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Útdráttur 

Í þessari ritgerð er fjallað um það hvernig íslensk stjórnvöld nálgast öryggi sem ekki snýr að 

hernaðarlegum ógnum. Farið er yfir þróun umræðu, löggjafar og stefnumótunar um öryggismál, með 

sérstakri áherslu á tímabilið 2006-2014. Þá er einnig fjallað um áhrif öryggisnálgunar stjórnvalda á 

stofnanir sem starfa á sviði almannaöryggis og er sérstaklega horft til þróunar almannavarnakerfisins á 

Íslandi sem nær eingöngu hefur miðast við að bregðast við náttúruhamförum þó að ákveðin breyting 

sé að verða þar á.  

Íslensk stjórnvöld hafa ekki sett sér formlega stefnu í öryggismálum, en litið hefur verið á aðild 

Íslands að Norður-Atlantshafsbandalaginu og varnarsamninginn við Bandaríkin sem hornstein í 

öryggis- og varnarmálum. Eftir að bandaríski herinn fór frá Íslandi árið 2006 voru öryggismál tekinn til 

endurskoðunar. Áhættumatsskýrsla sem kom út árið 2009 lagði grunninn að stefnumótun stjórnvalda 

sem nú fer fram, þ.e. þróun þjóðaröryggisstefnu og stefnu í í almannavarna-og öryggismálum. Það 

sem nú þegar liggur fyrir um þessar stefnur gefur til kynna að öryggisviðhorf stjórnvalda takmarkist 

ekki lengur við hernaðarlegt öryggi og landvarnir.  

Í ritgerðinni er einnig fjallað er um áhættuhugtakið en öryggismál eru í auknum mæli sett í 

samhengi við áhættu og er Ísland engin undantekning þar á. Mat á áhættu, þ.e. líkindi á atburðum og 

mögulegar afleiðingar, er þannig notað við forgangsröðun verkefna og fjármuna. Þróun öryggisviðhorfs 

stjórnvalda er sett í samhengi við ráðandi kenningar í alþjóðasamskiptum, þá sérstaklega 

raunsæisstefnu og mótunarhyggju. Hugtakið öryggisvæðing er ferli sem á sér stað þegar málefni 

krefjast neyðarúrræða, þ.e. ná út fyrir hefðbundnar pólitískar lausnir. Niðurstöður ritgerðarinnar eru í 

meginatriðum þær að almannaöryggi hafi ekki enn verið öryggisvætt á Íslandi. Sú ályktun er dregin að 

frekar sé hægt að tala um aukna stjórnmálavæðingu á áhættuþáttum sem snúa að almannaöryggi. 

Málefni sem talin eru snúa að almannaöryggi eru orðin viðfangsefni stjórnmálanna og hafist hefur 

verið handa við að móta um þau opinbera stefnu.  
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Abstract 

This thesis explores the Icelandic government’s perception of non-military security through 

developments in political discussion, policy development and legislation in the years 2006-2014. The 

security dialogue in Iceland has largely been limited to the military aspect of security. A formal security 

policy has never been established in Iceland, except to the extent that the membership to the North 

Atlantic Treaty Organization and the defense agreement with the United States can be said to 

constitute a policy.  

After the United States military forces left Iceland in 2006 the need to assess Iceland’s security in a 

wider context was addressed through the 2009 Risk Assessment Report, which has been used as a 

foundation for the development of a security policy. The steps that have been taken include the 

drafting of a policy on civil protection and security and presentation of proposals for the development 

of a national security policy. These developments are put in context with two prominent theories of 

international relations, namely realism and constructivism. The conclusion is that the government 

perception of security is no longer limited to the realist mindset.  

As part of further exploring the broadening of the security perception in a theoretical context, the 

process of securitization is defined. Securitization is, according to the Copenhagen school, when an 

issue requires emergency action beyond standard political procedures. The main conclusion of this 

thesis is that non-military issues are increasingly labeled as security concerns in Iceland and the term 

civil security is increasingly used in that regard. This however does not mean that non-military threats 

or risk factors have been securitized. Non-military security has however been placed on the political 

agenda. The risk concept is explored as it is used increasingly in the security discourse and Iceland is 

no exception in that regard. As more and more non-military issues are labeled as security, the need 

for addressing prioritization of risk factors arises. Risk assessment plays an important part in that 

process. 
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1 Introduction 

Ever since the Treaty of Westphalia in 1648, states have been considered the most powerful actors 

in the international system. In the traditional understanding of security, the state is the both the 

referent object, and the provider, of security. Realism, the theory predominant in the study and 

practice of international relations after the Second World War and all through the Cold War period, 

limits the concept of security to the defense of the state and its borders. Accordingly, any discussion of 

challenges to security is limited to military threats from other states. However, a widened view of the 

security concept seems to be more relevant to the threats and risks existing in modern global society. 

With the effects of globalization and increasing prominence of non-military security challenges, the 

scope of the security concept in the western world has been moving from strictly the state level to 

include the individual, societal, regional and global level to varying degrees. After the end of the Cold 

War, the security agenda has increasingly included economic, environmental, social and political 

challenges to states. Societies and individuals have also increasingly been considered referent objects 

of security. This is applicable to theoretical trends but also the changing nature of the modern security 

agenda. Most states are, however, likely to continue to define their national security in more state-

centric terms. When it comes to widening the concept of security one has to ask the question of how 

and to what extent it should be expanded.  

The security concept cannot be separated from the concept of risk. There exists no specific 

definition of what ‘risk’ means, yet it is increasingly used to describe the security challenges that 

modern society faces. Technological developments have heightened the awareness of risk in modern 

society but also brought new risks that are related to technological progress. In order to manage risk, 

one would seem to need the perspective of both the physical scientist and the social scientist. The 

sociological outlook of risk describes the challenges that a modern society faces. The physical 

perspective of risk is more relevant to the assessment of probability and consequences and, therefore, 

is more relevant for the prioritization of prevention and precaution. It appears to be especially relevant 

to the non-traditional security challenges that are high on the agenda in western societies today, such 

as epidemics, climate change and terrorism. Managing risk is thinking of the present in terms of the 

future. It has been suggested that the widened security concept demands a more long-term approach 

to risk management, and to government in general, than the traditional threat perspective. 

Preparedness is nowadays more commonly dictated by perception of risk and vulnerabilities of states, 

societies and infrastructure, rather than perception of direct threat (Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 2009a). 

The challenge that states face is how to define security concerns and priorities, and, subsequently, 

how to approach them. It could be argued that it is not is not difficult to maintain focus within the wide 

range of security threats and risks once one is clear about the priorities and principles one sets for 

security. But if security is dependent on each state’s priorities and principles there can be no single 

comprehensive definition of the concept. Rather, each state has to decide what the concept of security 

encompasses for it and its citizens. The trend in the Nordic countries has been to use the ‘societal 

security doctrine’ to coordinate policy and action on non-military emergencies regarding the critical 

functions of society. Iceland has not developed a formal policy on security and has therefore not been 
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a part of that process. Recently, however, the government has taken certain steps towards formal 

policy-making on security and that has involved using the term societal or civil security (Icelandic: 

samfélagslegt öryggi eða almannaöryggi) for the security of individuals, social groups, identities, 

values and basic infrastructure of society.  

Organizing and recognizing security priorities has a direct impact on resource allocation. Iceland 

has no military and has therefore not expended significant resources towards the country’s defense. 

The economic crash of 2008 led to austerity measures by the government which led to decreased 

budgets for public institutions, among them traditional security institutions such as the Police and 

Coast Guard. The economic crash also “revealed the vulnerability of Icelandic society to a systemic 

breakdown” (Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 2009a). There remain opposing political views about what 

Iceland’s security priorities should be. There are those that consider it vital for Iceland to shoulder 

more responsibility regarding the country’s defense and maintain “minimum operational capacity to 

cooperate with other NATO members” (Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 2009a). On the other hand, there 

are those that want to emphasize non-military aspects of security as no military threats are imminent 

to Iceland. The basis for this approach is the preposition that there would be a build-up of tension, 

such as increase in military capabilities of the relevant aggressor, before Iceland was threatened, and 

that such build-up of tension would provide ‘early warning’. This perspective places emphasis on risk 

factors that involve civil security and infrastructure protection which, according to this perspective, 

should be the focus of Iceland’s security policy as these aspects are more imminent (Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs, 2009a). These perspectives have influenced the discussion on security in recent 

years. The developments that have been taking place regarding policy on non-military security will be 

the focus of this thesis. 

The debate on security in Iceland has mostly revolved around the military aspects of security. The 

lack of a tradition of discussing security has, in some part at least, to do with how divisive the subject 

of Iceland’s national defense has been in Icelandic politics. The solution for Iceland’s security 

arrangements after the Second World War was the defense agreement with the United States and 

Iceland’s North Atlantic Treaty Organization (“NATO”) membership. Both the defense agreement and 

the NATO membership created debate and conflict in Icelandic politics. The positive economic impact 

of the military presence in Iceland, however, as well as political conflicts, prevented Iceland from 

withdrawing its participation in the western defense cooperation, the center of which is NATO. The 

defense agreement and the NATO membership were considered an all-inclusive security solution by a 

majority of the Icelandic political elite. It was therefore not until after the United States military base 

was closed down in 2006 that steps were taken to assess Iceland’s security challenges independently 

and address formally the changes to the world security agenda following the Cold War. It was 

furthermore not until the security focus had shifted significantly from an emphasis on national defense 

that the political parties could agree on joint proposals for a comprehensive national security policy. 

Even then such joint proposals included reservations or comments from two of the five parliamentary 

parties regarding military security. Recognition of non-military security as an integral part of Iceland’s 

security has been limited, partly because the need for forming an official comprehensive policy on 

security was not addressed until after the United States military forces left Iceland. The research 
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question that will be considered in this thesis is how non-military security is perceived by the Icelandic 

government and what direction the Icelandic government is taking in defining challenges to non-

military security. This will be done through assessing the steps in formal, as well as informal, policy-

making which have been taken in recent years. The role of risk in the security dialogue in Iceland will 

also be considered. How it is used in official documents and in practice by institutions in the field of 

security.  

Chapter 2 sets out the theoretical perspectives related to security, including the widened scope of 

the security concept. This is necessary basis for the exploration of how the Icelandic government 

approaches non-military security and what role the risk concept entails in regard to non-military 

security challenges. In chapter 3 the methodology of the research will be explained and in chapter 4 

the terminology in the field of civil protection and security discussed. Chapter 5 will focus on the 

security dialogue in Icelandic politics and the policy which has been in place regarding security and 

defense, including its development. Chapter 6 will describe the development of the Icelandic civil 

protection structure, and in chapter 7 the civil security aspect of the Police will be discussed as well as 

the development of a policy on law enforcement. Chapter 8 contains the final conclusions of this 

thesis. 
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2 Theoretical Perspectives of Security 

The definition and scope of the security concept is an evolving theory. According to Booth (2005), 

each individual’s conception of security is dependent upon the assumptions that make up his or her 

theory of world politics. In this chapter some of the more prominent theories of international relations 

will be discussed in conjunction with the concept of security. Following this, the development of the 

understanding of the security concept will be considered along with the introduction of two of the 

widening approaches, namely human security and societal security. The concept of securitization will 

then be discussed, as securitization has been the prevalent approach for those interested in defining 

security issues in international politics since Ole Wæver formulated the term almost two decades ago. 

Finally, the nature of security threats and security risks will be compared as well as considering the 

general concept of risk. 

The most common perception of security has been the realist, state centered concept of security 

which concentrates on the effects of, and response to, military threats to the state territory. This 

traditional understanding of security has its roots in the development of the modern nation state in 

Europe in the seventeenth century. Since the Treaty of Westphalia in 1648, states have been seen as 

the most powerful actors in the international system with no higher authority to regulate relations 

among them and security of the state seen as the priority of governments (Baylis and Smith, 2001). 

Hobbes set out his view, around the same time, that for the laws of nature to be observed, there must 

be a terror of some power. In the state of nature there are no rules or laws and conflict therefore turns 

into war. Hobbes called it a “bellum omnium contra omnes” or “perpetual war of all against all” 

(Hobbes, 1996). The social contract with the sovereign was therefore a form of protection and the 

driving force behind absolute sovereignty of the nation state was the search for security (Neocleous, 

2007). Inside states, citizens consent to live under a government that passes laws and enforces them 

but also upholds order and delivers security. The citizens sacrifice some liberty to the government in 

order to obtain security. Thus the concept of individual security and state security are linked together. 

2.1 Realism 

The realist perspective encompasses various ideas but central is the notion that the international 

system is an anarchic state system, the main feature of which is the perpetual competition for security 

based on military power (Newman, 2001). There is no higher authority in the international system, 

unlike the domestic system, and there is therefore no authority to counter or prevent the use of force. 

Security can therefore only be realized through self-help and “self-help is necessarily the principle of 

action” (Waltz, 1979, p. 111). Classical realism sees the international system directed by “objective 

laws that have their roots in human nature” as Morgenthau and Thompson (1985) phrase it while 

neorealism sees the structure of the international system playing a leading role in the relationship 

between states. This structure of the system is defined by its anarchy and the distribution of 

capabilities of states inside the system. Classical realism and neorealism are not rival schools of 

thought but there are, however, variances between them. Classical realism views the search for power 
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as the key objective of states whereas neorealism sets security as the ultimate concern for states and 

power as useful means to attain that (Waltz, 1979). 

It has been acknowledged by neorealists that cooperation between states does take place but this 

cooperation is limited by the security competition among states which no amount of cooperation can 

eradicate (Mearsheimer, 1994). The institutions mirror the distribution of power in the international 

system and the most powerful states in the system establish these institutions to maintain and even 

increase their power. States are and will remain fearful that other states will break agreements or try to 

take advantage so they will always be conscious of the fact that they have to provide national security 

in the last resort, even though they have entered into alliances with other states (Mearsheimer, 1994). 

2.2 Liberalism 

Much like realism, liberalism is a collection of various different ideas. The emphasis behind the 

liberalist perspective is on the liberty of the individual and the establishment of the state as a necessity 

to protect this liberty from other individuals and other states. Democratic institutions are to assure that 

states serve the collective will of individuals. Liberalism holds that the impact of interdependence and 

mutual interests between states can bring peace and mutual gain for states. Neo-liberal 

institutionalism is a distinct school of thought within liberalism but the contrast with classical liberalism 

is not relevant to the scope of this thesis. Neo-liberalism or neo-liberal institutionalism views states, 

along with inter-governmental institutions, non-governmental institutions and multi-national 

corporations as the actors in the international system, although states remain the key actors. 

According to neoliberal institutionalism it is possible reduce the security competition between states 

through cooperation and institutions. These factors can provide stability and reduce fears of cheating; 

institutions are therefore an important tool in the search for international security. Transnational 

cooperation is necessary to solve common problems, and, as states become more involved in the 

cooperation, the cost of withdrawing from it grows. Neo-liberal institutionalism considers that states are 

rational in nature and asserts that states emphasize absolute gains when common interests leads to 

cooperation between them. This is opposed to neo-realism which stresses that states always look for 

comparative gains (Baylis and Smith, 2001). 

2.3 Constructivism 

Constructivism considers individuals, groups and social structures, in addition to states, to be 

actors in international relations. Ideas and communications, such as treaties and international 

organizations, among these actors create structures in the international system. These structures also 

influence the ideas and communication of these actors. Realism and liberalism assume that the actors 

and structures in the international systems are given but constructivist theory considers their nature 

fluid and socially constructed. Constructivism places emphasizes on the people that make up the 

states and institutions which constitute the world of anarchy. People, and the ideas that they believe 

in, give things meaning. Power in turn resides in the ideas that people collectively believe in. Therefore 

changing the way we think about international relations can give rise to changes that bring us towards 

greater international security (Baylis and Smith, 2001). Constructivists have used the inability of 



  

13 

realists to explain particular phenomena as the starting point for showing the causal significance of 

factors such as norms and social identities (Buzan and Hansen, 2009). Constructivism has been used 

to look at security from a broader perspective than focusing only on military threats to the state.  

Realism limits security to the state’s pursuit of self-interest and the preserving and expansion of 

power while the focus of liberalism is on cooperation as a means for states to achieve mutual aims. 

Constructivism perspective does not assume that there is an already determined world. Constructivism 

emphasizes that international relations are a social construction that is the process of interaction 

between actors and their social practices. The referent object of security and the challenges that it 

faces is therefore not predetermined.  

Foreign policy and international cooperation are not the main focus of analysis in this thesis, 

although they are an integral feature when looking at Iceland’s security perspective.  Realism and 

constructivism, rather than liberalism, will however be used when explaining the recent and ongoing 

developments on security policy in Iceland in the conclusions of this thesis.  

2.4 Expansion of the Security Concept 

Many of the non-military security threats that emerged in the post-Cold War era were not entirely 

new issues. These threats increased in significance when the security focus. These non-military 

threats, such as environmental degradation, poverty and disparity among and within societies are 

often referred to as ‘soft’ security threats as opposed to the traditional, hard security threats of military 

nature. There is a rising awareness in western societies of these soft, non-military threats and risks. 

On one hand soft security threats this extend to challenges such as terrorism and proliferation of 

weapons of mass destruction (linked with organized crime and smuggling) and on the other hand   

natural disasters, climate change, pandemics, law and order, illegal migration and trafficking, and 

multifold infrastructure security such as energy and cyber security (Bailes, 2009).  

Globalization, the international integration that society has witnessed due to the technological 

advances in transport, information and communications, has transformed mobility of people, ideas, 

values, resources and commodities. Globalization has also revealed new vulnerabilities within 

societies. Some security challenges have been intensified. Bailes (2007b) mentions three factors: (a) 

threats that are aggravated by global interpenetration, such as pandemics; (b) new openings for 

“already problematic players” such as proliferation of weapons of mass destruction and international 

terrorism; and (c) such threats as interruption of energy supply and cyber-attacks which are 

aggravated by the rise in economic and functional dependence and interdependence. States are also 

becoming more and more dependent on cooperation in the search for solutions to security risks which 

are of a transnational nature, such as global warming, organized crime and terrorism. This is reflected 

in the emergence of regional and global norms and institutions working with issues extending from 

development, criminal and humanitarian law, and human rights to economics and democracy 

(Newman, 2001).  

