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The situation in Iceland and the most serious challenges 

 
There is no official national definition of absolute and/or relative poverty and/or social 
exclusion in Iceland, however Statistics Iceland has participated in the EU-SILC since 
2004. According to the EU criteria, 9.9% of the Icelandic population were under the “at-
risk-of-poverty” threshold in the year 2006. When analysed by age and gender, the rate 
below poverty threshold in the year 2006 was highest among women aged between 18 to 
24 (just over 15%) and among women aged 65 and older (just below 19%). Among men 
aged 65 and above the rate was 10.1%. Persons living alone who are 65 years or older are 
those who are most at risk of falling below the threshold, with the rate of 41.7%. The 
second largest group consists of women living alone (31.3%) and single parents (23.3%). 
The proportion of people falling under the “at-risk-of poverty” rate was 17% amongst the 
unemployed and 6.9% among those who were employed in 2006. Persons with a 
university degree are at lower risk of poverty than those with primary or secondary 
education, or 4.3%. The “at-risk-of-poverty rate” for a person with primary or secondary 
education were 7.5% and 8% respectively. In 2006, 4,597 families received financial 
assistance from the local authorities’ social services departments. Of those, 1,717 
consisted of men living alone, 1,532 were single mothers with children, 834 were single 
women living alone, 107 were single men with children, 297 were married or cohabiting 
couples with children and 94 consisted of married or cohabiting couples without children. 
 
Obviously, the situation has changed substantially from 2006 when the above data was 
collected. Unemployment has risen; registered unemployment was 7.7% in August 2009, 
against an average of 1.3% in 2006. Registered unemployment amongst men was 7.9% in 
August 2009 and 7.5% amongst women at the same time. The number of persons defined 
as long-term unemployed has risen; they accounted for 52% of all those on the 
unemployment register in August 2009. This designation (long-term unemployed) applies 
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to those who have been on the unemployment register of the Directorate of Labour for 
more than six months. A total of nearly 11,000 children in Iceland have unemployed 
parents; in the case of about 400 of those children, both parents are registered as 
unemployed. Therefore, it can be expected that more people than appear in the foregoing 
statistics are below the “at-risk-of-poverty” threshold now in 2009. It is clear that the 
most serious consequences for households are long-term unemployment, i.e. persons 
without work for six months or longer. The most important factor for combating this 
development is that the economy starts functioning again at full strength. Labour-market 
measures must also be provided and expanded to meet the needs of persons who are 
caught in long-term unemployment, and the work of the Directorate of Labour and the 
local authorities’ social services must be supported. Furthermore, it is important to 
provide special care for children, particularly those from households where the parents are 
unemployed or are facing serious debt burden. There has been a substantial increase in the 
number of foreign nationals in Iceland in the past few years. In January 2009, there were 
more than 24,000 foreign nationals living in the country, accounting for 7.6% of the 
population. Traditionally, they tend to work in the fish processing industry, but because of 
the high economic growth of the past few years, many more were absorbed by the 
construction industry, which is now in a severe recession. Estimated unemployment 
amongst foreign nationals is therefore higher then the average unemployment rate or 
12.5%.  
 
There is not yet an overall review of the social consequences of the crisis. One can only 
see some of the individual changes such as higher unemployment rate, a rise in social and 
financial assistance from the municipalities and an increase of people that seek assistance 
from various NGOs such as Church Aid Society, the Mothers’ support Committee and the 
Icelandic Red Cross. In 2008, 206 individuals sought assistance at the Church Aid 
society; however for the first nine month of the year 2009, 735 individuals have sought 
assistance. Invalidation has increased in recent years in Iceland and especially since the 
economic situation changed in Iceland. In 2008, 7,49% of the population in the age group 
16-66 years old, received invalidity pension, however, for the first 10 months of 2009, 
7,8% of the population in the same age group, received invalidity pension. It can therefore 
be said that the situation in Iceland has changed drastically in the last twelve months and 
there is a considerable high risk that more people will experience poverty and social 
exclusion.   

