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Mr. Chair, Committee Members, Colleagues, Ladies and Gentlemen. 

[bookmark: Tölvuorðabókin_6_1]As previously stated, my name is Haukur Guðmundsson. I am the Permanent Secretary of the Ministry of Justice. My Ministry is responsible for human rights in Iceland and co-coordinated the drafting of this report, in cooperation with other ministries. With me in the delegation are Elísabet Gísladóttir, Senior Legal Advisor in the Ministry of Justice, Linda Rós Alfreðsdóttir, Senior Advisor in the Ministry of Social Affairs, Þorvarður Atli Þórsson, counsellor at the Permanent Mission of Iceland in Geneva and Sandra Lyngdorf, Human Rights Expert at the Permanent Mission of Iceland in Geneva.

On behalf of the Icelandic Government, I would like to thank you for the opportunity to present our combined twenty-first to twenty-third periodic reports. The Icelandic Government is committed to continuing working towards the protection and promotion of human rights of all individuals and committed to the work being done by the UN in this field.

We do apologize for the delay in submitting our report. We would like to inform the Committee that Iceland is in the process of updating its Common Core Document and will hopefully submit the updated version before the end of this year.

I would like to express our gratitude to the Icelandic Human Rights Centre for the supplementary report submitted. It raises several important issues where the Government recognizes room for improvement. 

I would also like to thank the Committee for the list of themes in relation to our report. I will do my best to address the key issues raised by the Committee and I will try to structure the presentation of my remarks in line with the list of themes provided. This way, I hope we can most effectively put focus on those issues that the Committee finds to be of particular interest.

Before we start going thematically through the list of themes, there are a few background points that I think are important to raise, to promote understanding on where we stand.

In a relatively short time, the Icelandic population has changed significantly – We have changed quite dramatically from the turn of the century, when we were one of the most homogenous countries in the world. Currently, our labour market has more foreign workers than any other Nordic country. In 2018, there were 43.736 immigrants in Iceland or 12,6% of the population. This is a significant increase from 2008 when immigrants made up 7,4% of the population or in 2005 when only 3,6% of the population were immigrants. This does not include those who have obtained Icelandic citizenship. As this large increase is a recent development, there are few second-generation immigrants in Iceland or only 1,3% of the population. 

During this shift, it has been a priority for the Icelandic Government to promote equality and fight against both racial and any other form of discrimination. Iceland wants to be a country that celebrates diversity and where all individuals can enjoy their human rights equally and have the same opportunities to fully participate in society. 

While this change has been a challenge for both the government and society in general, the climate has generally been positive.

A vast majority of Icelanders seems to agree that immigrants have a positive impact on society. 

A recent survey conducted by the Ministry of Social Affairs and the Social Science Research Institute found the general attitude to be quite positive. 60% believed that immigrants had positive impact on the economy while 18% thought that immigrants had a negative impact on the economy.

It should also be noted that political parties founded on anti-immigration platforms have not been successful at all in local or general elections.

I would also like to note that Iceland has been fully committed to the implementation of the Sustainable Development Goals and they have been integrated into government policy on social, economic and environmental affairs, with a particular emphasis on building a peaceful and just society, free from fear and violence. Furthermore, a special emphasis has been put on identifying and better serving marginalized groups in society. 

In February of this year, Iceland ratified the Optional Protocol to the Convention against Torture and Iceland aims to complete the ratification of the Convention relating to the Status of Stateless Persons of 1954 and the Convention on the Reduction of Statelessness of 1961 this fall.

List of themes

Mr. Chair – I will now go through the list of themes, starting with the Convention in domestic law and the policy framework for its implementation.

2.
Article 65 of the Icelandic Constitution includes the principle of equality. Under the Article, everyone is equal before the law and enjoys human rights irrespective of gender, religion, opinion, ethnic origin, race, colour, property, family origins or other status. The equality principle applies to all persons, both Icelandic and foreign nationals, who are within the jurisdiction of the Icelandic state. Not only is the legislature obliged to observe the principle of equality as defined in the Constitution when passing legislation; the principle also imposes restraints on the executive authority when issuing regulations and resolving individual cases, as well as the judiciary. The equality principle of the Constitution has had noticeable impact on Icelandic case law and several important judgements have been rendered in recent years. 