According to Booth (2005), the security concept of the Cold War appeared to be a conservative 

concept or rather that the politics behind the conceptualization were fundamentally conservative. The 
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security agenda will be as broad or as narrow as the political theory that drives it. The realist 

conception of security excludes the security of the individual or the society, and the expansion of the 

concept is therefore troublesome if one restricts oneself to that theory. Realism treats states, groups 

and individuals as givens that relate objectively to an external world of threats created by the security 

dilemma. Constructivism, however, stresses structures such as identity, values and norms on what we 

perceive as security concerns. In the context of constructivism, security is not an “objective condition” 

and “the object of security is not stable or unchanging” (Krause and Williams, 1996, p. 242). Focal 

questions are how the object that is to be secured is constituted and how issues are placed under the 

category of security. The concept of state security is not rejected but considered an “historical 

resolution to central problems of political life” (Krause and Williams, 1996).   

The end of the Cold War brought about a new security order with new challenges and concerns 

which encouraged scholars that had opposed the state-centric, power-based model of international 

politics to further contest the traditional concept of security with its narrow military focus. Buzan, 

Wæver and their collaborators, collectively known as The Copenhagen School, are among those 

credited with widening the security agenda. Their approach involved five categories of relevance; 

adding environmental, economic and societal security to the conventional categories of political and 

military security (Buzan, 1983). The five categories do not operate in isolation from each other. “Each 

defines a focal point within the security problematique, and a way of ordering priorities, but all are 

woven together in a strong web of linkage” (Buzan, 1991, p. 433). 

Military security concerns the two-level interplay of the armed offensive and defensive 

capabilities of states, and states’ perceptions of each other’s intentions.  

Political security concerns the organizational stability of states, systems of government and the 

ideologies that give them legitimacy.  

Economic security concerns access to the resources, finance and markets that are necessary to 

sustain acceptable levels of welfare and state power.  

Societal security concerns the sustainability, within acceptable conditions for evolution, of 

traditional patterns of language, culture, religion and national identity and custom.  

Environmental security concerns the maintenance of the local and the planetary biosphere as 

the as the essential support system on which all human enterprises depend (Buzan, 1983, p. 

19-20).  

It is essential to look at activities of agents such as social movements and non-governmental 

organizations because these and other agents are “striving to provide for the needs of themselves and 

others” since the state is not always able or willing to procure security for their citizens (Bilgin, 2003). It 

has been argued however that if the concept of security is not confined to the state and its actions and 

interests, then the concept becomes applicable to both everything and nothing (Wæver, 1995). Wæver 

argues against radically rethinking the concept of security. As he puts it, the goal is to: 

…retain the specific quality characterizing security problems: urgency; state power claiming 

the legitimate use of extraordinary means; a threat seen as potentially undercutting sovereignty, 

thereby preventing the political ‘we’ from dealing with any other questions. With this approach it 
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is possible that any sector, at any particular time, might be the most important focus for 

concerns about threats, vulnerabilities, and defense (Wæver, 1995, p. 51). 

The bottom line of security is survival but it must also cover, to some degree, the conditions of 

existence. But to what degree these conditions of an established way of life warrant emergency action 

and exceptional measures is one of the difficult aspects of the security concept (Buzan, 1991). 

2.4.1 Human Security 

The 1994 Human Development Report of the United Nations Development Programme (“UNDP”) 

criticized the longstanding demarcation of security to the potential of conflict between states and threat 

to states’ borders. It called for the search for security through sustainable development rather than 

armament. Furthermore the UNDP report introduced the concept of human security, a universal 

concern relevant to people regardless of their location. A broad expression which is often used to 

describe human security is freedom from want and freedom from need. Four dimensions of human 

security are described in the UNDP report: (a) it is universal, (b) its components are independent, (c) it 

is easier to protect with prevention than intervention and (d) it is people-centered. Human security 

challenges the traditional understanding that the referent object of security should be the state and 

instead focuses on the individual. It includes the softer security threats, already mentioned, but it also 

covers the access to basic needs, human rights, good governance, and access to economic 

opportunity, education and health care. It involves a broader spectrum of actors than the traditional 

security concept. The state is still the primary actor in ensuring security but some threats are of such 

nature that they call for the involvement and collaboration of other actors, such as international and 

regional organizations and civil society and community-based actors (UNDP, 1994).  

The above concept has become popularized and the focus of many scholars. Human security and 

the attention to the individual in this context have since been granted greater importance in 

international governance and codes of conduct. A greater understanding has emerged, that “human 

security deprivation, such as abuses of human rights and pandemic threats, has direct impact on 

peace and stability, both within and between states” (Newman, 2001). The term ‘human security’ has 

no formal definition and has been used rather as a slogan or an evocative term to turn attention to 

threats that face “individuals and social groups during humanitarian catastrophes” (Bilgin, 2003). 

Wæver points out that while human security was meant to be a progressive move away from the state 

centric approach towards real people it is first and foremost a basis for “addressing more and more 

aspects of life through the problematic lens of security” (Wæver, 2008).  

2.4.2 Societal Security 

Whereas human security is most often used in the context of the populations of developing 

countries, the societal security concept has reached prominence in Europe, with the Nordic countries 

at the forefront. As mentioned earlier, the Copenhagen School put forth a sectorial division of security 

where societal security and the other four categories are only dimensions of the national (state) 

security. Further development of the societal security concept originated in Ole Wæver’s Identity, 

Migration and the New Security Agenda in Europe (Wæver, 1993). Social concerns demanded more 
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attention than state sovereignty in contemporary Europe. The events that motivated the development 

of societal security were mainly European integration and Eastern European disintegration. These 

events highlighted that the interests of states and society did not necessarily align. Political actors 

mobilized society to confront internal or external threats; or national minorities were threatened by 

their state. Wæver suggested a duality of the state and society, keeping society as a dimension of the 

state but prevailing also as a referent object of security. It was considered as a middle position 

between those who advocated for global security and those who promoted individual security. It is 

acknowledged that security is influenced “by dynamics” at the individual level and the level of the 

global system but the terms individual and global security are rejected (Buzan and Hansen, 2009). 

Societal security is according to Wæver (1993, p. 23) the ability of a “society to persist in its 

essential character through changing conditions and possible and actual threats”. Wæver (1993, p. 

23) defines it further as “the sustainability, within acceptable conditions for evolution, of traditional 

patterns of language, culture, association, a religious and national identity and custom”. Society is 

therefore the cultural and social substance that the political and military shell encloses, and societal 

security an extension to state security (Theiler, 2003). Society becomes the referent object of security 

as the focus moves away from the sovereign state and its territorial integrity to the vulnerabilities and 

threats that civil society faces. The referent object, society, mainly consists of national groups in the 

case of Europe, but it can also be of a religious or a racial nature. The organizing subject for the 

societal sector is identity. Societal insecurities are at play if a community’s survival is threatened by a 

development or the potentiality of an event. It does not matter what kind of community is being 

considered, so long as it has a collective identity (Wæver, 1993).  

The subjective nature of security is especially relevant to societal security. Different societies have 

different perceptions of what constitutes a threat or risk and what level of threats or risks is acceptable. 

One society might perceive climate change as a security threat while another might not. The 

Copenhagen School provides a framework to define security issues and determine how a specific 

matter becomes securitized or desecuritized. The framework states that security analysis can be 

applied to a variety of sectors without losing the quality of the concept of security, if survival of 

collective units and principles is set as the defining core of security studies (Buzan, Wæver and de 

Wilde, 1998). 

2.4.3 Securitization 

According to the Copenhagen School, issues can become subject to ‘politicization’, i.e. when 

issues become “part of public policy, requiring government decision and resource allocation or more 

rarely some other form of communal governance” (Buzan et al., 1998, p. 23). When a subject requires 

immediate action and normal political processes are not applicable it can lead to securitization of the 

subject. It is then “lifted above politics” (Buzan et al., 1998, p. 26). 

A securitizing actor, most often the state, presents a matter as an existential threat to a referent 

object which requires “immediate attention” and “the use of extraordinary measures”. This 

representation of the perceived threat is called a “speech act”. But securitization only takes place 

when a relevant audience such as the public is persuaded. Only then can the extraordinary measures 
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be taken and the matter moves from the politicized spectrum to the securitized spectrum (Buzan et al., 

1998). Essentially, any issue can be securitized through a speech act thus expanding the security 

concept (Wæver, 1995). Buzan et al. (1998) point out that the Copenhagen School: 

do[es] not push the demand so high as to say that emergency measure has to be adopted, 

only that the existential threat has to be argued and just gain enough resonance for a platform 

to be made from which it is possible to legitimize emergency measures or other steps that 

would not have been possible had the discourse not taken the form of existential threats, point 

of no return, and necessity (Buzan et al., 1998, pp. 25). 

The Copenhagen School stresses that more security is not necessarily better; security should be 

viewed as negative in the sense that it is a failure to deal with issues as normal politics. Securitization 

has an attraction due to its “prioritizing imperative” but desecuritization should be the goal (Buzan et 

al., 1998). Securitization nonetheless attaches urgency to an issue which “leads to sustained 

mobilization of political support and deployment of resources”. It can therefore be argued that the 

process has concrete achievements such as “efficient handling of complex problems, mobilizing of 

popular support for policies in specific areas by calling them security relevant, and the allocation of 

more resources”. 

Why are some issues securitized and others not? Eriksson and Giacomello (2007) point out that 

legitimizing extraordinary measures with securitization, is more applicable when the threat at hand is 

an antagonistic one rather than a structural problem. War and terrorism reach the policy agenda more 

readily than structural problems such as traffic accidents which, nevertheless, tend to cost more lives. 

In theory the process of securitization is open to anybody. In practice, however, it is restricted by the 

capacity of the actor to make socially effective claims about a threat. Wæver defines three main 

“facilitating conditions” for securitization to be successful: (a) the form of the act, (b) the position of 

speaker and (c) the historical significance of particular threats (Wæver, 2000, pp. 252-253). 

What remains central in all of this is the threat. The framework can be criticized for proposing that 

security only obtains meaning through interpretation of danger and threat. It therefore promotes a 

conception of security politics as essentially negative and reactionary (McDonald, 2008). Neocleous 

(2008) states that the use of emergency powers has been a regular aspect of economic regulation in 

liberal democracies as well as fascist states in the last century. He declares that ‘state of emergency’ 

has become the most popular method in the art of governing state affairs. Emergency measures are 

most often launched for security reasons and in the majority of cases remain in place after the 

circumstances that brought them on are resolved. States have failed to treat emergency as temporary 

and the inclination is for the measures taken to become a new concept of normality. According to 

Neocleous it is almost impossible to find a liberal democracy going through a phase of emergency 

without there being some permanent change in its political technique. He stresses that the abundance 

of emergency and the growing “diffuseness of the concept [as being] politically important since it helps 

sustain an emergency mentality among the population” (Neocleous, 2008, p. 68). Neocleous therefore 

argues against further expansion of the security concept since the only way the state knows how to 

deal with threats to security is to tighten its hold further on civil society and intensify further its 

constraints on human freedoms (Neocleous, 2007). 
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A further question is whether security can be limited to the use of emergency measures. Some 

scholars have argued that securitization is not the best tool to understand non-traditional security 

problems, such as environmental degradation and pandemics since it concentrates on emergency 

mobilization in response to urgent dangers. They advocate looking at these issues through the context 

of risk, which emphasizes prevention and precaution (McDonald, 2008). It is argued that “threat-based 

security deals with direct causes of harm, whereas risk-security is oriented towards the conditions of 

possibility or constitutive causes of harm, a kind of ‘second-order’ security politics that promotes long-

term precautionary governance” (Corry, 2011). In this sense risk-security is more focused on 

vulnerability and resilience rather than thwarting or defeating a threat.  

2.5 Threats and Risks 

Wolfer (1952) characterizes security as “the absence of threats to acquired values” but Baldwin 

prefers to rephrase to eliminate ambiguity and call it “low probability of damage to acquired values” 

(Baldwin, 1997). The term probability brings us to the concept of risk which is increasingly used in the 

context of security. Risk is often defined as the product of probability of occurrence multiplied with the 

intensity and scope of potential harm. Beck (2006, p. 333) however rejects the idea that risk is 

reducible to this and refers to risk as “a socially constructed phenomenon” and “the modern approach 

to foresee and control the future consequences of human action, the various unintended 

consequences of radicalized modernization” (Beck, 1999, p. 3). 

Physical scientists [have] sought to quantify, to measure, to objectify, to calculate, […], to 

nail down risk.  Risk can, and more importantly should, be made precise, exact, and accurate. 

Social scientists [have] viewed risk as contextual and as a cultural construction. The act of 

measuring, thinking about and seeking to understand and manage risk changes the risk. Risk 

definition depends on who defines (Kelman, 2003). 

Bailes (2007a) notes that ‘threat’ has been reserved “for problems that are consciously and actively 

created by one security actor—ranging from an individual person to a state, alliance or international 

movement—for another”. Rasmussen (2006, pp. 1-2) defines threat as quantifiable on the grounds 

that a specific danger can be assessed and measured by “the capabilities an enemy has to realize a 

hostile intent”. This implies that definable methods can be used to deal with threats since the 

necessary elements are known. Threats can, in theory, also be eliminated, whereas risks as imaginary 

future scenarios cannot. One can say that risk management is chronic. According to Rasmussen 

(2006, p. 3) “there is no such thing as perfect security in a risk society” since even the absence of 

threats does not equal security. If a risk becomes a reality in a harmful event the memory of it creates 

a risk scenario for the future and even if a risk fails to materialize it can still remain a risk. “Thinking in 

terms of risk means measuring the present in terms of the future – and from the perspective of the first 

years of the twenty-first century, there is plenty to fear from the future” (Rasmussen, 2006, p. 3). The 

security paradigm after the Second World War has been described as means-ends rationality. This 

rationality emphasized calculating and matching means to achieve desired goals and the theory was 

that action produced particular consequences. The means-ends rationality is finding limited 

applicability in today’s security environment. In the age of globalization a reflexive rationality has 
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developed which concerns managing risks, trying to prevent undesirable future consequences that 

may or may not occur (Williams, 2005). Policymakers cannot promise perfect security, all they can do 

is avoid, pre-empt and manage risk (Rasmussen, 2006). 

2.5.1 Risk 

Giddens and Beck were among the first sociologists to recognize that technology, science and 

industrialism in modern society create risks and unintended consequences for the environment, our 

health and well-being (Jarvis, 2007). The term ‘risk society’ became closely associated with Giddens 

and Beck. According to Beck (1992), modernity involved rationality and the belief in the potential that 

scientific knowledge could bring, but in late modernity the world is perceived as a place where we are 

constantly confronted with risk. Therefore the term ‘risk society’ is chosen to describe this apparent 

reality that we are confronted with. Beck (1992, p. 21) defines risk as “a systematic way of dealing with 

hazards and insecurities induced and introduced by modernization itself”. “Risks, as opposed to older 

dangers, are consequences that relate to the threatening force of modernization and to its 

globalization of doubt” (Beck, 1992, p. 21).  

Giddens (1999) describes the meaning of the term ‘risk society’ as “society increasingly 

preoccupied with the future (and also with safety), which generates the notion of risk”. Giddens (1998, 

p. 27) stresses that although the term ‘risk society’ might suggest a more hazardous world than 

before, it indicates rather a society that is more preoccupied with future and safety than previous 

societies. This, he says, generates the notion of risk. 

According to Williams (2005) risk has had a definition that is based on quantification and 

calculation all throughout modernity. This involved the separation of risk, as known unknowns, and 

uncertainty, as unknown unknowns, but in late modernity the overlap between risk and uncertainty is 

such that it is difficult to separate between them. “Seemingly unique cases of uncertainty can rapidly 

evolve into risks, as and when harm is established” (Mythen, 2004, p. 14). Contemporary risk hold 

‘residual uncertainties’, which makes it difficult to assess them in quantitative terms (Mythen, 2004).  

2.5.2 Types of risk 

Beck makes a distinction between hazards and risks. Hazards are naturally occurring events that 

can produce harm whereas risks evolve from deliberate calculations made in the use of science and 

technology to produce products (Jarvis, 2007). Giddens (1999) however classifies hazards as external 

risks, those being the risks of events occurring that materialize frequently enough that they are 

predictable and insurable. Giddens (1999) separates external risks from manufactured risks. External 

risks are created by tradition or nature but manufactured risks are created from people’s developing 

knowledge of the world. Manufactured risks are the results of progress in science and technology and 

refer to a risk environment that history provides us with little previous experience of. Human society is 

always trying to minimize the impact of hazards; naturally existing hazards have been the subject of 

emergency management, harm reduction and disaster relief management. Public and private 

insurance is a response to many other types of external risks such as health and unemployment.  
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Since modern society has begun to worry more about what society has done to nature than what 

nature can do to society, the consideration of manufactured risks have predominated over external 

risks. With the spread of manufactured risk, governments are inevitably involved in and responsible for 

risk management, and they need to cooperate with each other since few of the risks that they have 

been confronted with in recent years have anything to do with national borders (Giddens, 1999). If we 

look at some of the challenges that have been the focus of the broadened security agenda, such as 

global health issues and financial stability, the concept of risk seems to be more relevant to the 

description of these issues than that of threat, whether we use Giddens’ concept of manufactured risk 

or not.  

2.5.3 Role of risk 

People are constantly making decisions “in the context of conflicting and changing scientific and 

technological information” (Giddens, 1999). Individuals and governments are unavoidably caught up in 

risk management and determining roles in risk management (Giddens, 1999). Matten (2004) states 

that Beck’s (and Giddens’) ideas about the ‘risk society’ do not provide empirical proof of certain social 

changes but are, however, of a provocative nature and should be understood as social commentary 

on the late modernity and the controversies that it entails. For Jarvis (2007) it is not a matter of 

whether there are more risks, but rather how we perceive and manage them, compensate for and 

mitigate them.  

Rasmussen states that security policy no longer has the purpose of stopping threats but rather to 

“filter” the most severe risks away. The Berlin Wall can be seen as the metaphor for the security 

environment of the Cold War but metaphor for the post-Cold War era is the risk filter that governments 

try to set up to screen their jurisdiction from “the most dangerous elements coming from the flows of 

globalization” (Rasmussen, 2006, p. 109). This presents a more long-term mentality of governing than 

the temporary mobilizing of resources to defeat a threat (Corry, 2011). 

