Wahlmonitor - Iceland 2026 | ISL

August 2026

WAHLMONITOR iep

Referendum on Resuming

EU Accession Talks

Prof. Dr. Eirikur Bergmann

Iceland occupies a distinctive position in European
integration. Alongside Norway, Switzerland, and
Liechtenstein, it is one of the few Western European
states that has never opted for full membership of the
European Union. Yet through the European Economic
Area (EEA) Agreement - in effect since 1994 - and the
Schengen Agreement, Iceland is deeply integrated into
the Single Market, which covers approximately three-
quarters of the EU's policy reach.

This institutional configuration has created a structural
paradox. Iceland functions as a rule-taker across most
economic sectors, yet it has no representation in the
Council of Ministers, the European Commission, or the
European Parliament. What Jacques Delors, then EU
Commission President, initially conceived as a temporary
bridge between the European Community and European
Free Trade Association (EFTA) has served as Iceland’s
permanent antechamber for more than three decades.
The upcoming referendum on 29 August on resuming
accession talks seeks to resolve this long-standing tension
between domestic autonomy and institutional
participation.

Dynamics of the Debate

The referendum campaign reflects a collision between
historical identity narratives and structural socio-
economic transformations.  Historically, Icelandic
nationalism emerged from a century-long independence
struggle against Denmark (1830-1944), producing an
inward-looking ‘sense of sovereignty’ that treats domestic
resource jurisdiction as sacrosanct.
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Public opinion leading into the vote reflects a notable
shift. While public sentiment turned sharply Eurosceptic
following the so-called Icesave dispute with Britain and
the Netherlands in the wake of the 2008 banking collapse
- over disputed responsibilities for deposits in the fallen
Landsbanki’s subsidiaries in the EU - recent polling
indicates that support for European engagement has
regained ground. Survey data show a slim, fleeting
majority favours renewing the EU membership
application, within an increasingly tight margin.

As already mentioned, most of the EU’s policies are
already covered by the EEA and Schengen, but four policy
areas remain outstanding. Two are mainly seen as threats
and two offering potential benefits. Here is how the
accession debates revolve around them, starting with
those posing threats before discussing those offering
potential benefits.

Fisheries

As in past accession debates, fisheries remain the most
contested issue. The Common Fisheries Policy (CFP) and
its non-discrimination principle stoke domestic fears
about quota hopping and foreign vessel access. Accession
proponents, however, advocate designating the Icelandic
200-nautical-mile Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ) as a
distinct, biologically bounded administrative zone that
remains under domestic control. Although this would be a
matter for negotiation and could meet with resistance
from the Member States, the Icelandic government
cannot accept anything less than full domestic control of
Iceland’s fishing waters



Agriculture

Opponents argue that adopting the Common
Agricultural Policy (CAP) would dismantle domestic
tariff protection. Proponents emphasise the CAP's
specific regulations for areas north of the 62nd parallel
(Act of Accession 1994, Art. 142), which permit
substantial targeted state aid to safeguard farming in
harsh, sparsely populated environments.

Monetary Policy - the Euro

Managing the kréona - perhaps the smallest
independent floating currency in the world - imposes
persistent transactional costs, currency volatility, and
structural inflation premiums. While full EU accession
does not automatically require adopting the euro - as
Sweden's non-participation in the Exchange Rate
Mechanism (ERM 1l) shows - the prospect of eventual
currency stabilisation resonates with voters burdened
by high domestic interest rates.

Defence and Security

The domestic debate is unfolding against a shifting
international backdrop. Historically, Icelandic defence
rested on NATO and a separate defence agreement with
the United States. However, the reliability of the
transatlantic security umbrella is now in question.
Concurrently, the European Union is accelerating its
own structural collaboration on defence and security
via the Common Foreign and Security Policy (CFSP).
This evolving geopolitical landscape forces Iceland to
reexamine its strategic position.

The Political Landscape

The domestic debate over European integration
transcends traditional left-right ideological boundaries
in Iceland, instead resting on a socio-cultural divide
between cosmopolitanism and sovereignty-driven
protectionism.

The current centre-left coalition government, which
took office in late 2024, is anchored by the Social
Democratic Alliance, led by Prime Minister Kristrdn
Frostadottir, and the Liberal Reform Party (Vidreisn).
Both are staunchly pro-European and argue that EU
accession will deliver macroeconomic stability,
modernise regulatory frameworks, and secure a much-
needed institutional voice in Brussels. The third
coalition partner, the People's Party, holds a softer,
welfare-centric Euroscepticism but has agreed to hold
the referendum as part of a pragmatic governmental
compromise, shifting its critique towards democratic
arbitration.

In opposition, political forces present varied resistance
to the accession process. The Independence Party
navigates historical ambivalence, fiercely defending the
economic utility of the EEA agreement but firmly
opposing full EU membership to protect domestic

resource sovereignty and elite autonomy. The
Progressive Party maintains cautious, agrarian-focused
scepticism, prioritising the defence of rural subsidies
and food sovereignty.

Conversely, the Centre Party, led by former Prime
Minister Sigmundur David Gunnlaugsson, champions a
hard, ideologically driven exclusionary stance. It utilises
at least a quasi-populist, anti-elite rhetoric to cast the
European Union as a bureaucratic threat to Icelandic
self-determination. The party draws heavily on
historical narratives of the nation's struggle for
independence to galvanise nationalist resistance and
present supranational governance as an existential
threat.

What would each result entail?

A Yes vote would prompt Iceland to request the
resumption of accession negotiations. If an agreement
is eventually reached - though this is not guaranteed,
given potential stumbling blocks such as fisheries and
agriculture - the accession treaty would then be put to
another referendum for approval or rejection. However,
domestic political volatility could, in the meantime,
heavily influence the process. If negotiations are
prolonged, a new coalition government could come to
power and potentially halt the process. Such
interruptions have occurred previously, notably in 2013,
when a change of government paused the country's EU
accession efforts.

Rejecting negotiations would entrench the EEA status
quo, leaving Iceland vulnerable to growing regulatory
isolation as the EU deepens integration in green energy
and defence. Additionally, the EEA agreement risks
diminishing in importance within the broader EU
institutional apparatus. As the EU evolves, the EEA
mechanism risks becoming peripheral, pushing Iceland
further to the margins of European cooperation and
eroding its de facto influence over the regulations
governing its primary markets. Strategically, a rejection
would leave Iceland overtly reliant on its bilateral
defence ties with Washington and NATO. However, the
resurgence of American isolationism and recurring
scepticism about collective defence commitments have
heightened strategic uncertainty in the North Atlantic
and the Arctic, leaving Iceland diplomatically isolated in
an increasingly volatile geopolitical arena.

Conclusion

When the electorate heads to the polls, the decision
will, however, extend beyond technocratic cost-
benefit analyses or sectoral interests. The referendum
poses an existential question about Iceland’s place in
the world, which each Icelander must seek an answer
to in their own heart.
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