 

The main lines of administration 
 
In the wake of the onset of the economic recession in the autumn 2008, the Minister of 
Social Affairs and Social Security appointed a steering committee to monitor welfare 
issues; this was in accordance with the government’s resolution of 10th of February 2009. 
The committee is expected to monitor systematically the social and financial 
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consequences of the economic situation for families and individuals and to propose 
measures to be taken to meet the needs of households. The committee consists of sixteen 
members, including representatives of the social partners, Government ministries, 
institutions, NGOs and local authorities. The role of the committee is to gather 
information on the social and financial consequences of the economic situation for 
families and individuals, to gather information on the experience of other nations in 
dealing with economic recessions, to identify means that the state, local authorities and 
NGOs can use to respond to the situation and to stimulate consultation and collaboration 
between those who can make a contribution in view of their skills and experience. The 
steering committee monitoring welfare issues has set up a number of task forces to 
examine various matters that are regarded as urgent. The main focus is on the welfare of 
children; it is regarded as a priority to find means of providing the best possible protection 
for children’s interests. In addition, the steering committee is giving particular attention to 
the position of children and young people at the age 15-25. There is also a task force that 
gives special attention to the position of those who were particularly vulnerable before the 
collapse in October 2008. One can expect that this group will also be particularly badly 
affected by the deterioration in the economic environment. It was requested that this 
group would form a consulting committee for the European Year 2010 and draft the 
National Programme and take part in the co-ordination of the year. It was also requested 
that representatives from the National Organization of parents would take part in drafting 
the National Programme.  
  

The National Action Programme 
 
Dialogue between civil society organisations and government agencies within the 
consulting committee and the Steering Committee to Monitor Welfare Issues has helped 
to identify common issues to be focused on during the European Year. The consulting 
committee agreed on the importance to reach out to the people that are experiencing 
poverty and social exclusion and therefore a questionnaire where people where asked 
what they thought should be the emphasis for the European Year 2010. The questionnaire 
was put together by the consulting committee and it reflects the emphasis of the 
committee. In the questionnaire, people where asked two questions with multiple choices. 
First, what they thought the year should emphasis on and secondly, whether they thought 
there should be a special focus on one group rather than another, such as on children for 
example, or families or females. They were asked if they wished to emphasis one 
particular field, such as: 

 
An awareness raising campaign that would increase the discussion and awareness 
of people that are experiencing poverty and social exclusion in the society,  
 
To increase and improve the access to information and strengthen human rights  
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An awareness raising campaign that focuses on prejudices against people that are 
experiencing poverty and social exclusion,  
 
An awareness raising campaign on the situation of people experiencing poverty or 
social exclusion.  
 
To focus on increasing the selection of education and courses that will improve life 
standards. 
 

It was also possible for people to send in other ideas which they thought that were 
important.    
 
The questionnaire was placed in the Church Aid Society, Samhjálp; a Rehab- Charity and 
Prevention organisation, at the social services centres of the municipalities and the 
Organization of Disabled in Iceland. According to the answers people emphasised mainly 
on awareness raising campaign that focuses on prejudices against people who experience 
poverty and/or social exclusion and on increasing the selection of education and courses 
that would improve people’s chances to improve their life’s. In the answers it was 
commented that there was lack of opportunities of short courses and chances for 
education for people that were unemployed and had not finished higher education. People 
were also asked if there should be a special focus on one particular group such as 
children, family, people that have been long-term unemployed, male or female. 
According to the answers people are on the opinion that the emphasis should be mainly 
on families and long-term unemployed people.  
 
 
The main objectives of the Year 
 
The main objectives of the European Year 2010 is to put the focus on people experiencing 
poverty and social exclusion and that their voices will be heard, both within the society 
and on governmental level. It is important to establish an effective dialogue at all levels of 
society on social protection and social inclusion. In the European Year 2010 the focus 
will be on raising the awareness in society that people are experiencing poverty and social 
exclusion and asking what can be done to erase it. How can the society turn social 
exclusion into inclusion’. It is important that the European Year 2010 will be used to 
strengthen and improve the cooperation and networks between NGOs and governmental 
agencies, for the promotion of social protection and inclusion. It is essential to have a 
good cooperation with the media, both to raise the awareness that people are experiencing 
poverty within the Icelandic society and to promote best practices, success stories and 
good advice 
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Activities of the Year 

The projects in the European Year 2010 in Iceland can be divided into three main 
categories:  

1. National awareness raising campaign against prejudices concerning how people 
experience poverty and social exclusion. 