Early societies were exposed to risks such as natural disasters and diseases produced by non-

human forces. Modern society is exposed to these same risks as before but also other risks such as 

pollution and nuclear warfare that are the result of modernization itself. Industrialization and 

globalization resulted in structures that are now producing risks themselves which can have greater 

consequences than the risks that earlier societies were exposed to (Beck, 1992). The dangers that 

society faces are thus increasingly the product of society’s own actions, in terms of the modern ‘risk 

society’ and, to a lesser extent, due to external forces. That is why in terms of policy, security is 

increasingly influenced by the concept of risk. Wæver (2008) notes, although some skepticism can be 

sensed in his words, that risk may well become an important mode to think about threats and other 

dangers. Bailes (2007a) points out that although inexact, the term risk can be useful to categorize 

problems the responses to which lie outside the traditional security discourse, whether it is intentional 

human behavior such as gang warfare or gender based violence, unintentional human behavior such 

as accidents or negligence, or problems arising from causes beyond human control such as natural 

hazards. 
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What seems to characterize the recent line of thought in crisis management is the planning of a 

strategy that covers many fields of security. The word risk can be useful if it helps decision makers to 

identify areas of spending, prioritize them and recognize synergies moving away from decision making 

based on “habit and prejudice” (Bailes, 2007a). Wæver points out that risk theory’s contribution is first 

and foremost regarding bureaucratic issue management and nature of issues. When looking at the 

policy perspective “it seems that much is still integrated into the broadened security agenda” and that 

security will remain the dominant concept in discussing the intense challenges that we face such as 

terrorism and climate change (Wæver, 2008, p. 109). 
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3 Methodology 

After the Cold War ended, the security environment in the western world changed dramatically. The 

focus in both the theoretical field and the policy field widened to include aspects of security other than 

the traditional military concerns. Iceland’s security policy, however, did not change immediately and 

the defense agreement with the United States and the country’s membership in the North Atlantic 

Treaty Organization (“NATO”) remained the two key pillars of Iceland’s security policy. With the 

departure of the United States military forces in 2006, the Icelandic government had to shoulder 

greater responsibilities in the development of its security policy. Even if Iceland’s foreign and security 

policy had started to change before the departure of the United States forces, with increased 

participation in international organizations and the strengthening of institutions such as the Police and 

Coast Guard, it is clear that the departure of the United States’ forces proved the catalyst for 

significant acceleration in this respect. 

As of the date of this thesis, certain steps have been taken towards security policy-making but 

formal policy documents on security, defense and civil protection have not been published in final 

form. The aim of this thesis is to shed light on the informal and formal policy-making that has already 

taken place regarding non-military security as well as the policy-making that is still under way. The 

government’s perception of non-military security, and directions in which it has gone in developing a 

policy on security, will be likewise be considered. There has been certain shift from external security to 

internal security; the focus has shifted away from defense-related matters and more emphasis is now 

placed on the importance of internal security, such as law enforcement and civil protection. The focus 

of the thesis is to explore this process and the approach that is being developed to non-military 

security. 

The research method used is qualitative, that is interpretation and understanding of how and why 

from words and meanings, are used to approach the subject. The work began with information 

gathering and the development of a research question to guide the work. The lack of available written 

information was compensated with interviews. The research was exploratory in nature as it was 

conducted in the interest of increasing familiarity with, and understanding of, the subject. That is not to 

suggest that Icelandic security has not been explored broadly by researchers. The subject is however 

in the state of transformation and the research is intended to shed light on the changes that have been 

taking in place in recent years.  

Two different sources of data were used. On one hand there is the secondary data that was used 

such as legislation, parliamentary resolutions, discussions in parliament and other published reports 

on specific topics related to the research. Academic research was used as reference but mainly for 

purposes of establishing a historical review and background for the exploratory part of the thesis. The 

documents that receive greater attention in this thesis are the Civil Protection Act and the draft policy 

on civil protection and security (“Draft Policy on Civil Security”), published by the Ministry of the Interior 

in March 2013. Other official and unofficial papers have also been considered and used, such as a 

2009 Risk Assessment Report , issued by an independent commission appointed by the Minister of 
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Foreign Affairs, as well as the proposals of the committee on the development of a national security 

policy (“Policy Development Committee”) that were published in March 2014.  

The Draft Policy on Civil Security identified six parliamentary resolutions as concerning civil 

security and emergency and rescue services. These six resolutions were approved in three 

consecutive parliamentary terms in 2011-2012. They are used in this thesis for reference in 

considering Icelandic policy-making regarding non-military security. The topics of these resolutions 

include; (a) the development of a national security policy, (b) Iceland’s Arctic policy, (c) actions against 

organized crime, (d) basic definitions  of law enforcement in Iceland and the making of a law 

enforcement plan; and (e) telecommunication plan for 2011-2014 and f) telecommunication for 2011-

2021). 

On the other hand, primary data that was used were transcripts and notes from interviews, which 

were conducted for the purpose of this thesis to give more insight into the topic. Most importantly to 

explore the effects that the government’s approach on non-military security has had on institutional 

work. To this end interviews were carried out with public officials in the field of non-military security. 

The intention is that the research will help clarify what direction the Icelandic government is taking on 

non-military security, what hampers formal policy-making and what institutional impact recent policy 

development has had on institutional work. There are limited written references on this subject, and 

interviews were therefore relied on to a considerable degree for deeper insight. The interviews 

conducted were semi-structured to allow for more flexibility. The flexibility is needed with a subject that 

is vague, at least in Icelandic discourse, and which is also considered sensitive in nature. The 

interviews describe the subject from the standpoint of the respondent which allows for bias, however 

bias is to a certain extent compensated by the number of interviews and written data sources. Many 

efforts regarding policy-making are still only a work in progress which makes it even more difficult to 

approach respondents for meaningful information and opinions on the topic. This reflects the 

limitations that were encountered when writing this thesis. Issues of anonymity and confidentiality also 

presented problems when introducing the findings.  

Seven interviews were performed. The respondents were mainly public officials who work in fields 

related to the research topic. Two members of parliament were also interviewed in connection with the 

Policy Development Committee. The interviews took place from December 2013 to March 2014. 

Respondents were contacted by email and asked to be interviewed. The topic of the research was 

described and summary of the issues that would be discussed in each interview. It was specified that 

the interviews would preferably be recorded but that respondents could request anonymity if they so 

wished. All interview requests needed to be reiterated and not all were successful. All but one of the 

respondents who replied were, however, willing to participate, although some needed a degree of 

persuading. Individual interviews were conducted with each respondent at a time and place decided 

by them. In the instances where the respondent wanted to remain anonymous and/or did not want the 

interview recorded, the requests were respected due to the sensitivity of the issues discussed.  
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Respondents Date of interview Length 

Auðunn F. Kristinsson, Project Manager Coast 

Guard 

Hrafnhildur Brynja Stefánsdóttir, Public Relations 

Officer Coast Guard 

12 December 2013 28 minutes 

Víðir Reynisson, Director of the NCIP Department 

of Civil Protection 
20 December 2013 58 minutes 

Jón F. Bjartmarz, Chief Superintendent at the NCIP 29 January 2014 53 minutes 

Member of parliament  (“Anonymous I”) 19 February 2014 31 minutes 

Public official (“Anonymous II”) 28 February 2014 110 minutes 

Árni Þór Sigurðsson, member of parliament 17 March 2014 31 minutes 

Public official  (“Anonymous III”) 31 March 2014 50 minutes 

 

In the interviews, a rapport was built with the respondents to a certain extent. Each question was 

asked when and how it seemed appropriate to the interviewer. Prepared questions were used in part 

but also questions that took shape during the interview. The wording of the prepared questions was 

not necessarily the same for all respondents. The aim was to explore a topic openly and to give the 

respondents a chance “to express their opinions and ideas in their own words” (Esterberg, 2002, p. 

87). The respondents were given space to expand their answers and opinions. With aim was to get 

the respondents on to a topic of interest and have them provide information that they think are of 

importance. The interviews were mainly thought of as collecting data embedded in the experiences of 

respondents. The interviews were thus used in an exploratory manner to investigate the respondents’ 

interpretations, but at the same time gather more information on issues where there exists limited 

published information.   

The recognition of inevitable subjectivity leads to the need to address validity. For this research the 

method of triangulation was used for validity. This can take many forms but involves the use of 

multiple sources, methods and theories to ensure credibility (Creswell, 1998). With triangulation the 

researcher searches “for convergence among multiple and different sources of information to form 

themes or categories in a study” (Creswell and Miller, 2000, p. 126). Multiple types of data were used, 

such as observations, interviews, and documents to locate major and minor themes. The preferred 

option would have been to use member checking to a greater extent and shift validity procedure to a 

certain extent from the researcher to participants in the study. That involves taking data and 

interpretations back to the participants in the study so that they can confirm the credibility of the 

information and narrative account (Creswell and Miller, 2000). The respondents all took a considerable 

time in replying and in most cases they were not available for interviews until weeks later so that 

inevitable dragged out the interview process and limited follow-up. 
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4 Terminology in the Field of Security and Civil Protection 

The coordination of clear concepts is considered essential due to the increasing number of 

ministries and institutions that are working on the wide range of security related matters, from law and 

order to food and energy security (Bailes and Þröstur Gylfason, 2008). It was evident in the interviews 

performed for this thesis that there are mixed opinions on the importance of coordinating and 

establishing a clear terminology when discussing matters of security. It is recognized that there is little 

tradition for discussions on security in Iceland and, although more and more institutions are 

recognized as part of the field of security and the coordination among them is increasing, there is not 

much emphasis on terminology. In a report published by the Icelandic Meteorological Office in 2002 it 

is stated that terms such as risk, hazard, threat, hazard assessment and risk assessment do not have 

a determined meaning in the Icelandic language. The reason mentioned was that technical 

discussions were limited to a few specialists with limited information flow between them and the 

discussions did not reach general conversation. This was said to make discussions on hazard 

assessment inefficient (Trausti Jónsson, 2002). 

Definitions from United Nations Office on Disaster Risk Reduction (“ISDSR”) are used as a 

reference in the field of civil protection in Iceland. This terminology base was established to promote a 

common understanding and usage of disaster risk reduction concepts and to assist the disaster risk 

reduction efforts of authorities, practitioners and the public. Hazard is defined by the ISDSR as “a 

dangerous phenomenon, substance, human activity or condition that may cause loss of life, injury or 

other health impacts, property damage, loss of livelihoods and services, social and economic 

disruption, or environmental damage” (UNISDR, 2009). Hazards by this definition can have different 

origins, both natural and manmade. They are characterized by their location, intensity, frequency and 

probability (UNISDR, 2009). The definition used for the calculation of risk, in civil protection (Icelandic: 

almannavarnir) and many institutions in the field of security, is the multiple of the probability of a 

hazard and its consequences. Risk is considered the probability of a loss and constituted of three 

factors: the hazard, exposure and vulnerability. Exposure for a country can be considered the 

population, infrastructure and “the manmade environment”. Vulnerability is the capacity to deal with an 

event, how society, the public and the environment are prepared to handle a hazard (NCIP 

Department of Civil Protection, 2011). How the public is likely to react to the event in question, and the 

public’s ability to handle the event can influence how the risk is perceived and quantified. Risk is 

considered to be capable of mitigation in various ways depending on the nature of the risk. Mitigation 

for example includes security preparedness, organization, regulation on land-use in areas of risk, 

construction regulation, protective structures in case of avalanches and floods, adaption to changes to 

climate and public education (NCIP Department of Civil Protection, 2011).  

In the report published by the Meteorological Office in 2002 there is no distinction made between 

the Icelandic terms hazard (Icelandic: hætta) and threat (Icelandic: ógn) but these terms are separated 

from imminent hazard (Icelandic: vá). All three terms are used interchangeably when security 

challenges are discussed. In the interview performed for this thesis the respondents did not make a 

clear distinction between the terms but those that work within civil protection and law enforcement did 
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reserve the term 'threat' for dangers from human action. There is also diffusion between the terms 

hazard assessment (Icelandic: hættumat) and risk assessment (Icelandic: áhættumat) and other terms 

that have to do with security and civil protection. In the 2009 Risk Assessment Report these terms are 

used interchangeably. The terms are used to an increasing extent, but also quite liberally, in the media 

and by politicians. This could explain to some extent why there is more diffusion between the terms. 

With the more widespread use, relatively fewer of the people using these terms know and understand 

their formal definitions (Interview Víðir Reynisson).  

Icelandic legislation on civil protection does not mention threat or risk. Instead the terms 

emergency situation and hazard are used throughout for events that can have harmful consequences 

to people, property and environment. This reflects the fact that the focus in civil protection in Iceland 

has been almost exclusively on natural hazards. Therefore when risk has been discussed, it has been 

in terms of the probability of certain natural hazards and their potential consequences. The formal 

context of the use of risk is, as stated above, the probability and consequences of a hazard. The same 

methodology applies to a large extent when considering threats from human action but then the intent 

and capability is also considered (Interview Jón F. Bjartmarz).  

As the security focus has widened, the use of the term 'risk' has increased. The 2009 Risk 

Assessment Report has been used as a reference regarding terminology in recent documents such as 

the Draft Policy on Civil Security and in the proposals from the Policy Development Committee. The 

2009 Risk Assessment Report is, as will be discussed later on, the most comprehensive document to 

date on security in Iceland. The report does not make a distinction between threats, hazards and risks. 

What can be considered as new threats are referred to as 'global risk factors' in the report, and the 

term 'risk factors' is used throughout for security challenges in each category. The term 'risk factors' is 

also used in recent documents to cover all the security challenges that the civil protection system is to 

prepare for and seek to mitigate. There is a stronger emphasis on mitigating risk of any kind, both 

natural and manmade (Interview Víðir Reynisson). The risk assessment is the base of the prioritization 

regarding mitigation and the making of response plans (Interview Jón F. Bjartmarz). This is not 

applicable for every institution but is a very common approach for allocation of resources. 

Regarding terminology there is, in most cases, agreement as to which English terms are to be used 

when discussing civil protection and security, but there is debate and lack of coordination with regard 

to the Icelandic translations that should be used. The main problem lies in the lack of discipline and 

coordination among ministries and public institutions in the use of terms (Interview Jón F. Bjartmarz). 

The need for consistency and measures to achieve that aim have been discussed but nothing has 

been done about it as yet (Interview Víðir Reynisson). The policy on civil protection and security 

(“Policy on Civil Security”) has the potential to have an impact in this respect. In the Draft Policy on 

Civil Security, which will be discussed in more detail further on, one of the tasks that is mentioned to 

strengthen the work of the NCIP Department of Civil Protection and to implement the policy is the 

preparation of a glossary (Icelandic: hugtakasafn). But as stated above, there are very different views 

on the need and importance of coordination regarding the use of terms. 
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5 Iceland’s Security Policy 

The debate on security in Iceland has mostly revolved around military security. This might be 

considered a paradox in a country that has never established armed forces of any kind. Formal policy-

making as regards the issues of security and defense policy has, however, not played a leading role in 

Icelandic politics. The first comprehensive assessment of Iceland’s security interests and the non-

military threats that the country faces did not take place until after the departure of the United States’ 

military force which had been based at Keflavik. This was the first time that Iceland needed to make 

independent decisions on security policy. The decision to join NATO (after the Second World War) 

and the subsequent defense agreement with the United States were based on a United States' risk 

assessment for Iceland; this assessment was most likely favorable to the interests of the United States 

(Silja Bára Ómarsdóttir, 2008). Since then, Iceland has based its security policy on NATO membership 

and the defense agreement with the United States, although the latter no longer carries with it a 

United States’ military presence in Iceland. Historically these arrangements were, nonetheless, 

contested and have, to some degree, remained so. The political opposition was seldom sufficiently 

strong enough to gain a parliamentary majority to reverse the arrangements though, and when the 

opposition did gain a parliamentary majority, other interests prevented action being taken on the issue. 

Because of the controversy surrounding NATO membership and the defense agreement with the 

United States, the political elite tried to minimize the debate on security and the country’s military role 

during the Cold War. The country’s participation in NATO projects and meetings was therefore limited 

until, after the mid 1970s, the presence of United States forces was no longer “a major issue in 

Icelandic politics” and public support for both pillars of Iceland’s defense policy became broader (Valur 

Ingimundarson, 2001). When the tensions of the Cold War diminished, the government was able to 

assume a more active role in NATO. Valur Ingimundarson (2001) mentions several other reasons why 

Iceland began to take a more active role in NATO such as seeking to improve the relationship with the 

United States government on defense and the effects of globalization that has compelled the Icelandic 

government to further engage in international organizations. The broader nature of NATO operations 

has also allowed Iceland to play a non-military role within the alliance. These factors will be discussed 

further in the following chapters regarding the changes in Iceland’s foreign policy and the country’s 

security environment. 

5.1 Changes in the Security Environment 

The main focus in Icelandic foreign policy until the end of the 20th century was to guarantee 

territorial control and control over the country’s fishing resources. The policy was to attain this through 

bilateral agreements and relationships, rather than by active participation in international institutions. 

This, however, did not prevent the government from participation in certain international institutions, 

such as United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea and the International Monetary Fund, which 

were considered relevant to the country’s national interests. Participation in these multilateral 

institutions was considered of benefit to Iceland’s interests. The assumption that bilateral relations 

were the default approach to foreign relations was built on the fact that the country’s biggest 
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achievements in foreign relations, namely the gaining of independence from Denmark and the 

expansion of the fisheries jurisdiction, were accomplished in this way. The government also believed 

that upholding a good relationship with the United States would result in their assistance in dealing 

with other countries. In the last decade of the 20th century there was a considerable change in 

attitudes and action in Iceland’s international relations, including with respect to the assumption that 

the United States could be generally relied on for assistance in international relations. Greater 

interdependency between countries meant that Iceland had to acknowledge its international interests 

to a greater degree. Many factors accounted for this change, such as population growth, economic 

prosperity and increased capabilities of the public administration. Pressure from other countries also 

played a part, and changes in the international system, such as the increase in international 

regulations and standards, which motivates direct participation by nations that want to protect their 

own interests (Baldur Þórhallsson, 2007). 

Icelandic authorities were aware of the shift in military focus away from the Atlantic region by the 

late 1990s. This shift caused pressure on the United States’ government to decrease the scale of its 

operation at the base in Iceland. The Icelandic government was, however, determined to do 

everything possible to thwart further reduction in the United States’ operation in Iceland. Iceland had 

been criticized for its limited participation in NATO work and the Icelandic authorities’ perception was 

that increased participation might have a favorable influence on the US government when it came to 

decisions on the presence of the United States’ forces in Iceland. The Icelandic Crisis Response Unit 

(“ICRU”) was founded in 2000 to enable Iceland to take part in NATO, as well as civil missions carried 

out under the auspices of the United Nations, European Union, and Organization for Security and Co-

operation in Europe (“OSCE”). The principal missions carried out by the ICRU were missions 

undertaken as part of Iceland’s participation in NATO. NATO was chosen as a conduit to demonstrate 

that Iceland was not just a free rider when it came to security and possibly to even encourage the 

preservation of the United States’ military presence in Iceland. The NATO missions were thus 

considered to have strengthened Iceland's bargaining power in the ongoing discussions with the 

United States on the future of the military base (Bailes and Baldur Þórhallsson, 2006). The 

participation in certain missions was criticized in Iceland if the mission in question was perceived to be 

too closely related to military activity. The criticism was, at least partly, on the grounds of how 

Icelanders perceived themselves and how they wanted to be recognized on the international scene, as 

a non-militarized country. If a mission was perceived having a military image it was considered 

negative. Military missions could be justified as long as the Icelandic personnel involved did not adapt 

too much to the military environment and continued to retain a civilian attitude to their task 

(Baldvinsson, 2008). Around the same time as the United States’ military forces left Iceland in 2006 

the emphasis and mission of the ICRU began to change. Special legislation was enacted in respect of 

the ICRU and a code of conduct was put in place, both with the aim of softening the ICRU’s image.  