A new legislation on immigration and asylum, the Act on Foreigners (No. 80/2016), entered into force in 2017. The main aim of the legislation was to ensure humanity, equality, and efficiency in the Icelandic administrative system and to adjust the legislation to the highest international standards. 

Since the legislation entered into force, it has strengthened procedures and administrative efficiency and focus has been put on the provisions of family reunification and children’s rights. 

As with all new and complex legislations, there has been some criticism and issues with the implementation of the legislation in practice. Therefore, the legislation has been and will continue to be under constant review. Overall, the Icelandic Government believes that the legislation has led to many important improvements when it comes to providing international protection and the rights of immigrants.  

In September 2018, two anti-discrimination legislations entered into force regarding equal treatment in employment and equal treatment regardless of race or ethnic origin. The aim of these laws is to combat discrimination and to establish and maintain equal treatment of individuals inside and outside the labour market.

The Directorate of Equality has been assigned the role of implementing the anti-discrimination legislation. Since these two pieces of legislations came into effect in September last year, the Directorate has met with several stakeholders and provided them with an introduction to the legislation. 

According to these new acts, individuals, companies, institutions and organizations that believe they have been discriminated against can file a complaint to the Equality Complaint Committee free of charge. However, only one complaint has been filed on the basis of the legislation on equal treatment in employment and it is currently being investigated. We do plan on making an effort to promote the legislation amongst immigrants in Iceland and to that end the Directorate of Equality is planning increased cooperation with the Multicultural Centre.

3. 
The question of whether it is desirable or not to amend the Icelandic Penal Code so as to include racist motivation as an aggravating circumstance for all offences is currently under consideration by the Icelandic Penal Code Committee, which serves as a permanent advisory board to the Minister of Justice. The Committee is expected to make its recommendations to the Minister this fall. Having received the Committee’s recommendations, the Ministry of Justice will decide on further actions.



4. 
As mentioned in the report, the Ministry of Justice has been working towards a national human rights institution that fulfils the Paris Principles for several years. A legislative intent was published on the consultation portal of the Icelandic Government last spring. The hope was that a legislative bill could be presented to parliament this fall. However, sufficient funding has not yet been provided. We can therefore not provide information at this time on when a national human rights institution compliant with the Paris principles will be established in Iceland. 

I would, however, like to highlight the important work done by the Icelandic Human Rights Centre that has served as Iceland’s national human rights body for many years. Its role is to advance human rights through promotion of research and education, as well as raising awareness. Is also serves a monitoring role and has commented on both legislative proposals and public policy and provided information to international monitoring bodies on the state of human rights in Iceland. The status of the Centre is not based on statutory law and it is funded directly by several ministries on a contractual basis. Consequently, its status does not fully comply with the Paris Principles. It is, however, at least as independent as any state organisation could ever strive to become. 

5. 
From 2011, the Ministry of Welfare, now the Ministry of Social Affairs, has made an agreement with the Icelandic Human Rights Centre about free legal counselling for immigrants and interpreters are provided free of charge. In 2019, the funding for this was increased so the Human Rights Centre could also provide free legal counselling for immigrants that are victims of domestic violence in the northern part of Iceland.   

Furthermore, a pamphlet “Your rights, important information for foreign women in Iceland” was published in 2014 by the Centre for Gender Equality. The pamphlet contains information regarding the Icelandic justice system and Icelandic society. It addresses issues concerning trafficking in human beings, divorce, custody issues and violence and threats in intimate relationships. It also contains references to further information for assistance with addresses and telephone numbers and websites for various institution and organizations. The pamphlet is published in seven languages, English, Polish, Arabic, Thai, Russian, Spanish and French. 