2. Projects that aim to increase opportunities for people that are experiencing poverty 
and social exclusion to seek education and shorter courses to improve their 
opportunities on the labour market.   

3. Every month the consulting committee will draw an attention to one specify issue 
concerning poverty and social exclusion.  

 

The communication strategy 

Due to the economic crisis in Iceland the media has put the focus on the economic 
situation in Iceland and in to some extent there has been focus on NGOs which are 
assisting people that are experiencing poverty. The media coverage regarding social 
exclusion has however been limited. According to journalists, it can be complex to 
interview people that are experiencing poverty or social exclusion due to the fact that 
people fear unwanted publicity as Icelandic society is relatively small.  

The consulting committee will emphasise on great media attention during the year. As the 
year approaches, journalists will be asked to attend meetings with the committee where 
the committee will appeal to the media to take part in the year in an active way. The 
committee will also appeal to well known individuals in the society to take part in the 
year with some projects such as living on minimum salaries for a week and the media will 
be asked to monitor the individual. Three people will be asked to be ambassadors for the 
year. The committee stresses however the importance of the media coverage to also focus 
on best practise and success stories.  

A webpage will be launched under the homepage of the Ministry of Social Affairs and 
Social Security. Internet access is widespread in Iceland and according to Static Iceland 
94% of male and 91% of females in Iceland have access to the internet and therefore the 
webpage should be available to majority of the nation. On the webpage information 
regarding the year and projects concerning it. There will be information regarding the 
welfare watch and links to other relevant webpage’s. The steering committee will appeal 
to other organizations to have direct links from their webpage’s to the Year page.  
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Two conferences will be held by the NIB, the launching event and closing event, these 
event will be open and no charges. The NIB will send press leases to all media before 
where they are encourage to cover the event.       

Translation about the year and the most important facts about poverty and social 
exclusion will be available on the most common languages in Iceland and an institution 
which works on the matter of immigration will publish these information on its webpage.      

Gender equality in the Action Programme 

The first Gender Equality Act, was approved by the Icelandic parliament, Alþingi, the 
31st of May 1976. Since then, various amendments to the Act have been made. The 
Gender Equality Act prohibits discrimination of all types, direct or indirect, on grounds of 
gender. The Act contains definitions of direct and indirect discrimination.  

The Act on Equal Status and Equal Rights of Women and Men was passed by the 
Icelandic Parliament on February 26th, 2008. The objective of the legislation is to 
continue making progress towards gender equality and to give women and men equal 
opportunities. Its new provisions are aimed at carrying the Icelandic nation forward in the 
direction of increased equality between women and men. The experience of the former 
legislation highlighted the need for firmer law, regarding the rights and obligations of 
those who are responsible for implementing gender equality. The legislation provides that 
gender mainstreaming must be respected in all policy making and planning carried out on 
behalf of ministries and public bodies.  
 
In order to stimulate more effective discussion during the gender equality forum taken 
place every second year, the Minister of Social Affairs and Social Security submits a 
report on the status and development of gender equality issues in main areas of society at 
the beginning of each forum. The report will discuss the status of the genders in main 
areas of society. The overall objective of the gender equality forum is to render ideas and 
suggestions to the preparatory work on the governmental gender equality action plan, thus 
creating a basis of ownership to the plan amongst different actors in society. A new 
governmental gender equality action plan is adopted every four years by the Parliament. 

The present Government commits itself to promote gender equality and to integrate 
equality views in policy making at all levels. The Government has stressed the importance 
of gender equality in the present situation in Iceland and has therefore emphasised on 
gender budgeting with in all levels of the government. It is in the responsibility of the 
Prime Minister’s office to enforce it.  

Gender equality will be an important criterion for the European Year in Iceland and will 
be emphasised. Special attention will be on gender based poverty such as single mothers 
and fathers and social excluded men and women in all age groups.  
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Transparency, visibility and accessibility 

The aim of the European Year in Iceland is to set the focus on people that are 
experiencing poverty and social exclusion and the NGOs and social partners that are 
working on activities to assist people to break out of the circle of poverty and social 
exclusion. In the consulting committee, members have been chosen that represent the 
complex and multi-dimensional nature of poverty and social exclusion. In the consulting 
committee there are members which are working on matters including. anti-
discrimination and disability.  