5.1.1 Departure of the United States forces 

As the United States moved from its Cold War focus and onto issues relating to the Middle East, 

Iceland lost its previous strategic importance. The United States’ government notified the Icelandic 
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government in May 2003 that it intended to remove the final four fighter jets and the helicopter rescue 

team from the base in Keflavik. This occurred only weeks before parliamentary elections. The 

Icelandic government was outraged by this decision and kept it quiet until after the election. The 

Icelandic government was also adamant about making the United States alter their decision. Davíð 

Oddsson, the Prime Minister at the time, stated that the jet fighters were essential for Iceland’s air 

defense and that there was no point in a defense agreement if they were removed (Bailes and Baldur 

Þórhallsson, 2006). The decision was suspended after talks on the matter but reductions in operations 

of the base continued until the United States’ government finally made a unilateral decision in 2006 to 

close down the military base in Iceland. The defense agreement, however, remains in place, meaning 

that the United States guarantee to come to Iceland’s defense if a military threat arises. 

The nature of the defense agreement with the United States changed when the United States’ 

government shut down the military base in Iceland. The two countries signed a joint understanding on 

future bilateral security cooperation which is to focus on what they consider are the emerging threats 

in the North Atlantic region, such as terrorism and trafficking. Periodic meetings on security issues 

have increased and new directions of the cooperation were outlined that encompass new threats, 

such as terrorism and cyber-attacks (Interview Anonymous II). This increased cooperation also covers 

development of security policy regarding the Arctic region and response to accidents and 

environmental hazards since Iceland and the United States have common interests in these areas.  

After the end of the Cold War, the United States’ government repeatedly urged the Icelandic 

government to carry out its own risk assessment on whether or not there was a basis for the United 

States military forces to stay in the country but no action was taken (Silja Bára Ómarsdóttir, 2008). It 

was not until in October 2007, approximately a year after the United States’ forces had left at the 

United States government’s own initiative that Iceland's Minister of Foreign Affairs, Ingibjörg Sólrún 

Gísladóttir, appointed an interdisciplinary working group to conduct a risk assessment for Iceland 

based on a wider approach to security. This meant that the assessment was not to be limited to the 

state, and a politico-military understanding of security, but was to include global, human and societal 

security as well (Ministry of Foreign Affairs). The results of this risk assessment will be explored in 

more detail further on and will be referred to as the 2009 Risk assessment report. 

5.1.2 Discussions on Security 

The government of Iceland has not established a formal policy on security and for a long time the 

position on security was based on the United States’ assessment of threats (Silja Bára Ómarsdóttir, 

2008). During the last quarter of the 20th century there were however committees established by the 

government to assess Iceland’s security environment. The longest standing committee was 

established in 1979 and consisted of parliamentary representatives of the political parties and one civil 

servant. The role of the committee was to make an extensive assessment of Iceland’s security affairs 

and to promote debate on the subject (Benedikt Gröndal, 1979). The committee was not to develop 

policy or make proposals, but its role was to gather information and promote discussion on security 

and defense. The committee commissioned scholars to write about topics it considered significant 

(Þorlákur Einarsson, 2004). The committee was disbanded around the end of the Cold War in 1999. 
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The Prime Minister at the time said the reason for this decision was that the committee’s role was 

vague and that circumstances in international politics had changed from the time the committee was 

founded ("Forsætisráðuneytið: Öryggismálanefnd lögð niður um áramót", 1991). Corgan, a professor 

in international relations specializing in Iceland and Scandinavian affairs, stated in an interview in 

Morgunblaðið in 2001 that one of the main contributions of the committee had been the promotion of 

debate on defense policy in Iceland. Furthermore, instead of just sending representatives to listen to 

speeches in Brussels and Washington, politicians started to independently assess ideas and 

proposals (Kristján Jónsson, 2001). 

Another committee on security and defense was established in 1992. The committee’s objective 

was to evaluate Iceland’s situation concerning the changes in the international arena. The committee 

was composed of one representative from each of the parties of the parliamentary majority and three 

civil servants. This committee's concluding report stated, among other issues, that the security 

interests of the state are not limited to the defense of territory. As examples of “Other Security 

Interests” the report lists control over natural resources, effective economic management, democratic 

government, internal security (such as measures to counter terrorism), civil defense and protection of 

the environment (Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 1993). In 1999 a working group appointed by the Minister 

of Foreign Affairs added protection of human rights and the sustainable use of marine resources to 

this list of what were considered ‘other security interests’ (Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 1999). The 

Icelandic government was therefore not immune to the discussion on a widened security agenda that 

was taking place but that discussion does not appear to have had much effect.  

After 1999 there was no government committee working to assess the security environment. 

Parliamentary resolutions were proposed in both 2003 and 2005 recommending the establishment of 

committee to assess Iceland’s security and defense. This proposed committee would define the 

threats facing the country, whether from direct or indirect military action, terrorism or other threats such 

as accidental pollution. The proposals stated that social justice, freedom and human rights are also 

imperative to the security of civilians. Both proposals were referred to the Foreign Affairs Committee 

but nothing further came of them (Vefútgáfa Alþingistíðinda, 2003b, 2005). 

When a memorandum of joint understanding had been signed with the United States on defense 

issues in October 2006, the Iceland government announced it was going to work towards establishing 

a forum for the political parties to discuss the security of Iceland on a broad basis (Prime Minister's 

Office, 2006). Minister of Foreign Affairs at the time also stated in parliament that all political parties 

should be involved in policymaking on security and defense and that the debate should include the 

academic community as well. She stated that a study was being made on how best to carry this out 

(Valgerður Sverrisdóttir, 2006). In the government budget for 2007 there was an allocation of funds for 

a committee on security and defense. None of this materialized until November 2011, however, when 

a parliamentary resolution was approved to establish a parliamentary committee consisting of 

representatives from all parties and with a mandate to discuss national security policy making. This 

matter will be discussed further in chapter on development of a national security policy. 
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5.2 Constraints on Policy Making 

There was a common misconception amongst Icelandic politicians as to how far the role of the 

United States forces in Iceland extended. Many thought, for example, that the United States would 

respond to a terrorist attack in Iceland. There are however restrictions in western countries on how the 

military can be used inside the country, and it is the role of law enforcement rather than the military to 

respond to events such as terrorist attacks and hostage situations. The prepared response to such 

events by the United States’ forces in Keflavik was in fact to contact the Icelandic Special Weapons 

and Tactics Team. This lack of understanding reflects a more general misconception which is now 

receding, partly due to the many international laws, conventions and contracts that Iceland is party to. 

Emphasis is turning to civil security and civil institutions and there is increased acknowledgement that 

Iceland needs to accept responsibility for its own security (Interview Jón F. Bjartmarz). The existence 

of the United States’ military base in Iceland was a good rationalization for the government that 

security measures were in place, but, when the forces left, the Icelandic government had to ask itself 

the difficult question of what security it was now responsible for. Bailes (2002) points out that 

populations in the Nordic region have limited first-hand experience of modern forms of political 

violence and large-scale criminal violence, and that this can lead to a naïve or innocent approach 

regarding assessment of threats, as well as their detection and response, by the public and 

government. 

Among other reasons that have been mentioned for the lack of long term policy making in the 

security and foreign affairs is the lack of expertise and limited resources of the civil service. Ministers 

and governments have not placed emphasis on developing comprehensive knowledge in security 

within the government institutions (Baldur Þórhallsson, 2013). Bailes and Þröstur Gylfason (2008) 

mention that the reason behind the apparent lack of interest in forming a security policy may be that 

Icelanders dislike preparation and want to take each day as it comes. They also maintain that the 

method of “playing by ear” works better in small communities like Iceland. Responses and 

preventative measures (to non-military) security challenges are frequently event-driven or created on a 

case-by-case basis. There has also been a tendency of not taking seriously those who have tried to 

bring up the subject of security in public debate. Risks that are dealt with by ordinary people, such as 

natural hazards and pandemics have furthermore “not been linked in anyone’s mind to security” 

(Bailes and Þröstur Gylfason, 2008). This has been changing in the last few years, to a certain extent, 

with work such as the 2009 Risk Assessment Report where security was discussed in more 

comprehensive and structured manner than had been done before. The report has been used as a 

foundation for the long overdue process of the development of a policy on security, both from the 

national security perspective but also from the perspective of civil protection and security. The different 

parts of this process will be explored. First, efforts to separate national security from civil security will 

be considered. 
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5.3 The Separation of National Security and Civil Security 

There has been a certain shift of authority away from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and towards 

the Ministry of the Interior. This is due to the reduction of direct military threat since the end of the Cold 

War and the broadening of the security agenda. This shift “has not always been harmonious and has 

nowhere reached a clear final balance” (Bailes, 2009b page 25). One of the objectives of the Defense 

Act that was passed in parliament in 2008 was to differentiate between defense related projects on 

one hand and civilian related projects, which concern law enforcement and the internal security of the 

state, on the other. It was stated that the legislation was to be a legal firewall between defense-related 

projects and civilian projects. In the same parliamentary term revised legislation was approved for civil 

protection.  

In this legislation, the Civil Protection Act, the role of civil protection is specified as preparing 

measures to limit physical injury or damage to health of the public and damage to the environment and 

property, whether this results from human or military action among others. The Civil Protection Act 

thereby reaches into the field of defense. Accordingly, it is clear that these acts of legislation overlap 

and that the differentiation that the Defense Act is supposed to provide is not attained. It should be 

noted however that nothing is being done specifically in the field of civil protection to prepare for 

military action (Interview Víðir Reynisson).   

In a review carried out by the National Commissioner of the Police (“NCIP”) of the bill which 

became the Defense Act it is mentioned that even though the legislation is to distinguish between 

defense related matters and civilian matters it fails to define what pertains to defense and what 

pertains to other security matters. Without defining what pertains to defense or defining it as military 

defense, the Commissioner argued that there would be the risk of the Defense Agency operations 

invading the field of civil institutions. The Commissioner also criticized this lack of definition in the 

context of risk assessments. The bill stated that the Minister of Foreign Affairs was to be responsible 

for risk assessments in the field of defense but without distinguishing defense as military defense, 

thereby causing an overlap with the responsibilities of civil institutions. The Commissioner stated that 

the common Icelandic understanding of security pertained to policing, rescue work and civil protection. 

The commissioner’s description of the Icelandic security perception does not correlate with the 

understanding put forth in the bill. Silja Bára Ómarsdóttir (2008) points out that by rejecting most of the 

Commissioner’s objections without further explanations the Ministry of Foreign Affairs demonstrated 

that the government’s view of security was still rooted in a ”realist and state-centric approach, not 

willing to address any concerns outside of the traditional high politics”. 

The Icelandic Defense Agency was established with the Defense Act in 2008. The role of the 

Defense Agency was to operate and maintain the Iceland Air Defense System (IADS), to participate in 

coordinated NATO Air Surveillance and Policing, to operate and maintain security zones and 

infrastructure, to prepare for and undertake defense exercises in Iceland, and to participate in relevant 

NATO committees and agencies, as well as to handle tasks related to the execution of the US-Iceland 

defense agreement and execution of international agreements in the field of defense. The Defense 

Agency was supposed to be civilian by definition although its tasks were military in nature. Ingibjörg 
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Sólrún Gísladóttir, the Minister of Foreign Affairs at the time, stressed that the IADS, its facilities and 

equipment, were owned by NATO, and that this ownership entailed strict rules which Iceland, as a 

NATO member, must respect. She further stated that this placed significant restrictions on a merger 

with civilian organizations (Ingibjörg Sólrún Gísladóttir, 2008). Not everybody agreed with this view 

and instead believed that NATO would be flexible to different circumstances in different member 

countries. When contacted, NATO headquarters gave the reply that generally NATO did not interfere 

in questions of which institution is in charge of the Air Defense System in each country. Since Iceland 

does not have a military it seems clear that the institution responsible for the Air Defense System must 

be civilian (Gunnarsdóttir, 2009). 

In 2010 the parliament decided to disband the Defense Agency on the recommendation of the 

Minister of Foreign Affairs and it was formally closed down in January 2011. The responsibility of the 

agency’s defense related tasks were handed over to the Coast Guard and the National Commissioner 

of the Icelandic Police (“NCIP”), which are civilian institutions. The Ministry of Foreign Affairs still has 

authority over defense-related projects although the two institutions that carry out these tasks fall 

under the Ministry of the Interior. So far, this apparent overlapping between military defense activities 

and civilian activities does not seem to have given rise to a conflict of interests. But whether this 

arrangement is permanent remains to be seen. The Icelandic National Audit Office stressed in a report 

on this matter that it is important that administrative, financial and professional responsibilities are 

compatible and scope of authority is clear. The intention was to move administrative authority over 

these defense-related tasks to the Ministry of the Interior but this has not yet been done as the 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs does not want to relinquish its authority. No formal agreements are in place 

about these tasks and they have therefore not been integrated fully with other tasks. This has 

prevented the rationalization that the disbanding of the Defense Agency was to produce from fully 

materializing (The National Audit Office, 2013).  

The criticism that the disbanding of the Defense Agency received in parliament was mainly twofold. 

On one hand it was criticized that responsibilities and their allocation were not properly defined in the 

proposal and therefore the rationalization of cost, which was to be obtained, was not sufficiently clear. 

On the other hand it was criticized that the tasks were to be moved to a Ministry of the Interior, which 

at the time, had not been established. The response to this criticism was that there existed generally a 

considerable need for the development of a formal policy on security which extended beyond 

considerations around the disbanding of the Defense Agency. The minority in the parliament’s Foreign 

Affairs Committee however objected to the development of a national security policy until the 

allocation of the Defense Agency’s responsibilities and authority had been resolved (Þingskjal 1923, 

2011). It is clear that allocation of the former Defense Agency’s responsibilities, and authority over 

those responsibilities, will have to be further clarified in the future (Interview Anonymous I; Interview 

Anonymous II). The fact that nothing has, as of yet, been done to separate defense-related projects 

from civilian projects gives the impression that it is not as imperative as the Defense Act suggested. It 

remains to be seen whether the planned policy on national security will affect this issue, but the 

proposals put forth by the committee on the development of a national security policy (“Policy 

Development Committee”) acknowledged that the responsibilities are a good fit for the institutions 
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currently entrusted with them, the Coast Guard and the NCIP. It was however stressed that allocation 

of defense-related tasks to the NCIP and the Coast Guard should be finalized (Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs, 2013).  

The Policy Development Committee also discussed the interaction of Icelandic civil institutions with 

foreign militaries. It is recognized that such interaction is inevitable, for example in the field of search 

and rescue. The emphasis is that the Icelandic institutions are to be kept civil in nature and are not be 

militarized in any way (Interview Member of Parliament)). The 2009 Risk Assessment Report  notes 

that the traditional boundaries between the internal and external security of the state are becoming 

less clear and it is therefore impossible to assess global risk factors and preventative measure from 

the perspective of one or the other (Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 2009a). In the next chapter the 2009 

Risk Assessment Report and its conclusions will be discussed in more detail. 

5.4 The 2009 Risk Assessment Report  

A Risk Assessment Report for Iceland was published in 2009. This report was compiled by an 

interdisciplinary commission appointed by the former Minister of Foreign Affairs. The minister said at 

the time that Iceland needed to develop its own expertise and its own assessment of risks and 

defense needs. This was considered a starting point in preparing for the political decisions which 

would need to be taken in the coming years. The commission’s Risk Assessment Report was the first 

comprehensive assessment of Iceland’s security interests. The commission did not limit themselves to 

traditional security concerns. Instead, it analyzed threats caused by global, transnational, societal and 

human factors. The analytical categories that the commission used were: 

(a) National security, with emphasis on sovereignty, territory, and state-centered threats; 

(b) Societal/civil security, concentrating on risks such as organized crime, terrorism, natural 

disasters, which target social groups, identities, values and civil infrastructure; 

(c) Globally induced risks to individuals and society by transnational factors such as environmental 

disasters, pandemics, climate change, terrorism, human trafficking, and weapons of mass destruction 

(Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 2009a). 

The second analytical category that the commission used was societal or civil security (Icelandic: 

samfélagslegt öryggi eða almannaöryggi). This was defined as security of individuals and social 

groups, identities, values and basic infrastructure of society. There has since been a general trend to 

use the term 'civil security' for the matters of the security that are non-military in nature. The Office 

within the Ministry of the Interior that handles matters of security has been named the Office of Civil 

Security. Civil security, and the Risk Assessment Report's definition of the term, is furthermore used to 

determine the scope of the Draft Policy on Civil Security, which will be discussed in more detail below.  

It is not defined in the Risk Assessment Report what values or identities are being referred to when 

defining civil security. Finland and the United Kingdom are, however, brought up as examples. It is 

mentioned that Finland emphasizes basic values of society in its security preparedness such as (a) 

the security of the state authority and government, (b) a strong economic and social system, (c) 

influence within international institutions, (d) internal security challenges such as crime and natural 
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hazards, economic and food security, the ability to safeguard social, cultural and economic values in 

time of crisis. The main stated goal of the United Kingdom’s risk assessment is to safeguard values 

such as human rights, rule of law and democratic governance (Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 2009). 

The approach that the commission took in defining risks was to describe each risk in analytical 

terms, then to assess the probability of each risk factors increasing or decreasing in the next ten 

years. Iceland’s ability (strengths, weaknesses and resilience) to meet these risks was evaluated and, 

finally, the security situation was compared to that of the neighboring countries. The commission 

assessed the following security categories: financial security; military threats; health safety and 

pandemics; environmental threats, including natural disasters and climate change; international 

terrorism; weapons of mass destruction; organized crime; cyber threats; human trafficking; migration 

and integration of immigrants; maritime safety; civil aviation security; road security; food security; and 

the safety of the energy and communications system (The Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 2009a). 