Although there is currently no direct provision on hate crime in the Penal Code, the National Police Commissioner collects data on potential hate crimes and has been submitting annual statistics to ODIHR (OSCE Office for Democratic Institutions and Human Rights) since 2014. 

Regarding statistic on complaints and allegations of racial discrimination, the National Police Commissioner collects statistics on instances of hate speech. According to preliminary statistics from the Police, there were 89 alleged violations of hate speech and three alleged violations of refusal of goods or services, registered by the Police from 2006 to August 2019. In 2018, there were a total of five cases and so far, seven cases have been reported in 2019. In 2017, there was one prosecution and three sentences related to hate speech.

Iceland's data, collected by the National Police Commissioner, includes cases of discrimination and defamation. In 2018, there were four potential hate crimes based on racism or xenophobia, one based on religion and two based on sexual orientation. In 2017, there were 14 potential hate crimes recorded by the police. 

6. 
Several measures to counter acts of racism have been taken in recent years, both by the authorities and civil society. 

In 2018, the Development Fund for Immigrant Affairs was strengthened considerably with a special focus on immigrant children. The Fund’s purpose is to enhance research and development projects in the field of immigration affairs. A special emphasis is put on providing funding for immigrant lead organizations. Various projects and research that aim to prevent acts of racism and discrimination have received funding. The projects are for example research on discrimination in the labour market and awareness campaigns on equal rights.     

Furthermore, the Ministry of Social Affairs, in cooperation with the Integration Council, launched an awareness-raising television campaign, Without prejudice, on discrimination against immigrants. Other projects have received funding from the Ministry and been carried out by non-state actors. 

In Iceland, the #MeToo movement exposed the multiple discrimination suffered by migrant women in a country that has always been relatively ethnically homogenous. The Government funded two projects to respond to this reality. Firstly, the Women’s Story Circle conducted by WOMEN, Women of Multicultural ethnicity network in Iceland, and the Reykjavík city library. The aim of the project is to provide a space for immigrant women, where they can seek support, receive information and strengthen their social network. 

The second project was an analysis of all the research that has been done regarding the situation of women with immigrant backgrounds. The goal is to recognise and analyse which are the main barriers for them in Icelandic society in order to be able to break those barriers down.
  
Another issue raised in the list of themes regards the submission of complaints to the Media Commission based on Article 27 of the Act on Media (No. 38/2011), which prohibits media outlets from engaging in direct incitement of hatred. 

This Article is aimed at prohibiting systematic incitement of hatred and thus a single occasion of hate speech has not been considered enough to be considered a violation of Article 27. Instead, those instances should be considered under Article 233 a of the General Penal Code. 

The Media Commission has received some complaints regarding hate speech in media in recent years. However, all of them have been considered a single occasion of hate speech and therefore not a violation of Article 27. So far it seems that we simply do not have any media outlets that systematically incite hate.

The Media Commission receives funds to monitor the media and take action against violations of the Act on Media. The Commission has highlighted its view, that the funds received are not sufficient to adequately work on awareness raising on hate speech and remedies available to the public. 

7. 
Now on to the issues regarding the situation of migrants, asylum seekers and refugees. Icelandic authorities are committed to providing international protection to those in need and in recent years, the number of people receiving international protection has increased significantly. In 2012, 12 persons received international protection in Iceland while in 2018, 289 persons received international protection. Icelandic authorities have a long history of resettling refugees in cooperation with UNHCR. It is however quite recent that so many persons received international protection in Iceland after applying for asylum here. 

In 2016, a four-year Action Plan on Immigrant Issues was adopted by the Icelandic Parliament. The aim of the plan was to ensure equal opportunities for all, regardless of individual characteristics and circumstances. Focus has been put on five pillars: Society, family, education, labour market and refugees. The implementation of the action plan is ongoing. Many actions have already been implemented, some are in progress and others are pending. 

According to the Action Plan, more emphasis has been placed on providing refugees with the necessary assistance to process the traumas that they have had to go through as well as give them the chance to actively participate in society, whether in the labour market, education or in other fields. The action plan aims to coordinate and improve the reception of refugees after asylum proceedings and offer every refugee education and consultation on their rights and obligations, including information about employment opportunities, housing, language, education and Icelandic society in general. 

