a compensation case on account of the damage. So far, no
compensation has been forthcoming,” says Mr Skdlason.

“In my view, the credit institutions must change their practices, do a complete overhaul
to mend their ways. I'm shocked to hear these reports of people seeing no other way out
of their problems than suicide. | think this must affect everybody and | can’'t imagine that
the staff of the lending companies don’t take this to heart. Not doing so wouldn’t be
human.”

They must listen Lending companies must listen to people in financial straits, in Mr
Skulason’s view.

Depressed The couple have been very disheartened by their financial woes.

LEASING COMPANY’S OWNERS COMPLAIN

The leasing company Lysing is owned by the brothers Agust and Lydur Gudmundsson,
aka the “Bakkavor brothers”. They own Lysing through their investment company,
Exista, which is struggling to avoid impending insolvency. At Exista’s annual general
meeting in August, the chairman Lydur Gudmundsson gave an emotionally charged
speech in which he objected to the aggressive tactics of the banks’ resolution
committees. He accused them of attempting to drive Exista into bankruptcy, which would
cause severe financial damage to the public at large. The chairman said the resolution
committees were unwilling to accept the company’s restructuring plan and accused them
of intransigence and unfairness. He fears that the resolution committees of the “old
banks”, which are Exista’s largest creditors, are deliberately trying to bankrupt the
company.

ALWAYS SAD

Matthias Halldorsson, Medical Director of Health

“I find it a sobering thought that the conditions in our society are driving individuals to
suicide.



| feared that something of this nature might happen in the depths of the economic crisis,
as experience from other countries shows this to be a real risk. Fortunately, there have
been few suicides thus far during this crisis. The number of suicides per year in Iceland
has averaged around 25-30, most of which are related to depression where the person
in question sees no way out of his or her situation. Each and every suicide is obviously a
tremendous shock and always sad.”

LOOK TO THE LIGHT

Gudmundur Olafsson, lecturer in economics at the University of Iceland: “Regrettably,
this is a risk in the crisis and it's awful when somebody’s means of work is repossessed.
While such incidents are sad, | would encourage people to bear in mind that there’s
always some way out of financial troubles. Now, in the wake of the demise of market
fundamentalism, people are traumatised and | would encourage them to seek solace in
faith. It's the only thing we have left and faith is a source of strength for people. It's also
beneficial to seek solace in a community of people in the same situation. We must look
to the light rather than succumbing to the darkness of despair.”

DEEP DEPRESSION

Psychologist Gunnar Hrafn Birgisson: “When people commit suicide they are in a state
of mind where they see no other way out and are gripped by deep hopelessness. They
are so depressed that it seems to them that death is the only exit from their pain.
However, those that are saved from suicide are often later relieved not to have gone
through with it, because the desperation passes. From then on, people realise that there
are other ways and remedies. It's a very important message to everybody that even if
everything seems hopeless, this may not actually be the case. | would urge people to
persevere and get in touch with somebody, friends or professionals, who can help. This
can lessen the pain and open new possibilities in what previously seemed a hopeless
situation. Our knowledge of severe depression is extensive here in Iceland, and you can
deal with it in many ways. Many people suffer mentally in the economic crisis and there’s
a danger that they withdraw into a shell. That's the tendency when people become
depressed. But we must also have confidence in our strength to endure great suffering.”

DIFFICULT CIRCUMSTANCES

Halldor Joérgensson, chief executive of Lysing:

“Our thoughts here at Lysing are with the man’s family and our condolences go out to
them. In the difficult circumstances that now exist in our society, we at Lysing are doing
our utmost to meet our clients’ needs and expectations. It is a source of great sadness to
us if the relatives of the deceased believe that the cause of this tragic event is in any
way connected with his business with the company.



The national winner was selected by a national jury which consisted
of:

- Linda R6s Alfredsdottir, NIB Representation

- Einar Kvaran, Gedhjalp, Steering committee for EY2010

- Ingibjoérg Steinunn Hermannsdottir, Person experiencing poverty
- Frioa Bjornsdéttir, Icelandic Journalist Association

- Arnar Elin, Editor, Vikan magazine

- Joénsson boér, Editor, Pressan web news outlet

- borsteinsson Grétar, ASI Labour Union, National Ambassador

- Hulda Skogland, EU delegation to Iceland
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