The conclusion was that no military threats are imminent to Iceland and that there would be a 

buildup of tension, such as increase in military capabilities, before Iceland was threatened by another 

state. It was therefore concluded that the government should prioritize other security matters such as 

societal security and security of infrastructure, where threats are "obvious and imminent" (Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs, 2009a, p. 16). The report emphasized that more emergency response plans have to 

be made in the field of security and that this should be done in cooperation with neighboring countries 

and international institutions since many of the threats Iceland faces are transnational (The Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs, 2009a).  

The report was an independent assessment and was not intended to introduce a new policy for the 

government. The commission, however, urged the government to put forth a comprehensive national 

security policy based on global, societal and military factors of security. The commission stated that 

this policy should ensure inter-ministerial and inter-disciplinary coordination when response plans are 

implemented (Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 2009a). In the parliamentary resolution on the development 

of a national security policy, which is the subject of the next chapter, the Minister of Foreign Affairs at 

the time stated that the Policy Development Committee’s proposals should take note of the 2009 Risk 

Assessment Report (Össur Skarphéðinsson, 2011).  

5.5 Development of a National Security Policy 

A parliamentary resolution on the development of a national security policy for Iceland was 

approved in September 2011. It stated that Iceland’s new security environment called for a 

comprehensive approach to possible threats and responses to them to make it possible to ensure the 

security of Icelanders and to guard the sovereignty of Iceland. The resolution stated that a 

parliamentary committee was to be appointed to develop proposals on the subject. Then Minister of 

Foreign Affairs, Össur Skarphéðinsson, proposed the resolution and said that after many decades of 

disagreements on security policy, there were conditions now which made it possible to reach an 

agreement whereby there could be a permanent national security policy in place, even though 

changes in the political environment might occur. Part of the parliamentary minority, however, wanted 

to postpone the appointment of the Policy Development Committee because it considered the 
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committee's terms of reference to be ill-defined. This criticism referred to the unclear allocation of 

authority regarding defense-related responsibilities between the Ministry of the Interior and the 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs. It was also the minority’s view that it would have been more appropriate if 

the Minister of the Interior had put the resolution forth, since, in the minority’s view, the Minister of the 

Interior was responsible for the majority of the matters caught by the resolution (Þingskjal 1923, 2011). 

This is an example of contention on how, and to what extent, national security and civil security need 

to be separated, and where the authority on defense related responsibilities is to be located, and can 

be looked at as part of the process of developing a formal policy on national security.  

In the resolution, the Minister of Foreign Affairs mentioned six ways in which the security 

environment had changed and created an atmosphere for an agreement on national security policy. 

Some of these issues, such as the changed defense cooperation with the United States and the 

results of the 2009 Risk Assessment Report that suggested that Iceland faces no military threats from 

other states or alliances in the short- or medium-term, have already been discussed. The Minister of 

Foreign Affairs also mentioned the rapid development of NATO. Cooperation within NATO, according 

to the resolution, now takes place on a broader foundation than during the Cold War. The Minister of 

Foreign Affairs stated that NATO is, in addition to being a military alliance, also a political alliance. The 

security challenges facing society are in many cases transnational in nature and states’ security 

interests are therefore increasingly interdependent. Iceland’s security cooperation with the European 

Union was also mentioned and that the Minister felt that the European Union’s operations in the field 

of security and defense fitted well with Iceland’s emphases, such as human rights, development and 

civil peacekeeping. The Minister of Foreign Affairs further stated that agreements with neighboring 

countries, Norway, Denmark, United Kingdom and Canada on security in peacetime broadened the 

foundation of Icelandic security. The Minister of Foreign Affairs furthermore pointed out that due the 

melting of the Arctic region’s ice cap, it is considered likely that the Arctic region will play a growing 

role in freight transport, exploitation of natural resources and even Arctic tourism. This creates new 

security interests in the oceans around and north of Iceland. A national security policy would have to 

confront this issue (Össur Skarphéðinsson, 2011).  

5.5.1 The Policy Development Committee  

The Policy Development Committee commenced its work early in the year 2012 and the proposals 

were ready in early 2013. Not all committee members were ready to sign the proposals, however. 

Finally, in March 2014, the committee handed in its report to the Minister of Foreign Affairs.  The 

disagreement within the committee was not about aspects of non-military security but was rather 

related to the comments that are attached to the committee’s proposals (Interview Anonymous I). The 

Left Green Movement's reservations pertain to Iceland’s membership to NATO and participation in 

airspace surveillance; the party’s policy remains that Iceland is a country without military and should 

not be a member of a military alliance. The Independence Party had reservations about the 

committee’s proposal that the government should work towards a declaration of protection from 

nuclear weapons for Iceland’s territory; the party is against this objective on the grounds that it is not 

achievable and goes against the country’s international obligations such as the NATO membership. 
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Birgitta Jónsdóttir, member of the Pirate party, commented on the need for Iceland to develop a digital 

privacy policy in cooperation with international organizations that are specialized in the field.  

The committee’s proposals are a milestone in the process of developing a comprehensive national 

security policy for Iceland. In the committee’s report it is acknowledged that the government has in the 

past reacted to external circumstances rather than following a pre-established policy on security and 

defense. The military aspect has always been the subject-matter when security has been discussed in 

Iceland but the nature of threats that are imminent has changed and if there is to be a comprehensive 

security policy it is important to look at these two sides as a whole, both the traditional, military aspect 

of security but also the non-military aspect (Interview Anonymous I). The objectives that are given for a 

national security policy are to ensure Iceland’s independence and sovereignty, ensure the integrity of 

the country’s borders and the security of the civilians, and ensure the protection of the system of 

governance and society’s infrastructure. According to the proposal for the original resolution, the 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs will build on the document and the Minister of Foreign Affairs will 

subsequently put forth a resolution in parliament for approval of the policy (Össur Skarphéðinsson, 

2011).  

The committee agreed with the Minister of Foreign Affairs on the conditions, mentioned above, that 

have now made it plausible that all parliamentary parties could reach common ground on security and 

a national security policy could be developed. The committee addressed security based on the 

approach of the risk assessments report that looked at global, societal and military risk factors. The 

committee pointed out that natural hazards and major accidents are increasingly referred to as threats 

to security, as are global warming, societal infrastructure and other societal factors such as economic 

downturns and food security. The committee further emphasized that these ‘new threats and risks’ are 

to be taken seriously. The result is that a policy on national security is to be based on three pillars; an 

active foreign policy, Iceland’s defense policy but also civil security (Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 2014). 

Civil security in this regard, refers to the policy that is being developed on civil protection and security. 

The fact that civil security is being defined as the third pillar of national security is an example of how 

non-military security is reaching the formal political agenda and security issues outside the traditional 

realist mindset are being recognized.  

The committee felt it necessary to prioritize threats and risk factors in some way and did that by 

informally assessing which threats posed the greatest risk. This is in part done because the committee 

realized that this approach was needed as resources to put toward mitigating threats and taking 

preparatory measures are limited (Interview Árni Þór Sigurðsson). Three categories were defined. The 

first category, and the one considered most important in regards to preparedness and allocation of 

financial resources, covers environmental hazards and major accidents as a result of increased 

activity in the Arctic region, as well as cyber-attacks, attacks on other infrastructure and natural 

hazards. The second category includes threats that are also considered in need of attention but are 

placed on a lower level, such as organized crime, financial and economic security, food security and 

epidemics. The third category is reserved for military threats and terrorism. The probability of the 

events in the third category is considered low but, in the event they would occur, they would pose such 

a threat to Iceland’s independence and sovereignty that anticipatory measures need to be taken 
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(Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 2014). The risk was not assessed in a scientific manner rather it was 

based on personal assessment of the committee members (Interview Anonymous I). The Draft Policy 

on Civil Security, that will be discussed in greater detail below, did not have a specific prioritization but 

infrastructure, civil protection and law enforcement were nonetheless specified as the focus for 2013-

2016. This is much more general but still consistent with the committee’s prioritization.  

It is considered an important milestone that all the parliamentary parties can sign a joint document 

where the current central issues regarding the country’s security are outlined. The wide approach to 

security that has been taken gives room for more consensus between the political parties on security 

(Interview Anonymous I, Interview Árni Þór Sigurdsson). The report consists of the committee’s 

proposals for the development of a national security policy but can be viewed as indication of what the 

final policy will emphasize, namely how Iceland, as a country without a military, is going be 

responsible for its security by strengthening its civil security structures and international cooperation. 

5.6 Iceland’s Arctic Policy 

As the preceding chapters have described there has been considerable debate on security policy in 

general since Iceland gained independence and that debate has focused on the defense aspect of 

national security. Matters that have not been military in nature, such as Nordic security cooperation, 

have enjoyed broader support. The discussion about acknowledging the potential security role that 

Iceland might have in cooperation with neighboring countries regarding the Arctic region has also 

enjoyed support. The role that Iceland could play regarding search and rescue in the region has 

entered the discussion and Iceland also participates in the work on other security dimensions such as 

environmental protection and sustainable development through the Arctic Council (Ministry for the 

Environment and Natural Resources, n.d.).  

Iceland has been a member of the Arctic Council since it was established in 1996. Other members 

include the United States, Canada, Russia, Denmark and Norway, which are recognized as coastal 

states, as well as Finland and Sweden. When the Arctic Council was founded security concerns were 

not on its mandate but changes in the region’s climate prompted a change in the scope of the 

mandate. The Arctic Council is primarily concerned with co-operative efforts in the areas of 

environmental protection and sustainable development in the Arctic. The Agreement on Cooperation 

on Aeronautical and Maritime Search and Rescue in the Arctic which was signed in May 2011 was the 

first legally binding agreement among all the eight Arctic states. The Agreement defines an area of the 

Arctic in which each member state “will have lead responsibility in organizing responses to search and 

rescue incidents”. The Agreement also commits member countries “to provide appropriate assistance 

in the event of such an incident” and to take further steps in addressing search and rescue 

requirements in the Arctic region (Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 2009b; Arctic Council, 2011). 

A parliamentary resolution on Iceland’s Arctic Policy was approved in 2011. This was part of the 

recognition by the government of Iceland’s significance within the Arctic and the regional cooperation. 

The main aim of the policy is to secure Icelandic interests within the region and strengthen relations 

with other Arctic states and various stakeholders. Among the objectives is securing Iceland’s status as 

an Arctic coastal state in order to have better access to decision making on matters concerning the 
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Arctic. This relates to the tendency of the five recognized Arctic coastal states to exclude Iceland, 

Sweden and Finland. Other objectives were also prominent in the discussion on the matter in 

parliament such as strengthening and increasing cooperation with the Faroe Islands and Greenland 

with the aim of promoting the interests of the three countries, and also supporting the rights of 

indigenous peoples in the Arctic. There was broad support for the resolution and the parliamentary 

member that spoke on behalf of the Foreign Affairs Committee in parliament stated that a strong 

emphasis on matters related to the Arctic region was, in his view, part of a new vision and a clear 

example of how other factors such as environmental, societal and other non-military interests are 

important for the security of Iceland (Vefútgáfa Alþingistíðinda, 2011). The Arctic policy gets 

prominence in the report on national security policy where the objective of safeguarding security 

interests in the Arctic region is stressed. This is to be done with security concerns in the widest sense 

through civilian means, and any kind of militarization of the Arctic is to be opposed. 

The Minister of Foreign Affairs at the time mentioned, in a newspaper article in 2011, how Iceland 

was well suited as a center for the surveillance and safeguarding of nature in the Arctic region and 

also as a center for search and rescue operations (Össur Skarphéðinsson, January 18, 2011). The 

current Minister of Foreign Affairs stated in October 2013 that the government was “reviewing the 

feasibility of establishing an international rescue and response center in Iceland” (Gunnar Bragi 

Sveinsson, 2013). The government believes that the country’s geographic location, search and rescue 

assets and strong infrastructure would be an ideal contribution in promoting security in the area. The 

Minister of Foreign Affairs further emphasized the need for regional stakeholders to cooperate in 

preparing for the security challenges in the Arctic region (Gunnar Bragi Sveinsson, 2013). The 

government has established a Committee of Ministers on Arctic Affairs, over which the Prime Minister 

presides. This is to ensure a comprehensive government approach, “focusing on policy coherence, 

internal coordination and effective participation in international activities”. It is evident that the Ministry 

of Foreign Affairs has been in on the forefront in the work of involving Iceland in Arctic development 

(Gunnar Bragi Sveinsson, 2013). Other ministries will also have a major role in the follow-up to those 

efforts if Iceland is to safeguard its interests and to shoulder its responsibility (Interview Anonymous II).  

The Coast Guard is one of the institutions that would be heavily involved if an international search 

and rescue center was to be established in Iceland. The Coast Guard’s main roles are law 

enforcement and search and rescue. This consists of the general protection and conservation of 

natural resources but search and rescue activities and law enforcement are at the forefront of its 

operations. The Coast Guard has supported on its webpage the claim that Iceland is an obvious 

choice for an international search and rescue center based on the varied experience that the 

institution has in the field and how accustomed it is to the difficult weather conditions in the region. The 

Coast Guard has, like other public institutions, felt the strain of spending cuts following the financial 

crisis in 2008. Investments had been made in strengthening its capabilities before the crisis but limited 

resources in the last few years have led it to supplement its budget with projects abroad (which has 

also given its staff increased experience). The Coast Guard’s aims and activities have been limited by 

its resources and circumstances in recent years. It would therefore require, in relative terms, 

enormous additional resources to take on a project such as the proposed international rescue and 
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response center. This begs the question whether the Icelandic authorities are hoping that other Arctic 

states will be willing to finance the major part of the project while Iceland’s contributions would be 

mainly be in the form of facilities and manpower. In this respect it may be noted that Iceland received 

considerable economic assistance from the United States during the Cold War in light of Iceland’s 

important strategic location. The Civil Defense Agency however sought financial assistance for 

development in the field of Civil Defense from NATO in the 1960’s. This was turned down as neither 

NATO nor the United States saw military grounds for funding projects of this nature (Valur 

Ingimundarson, 2002). It can be argued that Iceland has tried to avoid shouldering the responsibility of 

providing for the security of the state and the population when the opportunity has arisen. It is 

therefore not surprising that options are being considered that would allow Iceland to establish itself as 

a significant actor in the Arctic region without bearing the financial burden.  
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6 The Civil Protection System 

Due to cold and changeable weather conditions in Iceland, in addition to Iceland being volcanically 

and seismically active, there is rather high frequency of natural hazards including earthquakes, 

avalanches, glacial outburst floods from sub-glacial volcanic eruptions, and meteorological hazards 

such as violent storms and river flooding. The country’s inhabitants have considerable experience in 

responding to natural hazards in their environment. The focus in civil protection to date has almost 

solely been on preparing for natural hazards and major accidents.  

The first signs of an organized civil protection system, and the first legislation on the matter, 

however, originated from the perceived threat of air raids during the Second World War. The civil 

protection system later proved its importance in dealing with two major events during the 1970s, which 

will be discussed later. The civil protection system’s further development progressed quickly. More 

recently the large earthquake in Iceland in 2008, around 6.3 on the Richter scale, and volcanic 

eruptions in 2010 and 2011, also had great impact on the civil protection system. The scope of civil 

protection has, however, widened in the last decade from only preparing and dealing with natural 

hazards (Interview Víðir Reynisson). This chapter will explain how the civil protection system 

originated and how it has developed. The revision of the Civil Protection Act in 2008 will likewise be 

considered, including the effects that the changes have had on public institutions working in the field of 

civil security. The Draft Policy on Civil Security that was made available in March 2013 will be 

discussed as well as what effects a concluded policy might entail.  

6.1 Development of the Civil Protection System 

The origins of the civil protection system date back to the military occupation of Iceland by British 

forces in 1940 during the Second World War. Provisional legislation on civil security was passed in the 

parliament following the British occupation. This legislation dealt mainly with air defense. It was 

revised the following year and, after discussion in parliament, the legislation also addressed other 

threats to civil security and was named “The Act on Measures of Air Defense and Other Defense 

Measures Due to the Threat of War” (Lög um ráðstafanir til loftvarna og annarra varna gegn hættum af 

hernaðaraðgerðum nr. 52/1941). 

In the years that followed, the tensions of the Cold War grew and there were heavy pressures on 

governments of western countries to provide measures to protect civilians from consequences of the 

possible use of nuclear weapons. In 1961 Icelandic legislation was revised to address the threat from 

nuclear warfare. The law came into effect in 1963 and marked the establishment of the National Civil 

Defense Agency. The role of the agency was to protect the public from physical injury and prevent 

property damage due to military operations. The establishment of the National Civil Defense Agency 

was an extension of the work of the Air Defense Committee which had been established during the 

Second World War and re-established in 1951 due to the growing intensity of the Cold War (Björn 

Friðfinnsson, 2005). The head of local law enforcement in each district was responsible for civil 

defense operations and every district was to have a Civil Defense Committee with the administration 

in the hands of the local communities (Ásthildur Bernharðsdóttir and Svedin, 2004). 
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From 1962 to 1967 the National Civil Defense Agency’s main aim was to prepare emergency 

response plans in the event of military action, especially in respect of consequences of the use of 

nuclear weapons. The agency was not to prepare protective measures relating to the occurrence of 

natural hazards except upon specific orders from the Minister of Justice. The role of the agency was 

extended by law in 1967 to cover non-military emergencies such as natural hazards and other similar 

threats. The emphasis thereby moved to non-military emergencies, specifically natural hazards, and 

that emphasis has been maintained ever since (Björn Friðfinnsson, 2005). From 1971 onwards 

emergency response plans that were to cover both preparation for and responses to warfare events, 

natural hazards and other threats to the security of civilians were made in cooperation with civil 

defense committees for each district (NCIP Department of Civil Protection, 2011).  

The volcanic eruption in the Westman Islands in 1973 and the avalanche in Neskaupstadur in 1974 

were turning points in the development of civil defense in Iceland. There had been plans made for the 

emergency evacuation of people in the Westman Islands after the Surtsey eruption in 1963, but no 

other measures had been put in place. A civil defense committee had not even been established in the 

Westman Islands before the volcanic eruption occurred. The process of assessing the risk of 

avalanches in the mountains above the town of Neskaupstaður had not been concluded when the 

avalanches hit in December 1974. There was consequently no specific emergency response plan at 

hand but the avalanches increased the awareness of the risk and the need for avalanche protection. 

After these two natural disasters occurred, the municipal authorities across the country increased their 

demands for preparation and organization of civil defense. It was only by 1981 however that 

emergency response plans had finally been prepared by the civil defense committees of these 

municipalities (Björn Friðfinnsson, 2005). 