As stated before there will be a call for proposal on all the activities except the launching- 
and closing event. A special committee with no connection to the consulting committee 
will be formed solely to process the applications. This is done to secure that the NGOs 
and social partners which are in the consulting committee are not excluded from applying 
for the calls for proposal. In the calls for proposal there will be an emphasis on activities 
which are visible in the society and will call on media attention as well as being in the 
scope of the suggestions from the results of questionnaires. The calls will be advertised 
widely and are open for all social partners, municipalities and NGOs.  

A webpage will be open as has been stated above, the webpage will be fulfil the Web 
content Accessibility Guide standard, WC3 1.0. Emphasis will be on that all event and 
project are open for everybody and that accessibility is secured. In the calls for proposal it 
will be noted that proposed projects that focuses on poverty/social exclusion and one or 
more of the five grounds of discrimination will be looked at positively.    

Consultation with NGOs and stakeholders 

A consulting committee was formed to implement the Year and will be working through 
out the year. The role of the committee is to outline the main goals of the Year such as in 
the National Programme and for consultation and assistance for the implementation of the 
Year. The committee has a strong network which will be used to disseminate information 
on the year. The committee will meet at least once a month during the year and will call 
for the meetings experts for advice on various subjects such as health or education. The 
committee will regularly post messages on the homepage of the Year where the 
committee draws attention to a subject related to the year.   

The consulting committee representatives are:  

- The Church Aid 

- Intercultural Centre 

- The Icelandic Confederation of Labour  
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- The Icelandic Red Cross  

- The Ministry of Social Affairs and Social Security  

- Multi-Cultural Centre 

- National Organization of parents 

- The Organization of Disabled in Iceland 

- The social service of Reykjanesbær 

- The welfare department of Reykjavík  

- Samhjálp, a Rehab- Charity and Prevention organisation  

- The Icelandic Mental health Alliance  

 

Implementation of projects 

Selections of projects 

The selection must be and will be based on an equal and non-discriminatory treatment of 
the applicants. The application procedure will be carried out in a transparent way and will 
be documented by the Ministry of Social Affairs and Social Security. All projects in the 
European Year 2010 will be an open call for proposal besides the launching- and closing 
events which will be implemented and funded by the Ministry of Social Affairs and 
Social Security. The calls for proposal will be published in news papers, on internet 
webpage’s such as of the Ministry of Social Affairs and Social Security, other 
governmental offices and various NGOs and social partners. A special selective 
committee will be formed where representatives from various ministries who have 
knowledge on the subject will have the role of selecting projects from applicants. The 
guidelines of the selection of the projects will be high quality, equal treatment, cost-
efficiency and transparency. The reasons for a specific selection committee is to secure 
that NGO’s and social partners who have taken part in the consulting committee will not 
be excluded from the application of the open call for proposal. The necessary criteria for 
selection will be: 

1. The activities are in the spirit of the European Year and the situation in Iceland.  

2. That the projects are implemented with in the year.  

3. Co-funding is secured.  
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4. The maximum funding for each project will be 12.000 EUR 

 

Preliminary timetable  

As soon as the National Programme has been approved by the Commission and the 
funding is secure the call for proposal will be advertised in newspapers and on webpage’s. 
The launching event will be used to encourage NGOs and social partners to apply for the 
call. The call will be open for one month which then the application by processed by the 
selective committee. The aim is for the selective committee to announce the winners of 
the call within three weeks of the closing date. The selective calls will be published on the 
Ministry of Social Affairs and Social Security’s homepage. All projects and activities will 
have to be finished before 31 of December 2010.  

Preliminary budget 
 
The funding from the European Union for the European Year 2010 in Iceland is about 
120.000 EUR, additionally the government will add at least an equivalent amount of co-
financing.  
 
  Co-funding    
 EU funding 120.000 EUR NIB – staff cost 24861  EUR 
  NIB co-funding in cash 100389 
    
Total 120.000 EUR  125.250 
 
 
Monitoring and assessment 
 
The monitoring and assessment will be carried out by the National Implementing Body, 
the Ministry of Social Affairs and Social Security. Accounting reports and process reports 
will have to be delivered and final payment will be withheld if the appropriate documents 
are not delivered.  