It is not enough to prepare measures to respond to hazards and, where possible, mitigate the risk 

of them occurring. There also needs to be the manpower and expertise in place to follow the response 

plans, and such manpower should be familiar with the relevant emergency plans and approaches. The 

government has largely relied on human resources of volunteer organizations for dealing with 

emergency situations, especially at the local level. Volunteer organizations therefore play a vital role in 

the civil protection system in Iceland. They were originally established to manage rescue operations at 

sea. The oldest volunteer unit of this kind was founded in 1918 and the establishment of the National 

Life-Saving Association (Icelandic: Slysavarnarfélag Íslands) followed in 1928. The association quickly 

developed to have sub-units all over the country and grew to play a vital role in rescue operations both 

at land and sea (Arnalds, 2001). The Icelandic Red Cross and the Icelandic Association of Search and 

Rescue (ICE-SAR, Icelandic: Slysavarnarfélagið Landsbjörg) fulfill the role of ‘intervention teams’ in 

the Civil Protection System today but the first government contract to formalize that role dates back to 

1974. In providing their services as ‘intervention teams’, these organizations supply trained manpower 

as well as other resources such as vehicles, rescue equipment, relief materials and expert knowledge 

in the hour of need. The Red Cross has the role of gathering, processing and registering information 

on victims during disasters as well as running mass care, shelter and aid centers. The Red Cross also 

establishes and runs gathering centers for relatives. This arrangement is a new part of the civil 

protection system. ICE-SAR provides volunteers who are available when needed for search and 
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rescue operations. The volunteers who constitute these organizations are now considered the 

cornerstone of the civil protection system (NCIP Department of Civil Protection, 2011). 

6.2 Organization of the Civil Protection System 

The legislation on Civil Defense was revised in 2003 and the Civil Defense Agency was disbanded. 

The agency’s responsibilities were transferred to the National Commissioner of the Icelandic Police. A 

Department of Civil Protection was established within the NCIP which is responsible for the daily 

administration of civil protection matters. After this change the general trend has been to use the 

English translation ‘civil protection’ instead of ‘civil defense’ although the same Icelandic term is used 

(Icelandic: almannavarnir). In western society the term ‘civil defense’ was “born out of wartime efforts 

to organize air-raid precautions, air-raid arrangements and alarms for non-combatants” (Alexander, 

2002, p. 209). During the Cold War the focus of civil defense turned to the development of plans to 

relocate civil populations in the event of a threat of a nuclear attack. Civil protection however emerged 

as the need for civil response to armed aggression decreased. Civil protection in general applies to 

the protection of civil populations against natural hazards and technological disasters (Alexander, 

2002). 

Civil protection in Iceland now falls under the jurisdiction of the Ministry of the Interior. The Minister 

of the Interior is the supreme authority in the field of civil protection and shall issue regulations on civil 

protection alert levels, after receiving proposals from the National Commissioner of Police and 

following consultation with the Civil Protection and Security Council. At the national level, the operation 

is delegated to the National Commissioner of the Icelandic Police (NCIP). The NCIP is thereby 

responsible for risk assessments, proposals of relevant alert levels, supervising the making of 

emergency response plans, mitigation of risk and the coordination and management of emergency 

operations. Other responsibilities include educating the private sector, government and public on the 

organization of civil protection, training and educating response actors, participating in the preparation 

and making of government and local government response plans, and international cooperation in the 

field of civil protection (Lög um almannavarnir nr. 82/2008). The role of the NCIP and its Department of 

Civil Protection is, in part, to keep the public administration and the public vigilant about risk factors 

since the nation’s hazard memory is limited. It is often difficult to get Icelanders to react to possible 

hazards unless the person in question has a personal experience of similar hazards/events (Interview 

Víðir Reynisson). 

As mentioned above, The Department of Civil Protection is responsible for daily administration of 

the civil protection system. The Department of Civil Protection is in charge of the Joint Rescue 

Coordination Center when natural hazards, major accidents or other emergency situations occur that 

do not fall under the following search and rescue scenarios: (a) the Coast Guard is in charge of the 

center when it is activated for search and rescue on sea, (b) the Police Telecommunications Center 

when it is activated for search and rescue on land and (c) Isavia, the national operator of airports and 

air navigation services, when the center is activated for the search for missing aircrafts (Department of 

Civil Protection, n.d.c).  
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6.2.1 Emergency Response Plans and Operations 

Each ministry and its subsidiary institutions are responsible for making emergency response plans 

for emergency events that fall within the field of the relevant ministry. The NCIP is responsible for the 

preparation of emergency response plans that do not fall under the jurisdiction of specific ministries. At 

the municipal level, the local heads of police sit on civil protection committees which are otherwise 

appointed municipal authorities. The major role of the local civil protection committees is to conduct 

risk assessments, mitigate risk and to make emergency response plans. There are two types of 

emergency plans; on the one hand there are general plans for various types of hazards, regardless of 

location or likelihood and on the other there are specific plans for particular events (for example large 

earthquakes, volcanic eruptions, pandemic influenza or plane crashes) (Department of Civil 

Protection, 2011). 

Joint Rescue Coordination Center in Skogarhlid, Reykjavik has been operated since 2003. The 

experience had shown that more coordination was needed between response actors, especially joint 

telecommunication and better information flow when emergencies occurred. Therefore the Joint 

Rescue Coordination Center was established. The main role of the center is the coordination and 

overall control of civil protection measures. This role was later confirmed in 2008 in the revised Civil 

Protection Act (Interview Jón F. Bjartmarz). The center assists local authorities and provides 

assistance which is not available in the affected area. Joint Rescue Coordination Center also confers 

with the scientific community and sets up temporary local service centers in the affected area. These 

service centers, formally established in the revised legislation, had proved their importance in the 

major earthquake in southern Iceland in 2008.The service centers have the role of providing 

information to the public, along with other services to those who have been affected directly by the 

specific event. The centers also handle relations with the media regarding the measures taken at any 

given time (NCIP Department of Civil Protection, 2011). 

Local Police Commissioners are the highest authority on matters of civil protection at the municipal 

level. They head the operations committees (Icelandic: aðgerðastjórn) where they are joined by a 

representative of the local civil protection committee, a representative appointed by ICE-SAR and a 

representative appointed by the Icelandic Red Cross. The operations committees are responsible for 

the organization of rescue work and emergency relief and assistance. They are in charge of 

emergency operations in cooperation with the Joint Rescue Coordination Center in Skogarhlid, 

Reykjavik. The local police commissioner appoints a site manager who is in charge of on-site 

operations and coordinates those operations (Lög um almannavarnir nr. 82/2008; NCIP Department of 

Civil Protection, 2011). 

As has been mentioned, Iceland is frequently subject to natural hazards with various effects on the 

society and its infrastructure. No other natural disaster in Iceland, in modern times, has had as much 

effect outside the country as the eruption in Eyjafjallajokull volcano in 2010. The ash clouds from the 

volcano led to the largest air traffic shutdown since the Second World War. The risk assessments that 

had been made regarding volcanic eruption foresaw ash clouds and the effects that the ash might 

have to air traffic but they did not anticipate the enormous interest this would evoke from abroad, both 
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from the media and institutions that were trying to respond to and minimize the effects of the ash. This 

led to the establishment of consultation groups both within civil protection system, but also other parts 

of the public administration, on information flow. The large operation of dealing with the effects of the 

volcanic eruption also enhanced cooperation with the scientific community (Interview Anonymous II). 

The next chapter will explore the revision of the Civil Protection Act in 2008 and other developments of 

the civil protection system. 

6.3 The Civil Protection Act 

Following the departure of the United States’ military forces from Iceland in 2006, the Icelandic 

security environment changed dramatically. Iceland had not only counted on the United States military 

forces for external defense but also for significant functions of the civil protection system, such as 

contributions to search and rescue operations. A review of Iceland’s security policy followed the 

departure of the military forces and is still taking place. The revised legislation on civil protection was 

one of the first steps taken in that overall review although the work on revising the legislation was 

already well under way when the United States’ defense force left Iceland.   

This new legislation, the Civil Protection Act, came into force in 2008. The act states that the aim of 

civil protection “is to prepare, organize and implement measures aimed at preventing, and, to the 

extent possible, limiting physical injury or damage to public health and damage to property and the 

environment, whether this results from natural catastrophes or from human actions, epidemics, military 

action or other causes, and to provide emergency relief and assistance due to any injury or damage 

that may occur or has occurred” (Lög um almannavarnir nr. 82/2008). Björn Bjarnason, then Minister 

of Justice, who proposed the bill in parliament which was later enacted as the Civil Protection Act, said 

that he felt that revision of applicable legislation had been necessary to consolidate the development 

that had taken place in the field of civil protection. He pointed to the increased cooperation and 

coordination work of the different response actors that had emerged in the Joint Rescue Coordination 

Center, Reykjavík. The Minister also pointed out that with the revised legislation, public institutions 

would have increased responsibility regarding civil protection. 

In preparation for the bill, the Minister held a conference with the relevant actors in the field of civil 

protection (Björn Bjarnason, 2007). The minority in the General Committee of the Parliament 

(Icelandic: allsherjarnefnd), which is the parliamentary committee responsible for discussing civil 

protection matters, was of the opinion however that there had been a lack of consultation with parties 

that have a key role in civil protection, such as fire departments and municipal authorities. The main 

objections which the bill met in parliament were that it would give too much authority to the NCIP and 

create too much centralization of authority (Vefútgáfa Alþingistíðinda, 2008). These objections were 

also voiced when the responsibilities of the Civil Defense Agency were transferred to the NCIP in 2003 

(Vefútgáfa Alþingistíðinda, 2003a). The municipal authorities and others also criticized the bill, saying 

that it envisaged too much centralization of authority. Following debates on the alleged shortcomings 

of the bill, changes were made to the bill and greater consensus was achieved (Vefútgáfa 

Alþingistíðinda, 2008).  
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As regarded the application of the Civil Protection Act to military situations, the minority in the 

General Committee of Parliament proposed that references to military action should be removed from 

the first article of the bill (Atli Gíslason, 2008). In the event, this was not done and the resulting Civil 

Protection Act does cover preventative measures against military action as well as means to limit harm 

caused by military action. The civil protection system does not, however, carry out any defense 

measures or any preventative measures that mitigate the risk of military action. Any measures taken in 

this respect are the response plans that exist to handle events that lead to mass casualties (Interview 

Víðir Reynisson). In the Draft Policy on Civil Security it is stated that the policy pertains to civil security, 

which is differentiated from national security. This is an example of how “any aspect of national policy 

invoking questions of ‘defense’ and ‘security’ has been contentious since the creation of the modern 

Icelandic state and remains highly delicate” (Bailes and Cela, n.d.). 

The first paragraph of the civil protection bill contained a reference to ‘terrorism’ but the wording 

was altered to ‘human action’. One reason for this alteration might be that ‘human action’ is a more 

comprehensive phrase to use. Another reason might be that terrorism is a more disquieting term which 

the legislator was not comfortable with using. It seems easier to discuss natural hazards that might 

have occurred centuries ago, and which none knows for sure whether will ever occur again, rather 

than, to some extent, more familiar with such as terrorism. Following the 2011 Oslo bombing and the 

following Utøya massacre there appeared a ‘window of opportunity’ to discuss terrorism as something 

that could occur in Iceland. The discussion was not new but there was more willingness to consider 

the idea that infrastructure needed protection not only from natural hazards but also from human 

action (Interview Víðir Reynisson; Interview Jón F. Bjartmarz).   

6.3.1 The Effects on the Civil Protection System 

As previously mentioned, the new Civil Protection Act entered into force in June 2008 and is 

therefore now well established. ‘Sector responsibility’ is one of principles that are intended to be used 

as a foundation when implementing the legislation. Sector responsibility means that the ministry or 

institution which has the daily responsibility for a given sector is also accountable for the preparation of 

emergency response plans in that area. The relevant ministry or institution is also to participate in 

emergency management of a crisis concerning that sector. This is considered to be an improvement 

from previous legislation where an attempt was made to enumerate those parties responsible. With 

the widened scope of the civil protection, response plans are often prepared which concern numerous 

fields of expertise and require the involvement of several different ministries and institutions to be 

comprehensive. With this guideline of ‘sector responsibility’ it is easier to get responsible parties to 

participate in the work of civil protection this work (Interview Víðir Reynisson). 

The previous legislation indicated that the aim of civil protection was to protect the public from 

physical injury and damage to property. Emergency relief and assistance due to any injury or damage 

that has occurred should also be provided. There was however a subjective threshold, the perception 

that there needed be some sort of emergency situation for parties to come together and the civil 

protection system to be activated.  
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The new legislation, on the other hand, uses the wording “due to any injury or damage that may 

occur” which is taken to mean that preventive measures should extend to possible future scenarios. 

There is considerable work in progress regarding coordination within the civil protection system, partly 

due to this change in wording. The legislation is increasingly used as a common ground for work on 

preventative measures and there is no longer the need for an emergency situation to exist as a basis 

for cooperation between different sectors. More parties are also acknowledging that they can more 

readily fulfill their role, in providing for the security of the society, in cooperation with others working 

towards the same goal. The Department of Civil Protection is therefore gaining a stronger role as a 

coordination apparatus within the public administration (Interview Víðir Reynisson).  

The revision of the legislation has made way for increased cooperation, but in people’s minds there 

is still a strong correlation between civil protection and natural hazards, such as volcanic eruptions. 

Natural hazards can, however, have chain reactions and security consequences for different sectors. 

The eruption in Eyjafjallajökull in 2010, for example, had consequences for various industrial sectors 

such as tourism, transport, forestry, health and environmental preservation. When institutions within 

these different sectors started to encounter challenges on their own, they discovered that it was also 

important to participate in the work that was being done within the civil protection system. In the wake 

of both the 2009 flu pandemic and the Eyjafjallajökull eruption in 2010 it was decided that information 

flow needed to improve between government offices when dealing with hazards. Among the objectives 

was to make ministries and public institutions, which are not used to having to respond to hazards, 

aware of how to respond and participate when they become relevant in a crisis or their assistance is 

otherwise needed in responding to major hazards (Interview Víðir Reynisson).  

The Department of Civil Protection is small in size and it can be questioned whether, in its current 

state, it can be a coordinator and take initiative in respect for all aspects of civil protection and 

security. It can be argued that because of its size it is still quite focused on what be considered the 

main strength of the Icelandic civil protection, namely dealing with natural hazards. It is not to be 

suggested that the Department of Civil Protection does not attend to its role but it might be considered 

lacking in initiating cooperation with institutions in the wide field of civil protection and security and is 

not functioning as the coordinator that is needed (Interview Anonymous III).  

6.3.1.1 Local authorities 

The Civil Protection Act defined the role of local operations committees as the organization of 

rescue, salvage and assistance work related to actual or imminent hazard situations and damage, and 

the direction of emergency measures in collaboration with the Joint Rescue Coordination Center. The 

appointment of the local operations committees was also defined and they are now made up of the 

local police commissioner, a representative of the local civil protection committee, a representative 

appointed by ICE-SAR and a representative appointed by the Icelandic Red Cross. These are 

considered the specialized actors trained in using response plans but before it was common practice 

that the local civil protection committees took on this role. Now the role of the civil protection 

committees is limited more to development of response plans and preventative measures although 

they do have a representative on the operations committee. The operations committees should 
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therefore be better equipped to handle emergency operation on the ground level and and this is part of 

the process of improving coordination during an emergency situation (Interview Jón F. Bjartmarz). The 

results of a research project, which was carried out in 2006-2008 and looked into the long term effects 

of natural hazards indicated that the new legislation on civil protection was not sufficiently 

comprehensive. It maintained that the legislation did not deal with the aftermath of natural disasters or 

the role of municipalities in recovery efforts, nor did it define which ministries are responsible for action 

in each instance. It considered the clarification of how long term relief and recovery should be handled 

and by whom to be insufficient. The opinion was that municipalities should manage the emergency 

relief and restoration while, as stated in the legislation, the NCIP should be responsible for rescue, 

salvage and assistance work ("Ný lög um almannavarnir ófullnægjandi, 2008 “; Sólveig Þorvaldsdóttir, 

Ásthildur Bernharðsdóttir, Herdís Sigurjónsdóttir, and et al, 2008). These concerns are recognized in 

the Draft Policy on Civil Security in the form of an action plan on restoration efforts following natural 

hazards, which is to be prepared. The need to inform the municipal authorities and government offices 

of their responsibilities in restoration efforts are also addressed (Ministry of the Interior, 2013). 

6.3.1.2 Evaluation of emergency operations and development of policy  

A new aspect of the Civil Protection Act, which was thought to improve the civil protection system, 

was the provision concerning the establishment of a Civil Protection Investigation Committee 

(Icelandic: rannsóknarnefnd almannavarna). The committee is to examine response plans used, and 

the measures taken, by response actors’ during an emergency situation. After each examination or 

investigation, the committee is to prepare a report with its conclusions, proposals and other matters 

that the committee regards as being of significance. The committee has been appointed but it has not 

yet actively commenced its duties.  

The role of the Civil Protection and Security Council (Icelandic: almannavarna-og öryggismálaráð) 

is another element of the revised legislation. This is considered to have the capacity to advance the 

civil protection system, but has not yet fully come into force. The council is to formulate the Policy on 

Civil Security. The policy will be an important part in further establishing the objectives, guidelines and 

prioritization of work within the civil protection system. It also has the potential to strengthen further 

cooperation and coordination in the field (Interview Víðir Reynisson). As Bailes and Gylfason (2008) 

put it: “policy definitions, together with framework-setting laws and regulations and the active 

promotion of sectorial and popular understanding, become ‘invisible strings’ pulling into action those 

who cannot be manipulated like puppets by more tangible controls”. Further clarification of concepts, 

roles and responsibilities need to be made to strengthen the efficiency and effectiveness of the 

resources that are already applied to the wide field of civil protection. The next chapter explores the 

project that the NCIP Department of Civil Protection took on in 2007-2011 to map the risks and threats 

that the department, with other authorities, needs to address. 

6.4 Risk Mapping 

The NCIP supervises the preparation of risk assessments in consultation with the civil protection 

committees at the local level. The priority of the NCIP Department of Civil Protection in the period 
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2003-2008 were two large projects, on the one hand risk assessment and development of response 

plans regarding potential volcanic eruptions in Myrdalsjokull and Eyjafjallajokull, and the development 

of a national response plan for a pandemic influenza on the other hand. The department was 

nonetheless working without a clear direction, and the conclusion was that a comprehensive overview 

of the natural hazards and potential threats from human action that Icelandic society faces was lacking 

(Interview Víðir Reynisson; Interview Jón F. Bjartmarz).  

In the period 2007-2011 the NCIP carried out a comprehensive project that was termed ‘risk 

mapping’. This project was carried out in cooperation with the police districts, the civil protection 

committees and, to some extent, the residents. Risk was evaluated based on natural hazards, 

environment and health, basic infrastructure and societal security (NCIP Department of Civil 

Protection, 2011). The term ‘risk mapping’ was chosen as the assessment was not as thorough as 

hazard assessments or risk assessments. Rather the emphasis was to list the hazards and threats 

that were relevant in each area and the country as a whole, which list could be used as a basis for 

further risk analysis and prioritization (Interview Víðir Reynisson). 

Through the risk mapping it was concluded that general emergency plans in the civil protection 

system have to be updated and maintained. It was further concluded that it is imperative to define 

important infrastructure and its preparedness. The report also stated that there was an urgent need for 

more response plans for hazards, and approximately 200 more response plans were needed to cover 

areas that could cause disruptions. Only two comprehensive response plans are currently in place for 

natural hazards. These plans are to deal with volcanic eruptions in Katla and Eyjafjallajökull. No 

similar plans have been prepared for Reykjanes peninsula, Hekla or Grímsvötn. The general 

emergency plans that are used, are considered obsolete due to changed circumstances and should 

be updated. These plans are applicable to all emergencies since they are built on general response to 

danger (Department of Civil Protection, n.d.a).  

Following the risk mapping, many Civil Protection Committees have asked for assistance in the 

mitigation of risk factors and preparation of response plans in respect of what they consider urgent 

issues. Preparation for events that are considered “high risk” has begun, which includes assessment 

of hazards due to volcanic eruptions and emergency response plans for vegetation fires and mass 

casualties at sea and on land (Department of Civil Protection, n.d.a). Hazard assessment and risk 

analysis regarding specific sites and situations are performed by scientific institutions in cooperation 

with the civil protection authorities. The risk mapping put assessment of hazards due to volcanic 

eruption on the priority list of the Department of Civil Protection, and the work on an integrated risk 

assessment has been initiated (Icelandic Meteorological Office, 2011; NCIP Department of Civil 

Protection, 2011). 

The risk mapping project is considered to break new ground for the civil protection system since 

never before has such an extensive and systematic analysis of the tasks of the civil protection been 

performed. The hope is that the project will lead local governments on a path towards more active risk 

management. Risk management is, in this context, defined as a process that involves risk analysis, 

risk assessment and the mitigation of risk (NCIP Department of Civil Protection, 2011).   
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6.5 The Civil Protection and Security Council 

The first legislation on Civil Defense in 1962 established a Civil Defense Council which was to 

advise the government on matters of civil defense and to cooperate with the National Commissioner of 

the Icelandic Police when a state of emergency occurred (Björn Friðfinnsson, 2005). The Civil Defense 

Council was disbanded with entry into force of the Civil Protection Act in 2008, and another body was 

established, the Civil Protection and Security Council, which is responsible for producing a policy on 

civil protection and security (“Policy on Civil Security”) for periods of three years at a time.  

The following ministers have seats on the Civil Protection and Security Council: the Prime Minister, 

who is also the chairman of the council; the Minister of Interior; the Minister for the Environment; the 

Minister of Welfare; the Minister of Foreign Affairs; and the Minister of Industry. In addition, the Prime 

Minister may invite up to two other ministers to sit on the council at any time in connection with specific 

matters. In addition, the Prime Minister appoints two representatives to the council by the nomination 

of the Union of Local Municipalities in Iceland (NCIP Department of Civil Protection, n.d.b; NCIP 

Department of Civil Protection, 2011). 

The following officials also have seats on the Civil Protection and Security Council: 

1. The National Commissioner of Police (Icelandic: ríkislögreglustjóri) 

2. The Director of the Icelandic Coast Guard (Icelandic: forstjóri Landhelgisgæslunnar) 

3. The Permanent Secretary at the Ministry of Interior (Icelandic: ráðuneytisstjóri 

innanríkisráðuneytis) 

4. The Director of the Post and Telecommunications Administration (Icelandic: forstjóri Póst-og 

fjarskiptastofnunar) 

5. The Director of the National Roads Administration (Icelandic: vegamálastjóri) 

6. The Director-General of Public Health (Icelandic: landlæknir) 

7. The Director of the Icelandic Civil Aviation Administration (Icelandic: flugmálastjóri) 

8. The Director of the Icelandic Meteorological Office (Icelandic: veðurstofustjóri) 

9. A representative of ICE-SAR (Icelandic: Slysavarnafélagið Landsbjörg). 

10. A representative of the Icelandic Red Cross (Icelandic: fulltrúi Rauða krossins) 

11. The Permanent Secretary at the Office of the Prime Minister. (Icelandic: ráðuneytisstjóri 

forsætisráðuneytis) 

12. The Permanent Secretary at the Ministry for the Environment (Icelandic: ráðuneytisstjóri 

umhverfisráðuneytis) 

13. The Director of the Icelandic Construction Authority (Icelandic: forstjóri Mannvirkjastofnunar) 

14. The Director of the Environmental Agency (Icelandic: forstjóri Umhverfisstofnunar) 

15. The Permanent Secretary at the Ministry of Welfare (Icelandic: ráðuneytisstjóri 

velferðarráðuneytis) 

16. The Epidemiological Officer (Icelandic: sóttvarnalæknir) 
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17. The Director of the National Radiological Protection Authority (Icelandic: forstjóri Geislavarna 

ríkisins) 

18. The Permanent Secretary of State at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs (Icelandic: ráðuneytisstjóri 

utanríkisráðuneytis) 

19. The Permanent Secretary at the Ministry of Industry (Icelandic: ráðuneytisstjóri 

iðnaðarráðuneytis) 

20. The Director of the National Energy Authority (Icelandic: orkumálastjóri) 

21. The Director of Landsnet, the Icelandic Power Transmission Company (Icelandic: forstjóri 

Landsnets) 

22. A representative of the Coordinated Emergency Telephone Answering System (Icelandic: 

fulltrúi Samræmdrar neyðarsvörunar) (Department of Civil Protection, n.d.b). 

This composition of the Civil Protection and Security Council is a considerable change from the 

Civil Defense Council which only consisted of the representatives of the organizations and institutions 

listed in points 1-10 above. The rescue organization ICE-SAR (Icelandic: Slysavarnarfélagið 

Landsbjörg) and the Red Cross each had one observer on the Civil Defense Council with the right to 

present their opinions and offer suggestions, but did not have the right to vote (Bernharðsdóttir and 

Svedin, 2004). The broader composition of the Civil Protection and Security Council compared to the 

Civil Defense Council reflects the broadening of the Icelandic security agenda to include such matters 

as environmental, health and infrastructure security. The composition of the council indicates that it is 

better understood that all parts of government, as well as non-state actors, could be needed to 

participate in civil contingencies as well as the development and implementation of security policy. It 

can be noted that the Ministry of Finance and Economic Affairs is listed as a responsible party for an 

action plan regarding the financial system, and participates in other action plans, but it is not a 

permanent member of the council.  

In the proposals of the Policy Development Committee, the idea of establishing a National Security 

Council is briefly discussed. Only if the policy will have the wide agenda that the committee proposes, 

which includes foreign affairs policy, defense policy and civil security (Icelandic: almannaöryggi), it is 

considered necessary to establish such a council. The Policy Development Committee did not state 

how this should be implemented but thought it reasonable that this would mean revisiting the role and 

composition of the Civil Protection and Security Council since the National Security Council’s role 

would be similar and it would not be necessary to have two administrative units (Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs, 2013).  

6.6 Policy on Civil Protection and Security 

The Civil Protection and Security Council decided at its first meeting in June 2009 that it should 

prepare a Draft Policy on Civil Security. A steering group consisting of two ministry officials and three 

other specialists developed the Draft Policy on Civil Security on behalf of the Council. The Ministry of 

the Interior issued the draft in April 2013 and called for public comments on the draft. There is 

currently no set date for the publication of the completed policy. The Minister of the Interior will submit 
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the policy to the Civil Protection and Security Council for approval (Ministry of the Interior, 2013). This 

Draft Policy on Civil Security was the first document produced towards a formal policy since the Civil 

Protection and Security Council was made responsible for policy-making in 2008. The finished 

document will be the first formal policy on civil protection and security. It has been stated that the 

policy will apply to civil or societal security, the term civil security is chosen as a reference term. The 

draft policy is therefore referred to in this thesis as the Draft Policy on Civil Security. The Draft Policy 

on Civil Security emphasizes coordination and cooperation in the field of civil protection. The 

publishing of the policy followed by its implementation has the potential of further increasing 

collaboration between different sectors working on aspects of civil security (Interview Víðir Reynisson). 

The assessment of risk factors in the draft is based on documents that have been published regarding 

civil security in recent years, as well as the Gjörv report prepared by an independent commission 

following the 2011 Oslo bombing and the following Utøya massacre, and the 2009 Risk Assessment 

Report. 

The focus in civil protection and security is on ensuring the security of civilians from threats and 

ensuring that the emergency response system is as organized, flexible and coordinated as possible so 

that it can respond to local as well as global threats (Ministry of the Interior, 2013). The Draft Policy on 

Civil Security covers a wide agenda in its definition of civil security, which is adopted from the 2009 

Risk Assessment Report, as security of individuals and social groups, identities, values and basic 

infrastructure of society. It is further specified that civil security is aimed at ensuring legal security and 

government, economic, cultural and social stability. The Draft Policy on Civil Security differentiates civil 

security from national security, which is referred to as the security of state power and state 

sovereignty. One of the first instances of formal use of term civil security in Icelandic legislation, is in 

the first article of the Police Act from 1996 when referring to the main role of the police, but the terms 

is not defined in the legislation. In the Law Enforcement Plan 2007-2011, that will be discussed further 

below, it is stated that law enforcement and civil protection are matters of national security and, 

furthermore, that the state is responsible for civil security which pertains to public safety and the safety 

of society’s infrastructure (Ministry of the Interior, 2007). This does not correlate with the Draft Policy 

on Civil Security which seems to put civil security and national security in different categories. This can 

be seen as an example of how the use of concepts with the regards to security is still developing and 

taking form. Bailes and Þröstur Gylfason (2008) refer to the use of the term societal security in the 

larger Nordic states as a policy label. It has been used for the “modernization of security agendas, the 

coordination of diverse state actors, and the motivation and mobilization of non-state ones”. They also 

point out that the use of the term has no single rule or definition (Bailes and Þröstur Gylfason, 2008).  

One of the objectives mentioned in the Draft Policy on Civil Security is that it is to pertain to all 

matters of civil protection and security, and that all other plans should be integrated into the policy, 

such as plans regarding police, coast guard and border control, and human trafficking. The document 

is to be used as a foundation for planning and action in the fields of civil protection, law enforcement 

and coast guard, action against organized crime, human trafficking and terrorism, search and rescue, 

aviation and maritime security, internet and telecommunication security, economic security, 

environmental protection, food and water security, health security, disease prevention, radiation 



  

53 

protection, and energy security (Ministry of the Interior, 2013). The main emphases of the next three 

years, according to the Draft Policy on Civil Security, are civil protection, important infrastructure, law 

enforcement and security. This emphasis includes the following objectives: 

- Governmental, institutional and organizational response in the time of emergency shall be 

efficient and coordinated. 

- Guaranteeing the continuous function of important societal infrastructure.  

- Providing for the security of individuals and social groups, and societal stability, by 

safeguarding society against possible threats from human action, natural hazards or global 

risk factors, such as organized crime, epidemics or pollution (Ministry of the Interior, 2013). 

The ways that these objectives are to be achieved are outlined in several action plans that cover 

many sectors. These action plans include (a) risk assessments, (b) general and specific response 

plans that are on the priority list after the risk mapping, (c) measures to limit harm and damages, (d) 

reappraisal of response measures that are to be made by the Civil Protection Investigation Committee, 

(d) policy and procedures that are to configure responsibilities for recovery efforts. There are 

furthermore action plans on security of infrastructure, energy and health, security of the highest levels 

of government, financial system, transportation on land, sea and air, and law enforcement and security 

(Ministry of the Interior, 2013). 

Bailes and Þröstur Gylfason (2008) provide several reasons, based on the Nordic experience, for 

using a single concept such as societal security as common denominator for non-military security. The 

concept can work as a catalyst, “illuminating and extending the official conception of national security 

interests, to bring theory and practice in line with 21th century realities” (Bailes and Þröstur Gylfason, 

2008, p. 28). The 2009 Risk Assessment Report defined societal (or civil) security as security of 

individuals and social groups, identities, values and basic infrastructure of society. As has been 

mentioned, the report was prepared by an independent commission and is therefore not to be 

understood as government policy but rather a basis for policy formulation. The policy draft draws upon 

the definition put forth in the risk assessment report, and civil security is moreover used to describe the 

subjects of civil protection and security. The concept can also work in “coordinating action for 

preparation, prevention, incident handling and recovery in the relevant fields” (Bailes and Þröstur 

Gylfason, 2008, p. 28). The legislation has to some extent worked as a uniting factor for the wide 

range of ministries and institutions that are involved in civil protection. The policy and the concept of 

civil security could work to highlight further this wide scope, but also demarcate the field, as it is 

distinguished from national security which pertains to sovereignty, territory and state-centered threats. 

As stated in the Draft Policy on Civil Security, cooperation between levels of government, institutions 

and organizations is the foundation of civil security (Ministry of the Interior, 2013). The civil protection 

legislation has to some extent coordinated action on civil security challenges but a policy document 

could drive this cooperation along further. The main function of the policy to give ministries and 

institutions a clearer mandate, which has to some degree been lacking (Interview Auðunn F. 

Kristinsson; Interview Víðir Reynisson).  



  

54 

The development of responses to non-military security challenges in Iceland are often event-driven, 

and the financial crash in the autumn of 2008 has put the role of economic security in the wider civil 

security context. Violent storms in December 2012 similarly called attention to the need to address 

telecommunication security, and this was further highlighted with the hacking into the website of 

Vodafone Iceland in December 2013 (Interview Víðir Reynisson). The use of the concept of civil 

security can have the effects of “mobilizing non-state capacities within society that may have existed 

before, but were not previously identified and honored as ‘security’ contributions” (Bailes and Þröstur 

Gylfason, 2008). The Civil Protection Act sets out the obligations that private parties have in the 

context of civil protection, such as providing help or assistance if ministries and the NCIP determine 

that it is needed. The Civil Protection Act further sets out the NCIP’s authorization to enter into 

contracts with private institutions, non-governmental organizations or other parties and the NCIP’s 

obligation to attend to the implementation of specific aspects of civil protection measures. The policy 

draft does not expand on this issue other than pointing out that these legal provisions mainly pertain to 

the privatization of state owned companies in the last decade. This has led to the government no 

longer having control over all important infrastructure such as the telecommunication system and the 

banking system.  

No date is set for the finalization of the policy and it cannot carry formal weight until it has been 

published. The policy, as it appears in the draft, is very ambitious and a cost analysis is being 

performed as a step in the finalization of the policy (Interview Anonymous II). It can be expected that 

some parts of the policy will be costly while it will be difficult even to conduct a cost analysis in respect 

of other parts. If the government is not willing to provide the necessary funds towards the projects 

listed in the draft on a holistic basis, it will be up to individual ministries and institutions to decide at 

what pace and to what extent they will implement the policy. It can be argued that a prioritization such 

as was put forth in the proposals for a national security policy could be helpful to help this process 

along.  

The Draft Policy on Civil Security will nonetheless be taken into consideration when it comes 

decision-making and prioritization of projects within ministries and institutions whether it will be 

finalized or not. In three years’ time, when a new policy is due, there will have materialized some sort 

of ranking of projects that will be an important input towards that new policy document (Interview Víðir 

Reynisson). Most importantly there seems to be a consensus of the opinion that the policy will provide 

ministries and institutions with a clearer mandate in the field of civil protection (Interview Jón F. 

Bjartmarz; Interview Auðunn F. Kristinsson; Interview Víðir Reynisson). This policy and other such 

policy work as the law enforcement plan discussed in the following chapter, will set a clearer focus on 

what is relevant to security in Iceland.  

6.7 Telecommunication security 

The proposals of the Policy Development Committee put cyber security and society’s infrastructure 

in the category, which was to receive priority regarding preparedness and resources. The Draft Policy 

on Civil Security also emphasizes the security of critical infrastructure. Critical infrastructure is 

generally defined as physical or intangible assets whose destruction or disruption would seriously 
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undermine public safety, social order and the fulfillment of key government responsibilities (OECD, 

2008). 

Certain events have recently promoted the discussion on telecommunication security in Iceland. 

Attacks on the internet and information systems, such as the attack on the Vodafone Iceland website 

in November 2013 have brought attention to information security regarding computers and computer 

networks. The effects of storms and severe weather in recent years have brought attention to 

operational security of the electricity system and telecommunication infrastructure, which has also 

highlighted the interdependent nature of important infrastructure. Therefore coordinating groups have 

been established and joint response plans prepared (oral source Bjartmarz, oral source Reynisson).  

Two parliamentary resolutions were approved in parliament in 2012 on telecommunication plans. 

The discussions in parliament relating to the resolutions did not revolve around the security aspect 

although it was discussed that public telecommunications services in rural areas should be improved. 

The provision to establish an Icelandic National Computer Security Response Team (“CERT group”) 

was discussed (Vefútgáfa Alþingistíðinda, 2012a, 2012b).  The former of these resolutions was a 

telecommunication plan for 2011-2014 but the latter was a 12 year telecommunication plan for 2011-

2022, which focuses on the long term goals in the field of telecommunication security in Iceland. The 

telecommunication plan for 2011-2014 set out a four year action plan regarding telecommunication. 

The tasks that involved security were a development of a government policy on internet and 

information security.  Information infrastructure that concerns national security was to be defined and 

mapped and the future structure of basic telecommunication infrastructure during an emergency 

situation. The requirements of emergency telecommunications defined and response plans to be 

made in cooperation with telecommunications companies and emergency response actors (Vefútgáfa 

Alþingistíðinda, 2012a). This work is being and done and is well under way (Interview Anonymous II). 

One of the long term objectives is the development of a government policy consistent with other 

European countries on cyber security and the protection of telecommunication infrastructure and 

information systems. The functions of emergency telecommunication systems are to be defined and 

improved concerning defined threats (Vefútgáfa Alþingistíðinda, 2012b). 

Telecommunication security is one hand what is considered physical security of physical 

infrastructure and on the other cyber security. The dialogue on the physical security aspect started 

around the same time as the privatization of the telecommunication industry and with amendments to 

Telecommunication Act in 2007 the Post and Telecommunications Administration (“PTA”) was handed 

the authority to develop regulation regarding cyber and information security. The PTA wrote a report 

on cyber security in 2008 and it was recommended that an Icelandic National Computer Emergency 

Response Team (“CERT group”) would be established but the telecommunication companies were 

against the idea and nothing come of the matter until 2011.  In the meantime Icelandic authorities 

were approached by government of neighboring countries since Iceland’s cyber security measures 

were considered lacking. The CERT group was added to the telecommunication legislation in 2012 

and it began its operations within the PTA in 2013 (Interview Anonymous III). The group leads the 

coordination of proactive and reactive actions towards strengthening Iceland’s response against cyber 

security threats. The CERT group works with telecommunication companies to mitigate the risk of 
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cyber-attacks and the consequences of such events if they occur. It was announced in March 2014 

that the CERT group is to be moved from the PTA to the NCIP Department of Civil Protection. This is 

said to be a similar placement as the CERT groups in the neighboring countries. It is also stated that 

this will enhance the coordination with regards to preparation and response in the event of an 

emergency (Ministry of the Interior, 2014). The Minister of the Interior said that the relocation is part of 

a further strengthening of the civil protection system and that the aim is to expand the role and 

operations of the CERT group (Vefútgáfa Alþingistíðinda, 2014).  
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7 Law Enforcement and Security 

The police is considered to be the institution that has the widest role when it comes to security in 

Iceland, and as such plays a key role in the country’s security and response structure (Vefútgáfa 

Alþingistíðinda, 2013b). The first paragraph of the Police Act states that the role of the police is to 

provide civil security and maintain law and order, to seek to ensure the security of citizens under the 

law, and to protect property rights, the public interest and lawful activities of all types (Lögreglulög, nr 

60/1996). The nature and type of tasks that the police are to carry out are not explicitly defined, and it 

is not clarified whether any interests are more important than others. The police therefore do not 

restrict themselves to any fixed categories of threats and risks and the police considers the mandate 

quite general in relation to the security of civilians, society and the state authority (Interview Jón F. 

Bjartmarz).  

NCIP administers police affairs under the Minister of the Interior’s authority. One of the roles of the 

NCIP is to work on, and submit, proposals concerning rationalization, coordination, development and 

security in the functioning of the police (Lögreglulög, nr 60/1996). In light of this role the NCIP felt that 

a formal mandate and objectives were needed for more effective performance management (Interview 

Jón F. Bjartmarz). Such work had been performed inside the office of the NCIP to some degree when 

the Ministry of the Interior, in cooperation with the NCIP, developed the Law Enforcement Plan 2007-

2011. This plan was the first manifestation of a formal comprehensive law enforcement policy. Until 

then the government had only developed policies on certain areas of law enforcement, such as 

narcotics, traffic safety and border control. In the Law Enforcement Plan it is stated that technological 

advances and globalization have made society more vulnerable. There are therefore increasing 

demands on the state to provide public safety. The emphasis in Iceland’s security policy is said to 

have moved from territorial security to homeland security where civil institutions play a greater role 

than before (Ministry of the Interior, 2007).  

There was a clear intent of strengthening the security aspects of the state relating to the Police and 

Coast Guard before the United States’ military forces left. Whether this is directly linked to the 

departure of the United States’ forces or not is difficult to assess. The assessment of changed 

circumstances in the Arctic Region also played a part. This strengthening was in the form of adding 

equipment such as ships and helicopters but also the Tetra system that is used out in the field for civil 

protection and law enforcement operations. Tetra is the most sophisticated telecommunications 

system available for security and emergency purposes. It covers the whole country and plays a key 

role in all search and rescue operations. Other forms of strengthening included improving 

interoperability and increasing international cooperation with associate institutions in the neighboring 

countries. The reduction in the number of police districts and the separation of the offices of police 

commissioners and district commissioners (Icelandic: sýslumenn) is part of the efforts that are taking 

place to enable the police to focus its attentions to their core tasks such as civil security and move 

tasks away that more related to civil administration (Interview Anonymous II). In the Law Enforcement 

Plan, certain tasks are emphasized as elements of guarding civil security, such as risk assessments, 

promotion of visible law enforcement, the NCIP’s National Security Unit (Icelandic: greiningardeild), 
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the Special Weapons and Tactics Team (Icelandic: sérsveit), the development and revising of 

response plans, border control (as well as maritime and aviation security), and international 

cooperation (Ministry of the Interior, 2007).  

Since the budgetary resources of the NCIP and the police force generally were limited following the 

economic crisis in 2008, not all parts of the Law Enforcement Plan could be fully executed. The plan 

was nonetheless an important tool in the prioritization of tasks (interview Jón F. Bjartmarz). The work 

on the Law Enforcement Plan has developed and is now being progressed by parliament in 

cooperation with representatives of the NCIP and the National Association of Police Officers. In June 

2012 a parliamentary resolution was approved which resolved that principal definitions on law 

enforcement should be established as well as a new law enforcement plan (to follow the one that now 

has expired). As previously mentioned, the tasks of the police force are not explicitly defined in the 

Police Act. It is considered important to clarify the scope of the legislation, for the basic services of law 

enforcement to be clear (Ministry of the Interior, 2009). This is one of the tasks of a committee 

consisting of representatives of all parties in parliament and stakeholders. The committee is to assess 

the need for manpower, level of service and budgetary needs for law enforcement.  

The committee on the development of a law enforcement plan was not able conclude its work 

before the set due date in March 2013, but an interim report was presented in parliament concerning 

the strengthening of law enforcement. The report concluded that the police budget should be 

increased to similar levels as before the economic crisis in 2008, specialized units inside the police 

both strengthened and increased in number, and equipment and training should be improved. There 

was consensus on the results across all parties in parliament (Vefútgáfa Alþingistíðinda, 2011-2012). 

As mentioned above, the committee is also to assess the level of security in Iceland and what the 

normal level is for both inhabitants and tourists that visit the country. The level of security is to be 

determined through risk assessments but this might also entail police officers and the public filling out 

surveys (Interview Anonymous II). The aim of the committee is to define the scope and the objectives 

of law enforcement in general, and to increase the cost awareness of parliament regarding the tasks 

of the police, including civil protection. When the Law Enforcement Plan will be completed it will be 

introduced in parliament and, if approved, it will become a formal policy on law enforcement. This plan 

and other plans in the field are to be coordinated with a more comprehensive policy on civil protection 

and security (Ministry of the Interior, 2013).  

Another parliamentary resolution regarding the police and civil security was approved in 2012. In 

this resolution the Minister of the Interior was given the task of preparing a comprehensive action plan 

against organized crime, in cooperation with relevant ministries and public institutions. A National 

Security Unit within the NCIP was established in 2007 which is responsible for responsible for 

assessing the risk of terrorist activities and threats from organized crime, including human trafficking, 

and issuing forward-looking-assessments in this field of law enforcement. In the resolution it is stated 

that the NCIP’s National Security Unit is considered to have kept a close eye on the number of foreign 

criminal groups that has increased in recent years as well a rise in the ownership of firearms. It is still 

deemed necessary to follow up on this effort. In the discussion in parliament it was mentioned that it 

was important to look at prostitution and human trafficking in relation to organized crime (Vefútgáfa 
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Alþingistíðinda, 2012c). A Police Task Force on Organized Crime has been operated since 2012 and 

a special action plan against human trafficking was approved by the government in April 2013. The 

action plan on organized crime has not yet been completed. The sensitive aspect of this matter is 

related to the debate on proactive investigative measures (which has been discussed in parliament). A 

resolution was put forward in 2012 to give the Minister of the Interior the responsibility to develop a 

parliamentary bill that would give the police authorizations comparable to the police in other Nordic 

countries to investigate and employ preventative measures against organized crime. This resolution 

did not reach the parliamentary agenda again after the General Committee submitted its opinion 

(Vefútgáfa Alþingistíðinda, 2013a). Another resolution, which also did not reach the agenda to be 

voted on, focused on defining more clearly the authorizations the police already has, and widen those 

authorizations to some extent that could be related to organized crime. This issue has been heavily 

debated since proactive investigation measures have the potential for violating important human rights 

and civil liberties. These values are considered to have come under strain in the years following 

September 2001, with some countries imposing strict anti-terrorist measures. Civil liberties are a high 

priority for Iceland and are part of the values promoted in the country’s foreign policy. The sensitive 

balance between civil liberties and human rights on one hand, and security of the civilians on the other 

hand also comes into play when developing policy on internet and information security (Interview 

Anonymous).  
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8 Conclusion 

Until recently, Iceland did not have any kind of security policy which defined the meaning of 

‘security’ or which dealt with non-military aspects of security. The only recognized security policy was 

Iceland’s membership to NATO and the defense agreement with the United States. The Icelandic 

government seems, however, to be getting to grips with developing a formal, comprehensive policy on 

security. The process had started already before the United States military base was shut down in 

2006 but it did not really take off until after that time as the policy stance on security matters had 

always been reactive rather than proactive.  

Security has been a contested subject in Icelandic politics. The reason for this is that the subject 

has, almost solely, been approached from the military perspective and the political disunity that has 

characterized the security and defense discourse has made security in general a sensitive issue. The 

government’s perspective has therefore been largely limited to the realist conception of security. Other 

matters, such as environmental protection, effective economic management and democratic 

government, were however considered as being capable of forming part of the security framework by 

committees that were appointed to assess Iceland’s security environment after the Cold War. The 

work undertaken by these committees did not change the fact that no security policy was in place to 

specify these issues as security concerns. It follows that such matters were not formally recognized as 

security concerns and the security policy that was in place, Iceland’s defense policy, constricted the 

country’s security approach to the realist perspective.  

Certain actions were taken as response to the United States military forces leaving Iceland in 2006. 

The Civil Protection Act was revised and the Defense Act was approved in 2008. With the Defense Act 

the Defense Agency was established, a special entity that was to handle defense related matters. This 

was an attempt to deal with the fact that Iceland is without military but is a member of a military 

alliance. As Silja Bára Ómarsdóttir (2008) has said, the handling of the matter in parliament, in 

particular the Minister of Foreign Affairs’ unwillingness to address security outside the scope of the 

traditional military aspect was characteristic of a realist mindset. 

In the Defense Act, it was deemed necessary to separate defense-related projects from other 

security tasks performed by civilian institutions. With the disbanding of the Defense Agency and the 

allocation of its tasks to civilian institutions that perform civil tasks this separation was not possible 

anymore. The actors involved seem to agree that these tasks are well placed within the institutions 

that are currently responsible for them. This nonetheless implies that with the wider recognition of 

what constitutes security it is no longer necessary to limit national security to foreign affairs. Rather it 

is necessary for a small country with no military to integrate these military-related tasks with non-

military security tasks and, as the proposals for a national security policy state, define how the 

interaction should take place. This has brought up the topic of how civilian institutions are to interact 

with their counterparts in neighboring countries, which are often military institutions. The Policy 

Development Committee emphasized that this cooperation is necessary and that Icelandic institutions 

need to be equipped to cooperate with foreign militaries but on civilian terms (Icelandic: borgaralegum 

forsendum) (Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 2014). This matter has not yet been addressed formally.  
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The revision of the Civil Protection Act changed the scope of civil protection. This was done in part 

through the sector responsibility principle and establishment of the Civil Protection and Security 

Council which is to develop policy on civil protection and security. The term itself ‘civil protection and 

security’, which emerged from revised legislation, also links civil protection to security in a stronger 

manner. Another action following the departure of the United States forces included appointing an 

independent committee to assess the risks that the country faced. The committee’s conclusion, the 

2009 Risk Assessment Report furthermore put the security of the country in a wider context than had 

been done before and was used as basis for the next steps. These steps included the Draft Policy on 

Civil Security, and the proposals of the Policy Development Committee. In the Draft Policy on Civil 

Security, the term civil security is defined as part of the policy where the subject of security are 

individuals, social groups, identities, values and society’s basic infrastructure. The proposals of the 

Policy Development Committee for the development of a national security policy were in accordance 

with this perception where national security is said to be derived from societal, military and global 

factors. The Policy Development Committee furthermore concluded that Iceland’s national security 

policy should take into account civil security with the other more traditional aspects, the country’s 

foreign policy and its defense policy.  This makes civil security, which is a rather new concept in the 

political discourse in Iceland, a new pillar of national security.  

The inclusion of these different dimensions of security and the recognition of entities such as 

society, as a referent object of security, represent a broadening of the security approach that is more 

along the lines of the Copenhagen School and its constructivist perspective. The conclusion here is 

that a space has been created for non-military security within national security. If the proposals of the 

Policy Development Committee are any indication of what the final national security policy will entail 

then the Icelandic government is clearly broadening its perception of national security by including civil 

security. This is quite a change from the time when the government’s security approach was much 

more limited to the defense aspect of national security. Constructivism explains changes like these by 

pointing out that identities and interests, are not predetermined as the realism paradigm suggests, 

rather they are constantly evolving. Security is a socially constructed concept and is therefore relative 

to the society in which it exists.  

Wæver (1995) states that it is imperative to retain what we identify as the characteristics of security 

threats that he claims are “urgency; state power claiming the legitimate use of extraordinary means; 

[and] a threat seen as potentially undercutting sovereignty”. Securitization takes place when issues 

are lifted above politics and handled with urgency or extraordinary means. Although securitization can 

in simple terms be said to mean priority in political discourse it is not enough to label an issue a 

security concern for it to be securitized. It can therefore be argued that the process of securitization is 

not applicable when discussing non-military security in Iceland even though non-military issues such 

as cyber security and organized crime have been labelled as security concerns. It can be argued that 

the term politicization is more applicable, that non-military security issues in Iceland are to an 

increasing degree “part of public policy, requiring government decision and resource allocation” 

(Buzan et al., 1998, p. 23). According to Wæver (1995) securitization should not be the goal as it is the 

failure to deal with issues as normal politics. But securitization is nonetheless an attempt of a 
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securitizing actor to lay claim on resources. By placing non-military aspects of security on the political 

agenda, and not securitizing them, these issues take the form of second-order politics that promote 

long-term precautionary governance. The question is whether that is enough to give them priority to 

the resources needed to prevent them from escalating and becoming a greater, more imminent 

problem.  

The risk perspective seems to be relevant to the process that is taking place in Iceland with risk 

assessments identifying non-military aspects of security. Looking at security in the context of risk and 

risk management means taking a view of the conditions of possibility, and what the causes and 

consequences of harm could be, as opposed to the direct threat mentality of realism. This approach 

allows for the inclusion of softer aspects of security that are most often not imminent. These issues 

nonetheless call for preparedness and mitigation of risk as well as reassessment of risk on a regular 

basis. The proposals of the Policy Development Committee address the possibility that the current 

status of the security environment allows for the prioritization of other security aspects than the military 

aspect. The military threat is moving lower down the list of priorities based on assessment of risk, and 

it could be argued that the government is moving away from decision-making that has been largely 

limited to the realist mindset. The Policy Development Committee used an informal measure of the 

probability and consequences of risk factors and the committee’s conclusion was to place 

environmental hazards and major accidents as due to increased activity in the Arctic region, as well as 

cyber-attacks, attacks on other infrastructure and natural hazards, in priority with regards to 

preparedness and allocation of financial resources. 

Looking at the current approach to non-military security in Iceland it has to be recognized how far 

the civil protection system has come since it started to form in the Second World War. Experience has 

accumulated on how to handle natural hazards and a structure has been built up where different 

institutions can come together to tackle emergency situations. The diverse consequences that events 

can have are increasingly recognized as well as the interdependency of systems and institutions. The 

Civil Protection Act was intended to strengthen the coordination work that had already taken place. It 

also put more emphasis on the preparation and development of response plans in all levels and fields 

of government. Institutions that have not typically been part of the civil protection system are now 

taking part in the development of response plans. The government is now also in the midst of 

developing a long term policy on a range of security issues such as telecommunication and law 

enforcement as well as bringing together these efforts in a comprehensive policy on civil protection 

and security and a policy on national security. 

 It seems that the civil protection system, taken into account the development in recent years, is to 

be used for other aspects of civil security than natural hazards. The relocation of the CERT group, 

which was established within the Post and Telecommunication Administration in 2013, to the NCIP 

Department of Civil Protection strongly supports this argument. It will therefore be interesting to see 

whether the NCIP Department of Civil Protection will be strengthened to accommodate this greater 

responsibility so it can become the coordinating apparatus that it seems that it is intended to be.  

Even though the importance of the policy development that is taking place is stressed here the 

institutions involved in civil protection and security have through the years established their own plans 
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and assessed risks of events, whether they are from natural causes or manmade, and used for the 

prioritization of tasks inside Icelandic security institutions such as the Coast Guard and the National 

Commissioner of the Icelandic Police (NCIP). The development that is taking place now is that the 

government is more actively involved and that gives the institutions a clearer mandate to follow. This 

process is far from complete, and it might be that the project undertaken is so wide-ranging that it 

might take a long time to yet to establish a formal policy. If the Draft Policy on Civil Security and the 

proposals of the Policy Development Committee are anything to go by, the pending policies will 

inevitably call for actions such as the strengthening of institutions. Other measures such as increased 

cooperation and coordination between ministries and institutions, as well as private companies, seem 

to be needed if the focus of civil protection and security is to widen. If this will be achieved it would 

allow the system to better prepare for the traditional challenge of natural hazards, but also address 

other issues such as cyber security and preparation for major accidents. It is yet to be seen whether 

considerable resources will be allocated to these plans and whether, even though non-military issues 

have been labeled security, institutions will get resources for those issues. It is nonetheless apparent 

that institutions will get a more direct security mandate with the impending policies on civil protection 

and security on one hand and national security on the other.   

The fact that the policy-making that is taking place still seems far from over makes it difficult for 

public officials to speak openly about the subject. The lack of tradition in discussing security in Iceland 

makes the project of approaching it even more difficult. Most of the respondents feel that it is positive 

that non-military issues have reached the political agenda but are not confident that this will mean that 

significant changes are likely to take place in the near future to better mitigate and prepare for risk 

factors. It is not that politicians are not interested in security but rather that the interest diminishes 

when the subject of cost arises, and it is understandable that the current economic climate does not 

give rise to optimism.  

The developments that have been discussed have increased the security dialogue. Even though it 

took well over two years for the Policy Development Committee to finalize their proposals it is still quite 

remarkable for the parliamentary parties in Iceland to agree upon the main points of what the security 

policy of Iceland should emphasize. The broad approach to security that is chosen gives room for 

more consensus between the political parties on security and can be viewed as a step towards 

prioritizing other aspects of security than the military aspect. The topic will continue to be politically 

sensitive even though softer dimensions have been included and there are big issues, which are 

outside the scope of this thesis, such as the sensitive balance between privacy and security that will 

inevitably reach the agenda in the coming years and provoke further debate.  
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