In 2017, the Minister of Social Affairs made an agreement with the Iceland Red Cross to provide all refugees with assistance, this includes for example a support family, first aid training, guidance, seminar for refugees regarding post-traumatic stress disorder and support to municipalities. 

Furthermore, a Committee was appointed by the Minister of Social Affairs to both map the situation of refugees in Iceland and to come up with suggestions for a resettlement program for all refugees that receive international protection in Iceland, regardless of whether they came to Iceland through the asylum system as asylum applicants or as UN resettlement refugees. 

The Committee submitted a report to the Minister of Social Affairs and the suggestions of the Committee have been approved by the Government and are in the process of being implemented. 


8. 
In March 2019, the Icelandic Government published its Emphases in Actions against Human Trafficking and Other Types of Exploitation. This document serves as the new Action Plan against human trafficking. The Directorate of Immigration is one of the parties responsible for the implementation of the actions presented in the document and the specific needs and vulnerabilities of foreigners in general and in particular immigrant women, will be given special attention. 

9. 
In 2017, an action plan on gender-based violence, including sexual offences, was approved by the Government and in 2018, a cross-ministerial steering group on coherent actions against sexual violence was established. The primary role of these efforts is to form progressive and concentrated government policies towards the elimination of violence against women and girls, ensuring that Iceland continues to be at the forefront on gender equality globally. Focus has been put on fighting multiple discrimination against migrant women, women who live in poverty, disabled women and LGBT+ women.

Furthermore, in accordance with the action on plan on immigrant issues, the Ministry of Social Affairs has signed a contract with the Women’s Shelter and the Human Right Centre regarding a project called Know your right - knowledge is power. The aim of the project is to promote knowledge about social assistance and legal remedies available in Iceland to immigrant women who have suffered domestic violence.

10. 
Regarding the research on violence against and among immigrants in Iceland, this is an action in the action plan on immigration issues. This particular point has, however, not been implemented yet, so the relevant research is still to be carried out. 

11. 
[bookmark: _Hlk16255981]I have already mentioned the new Act on Foreigners that took effect in January 2017. At the same time, changes were made to the Foreign Nationals Right to Work Act (No. 97/2002), i.e. regarding wages and equal terms of foreign workers. Under Article 7 of the Foreign Nationals Right to Work Act, temporary work permits may be granted if certain conditions are met. One of the conditions is the existence of a signed employment contract for a specific period or a specific project, guaranteeing the foreign national wages and other terms equal to those enjoyed by Icelandic nationals and in conformity with valid legislation and relevant collective agreements.  

The changes in the Foreign Nationals Right to Work Act were for the most part of a technical nature and their purpose was to increase cohesion between the two acts. One notable change was that all foreigners with permanent residence permits are now completely exempt from the obligation to have a work permit. Furthermore, it should be underlined that in 2018, Iceland passed the previously mentioned legislation that prohibits any form of discrimination in the labour market. 

The unemployment rate among foreign nationals is 7,4%, while it is only 3,4% in total.  This has been a growing problem and special measures have been taken. Educational programs for foreigners have been offered in the Icelandic language as well as various job training programmes. It is worth noting, that while this is a real problem in Iceland, labour market participation of foreigners is still higher than in any other OECD country. 

[bookmark: _Hlk16256436]12.
One of the issues raised in list of themes is the high dropout rate of students with immigrant background. Although most children enrol in upper secondary school, the general drop-out rate has been an on-going problem for a long time and now we find that young people with immigrant background are even more likely than others to abandon their studies. The Ministry of Education, Science and Culture published in 2014 a white paper on education reform which among others aims at reducing the dropout rate in upper-secondary schools, especially among children with immigrant backgrounds. In relation to this, the Directorate of Education has supervised a project on actions to reduce the drop-out rate. The project is based on three main factors, drop-out screening, financial contributions to secondary schools for measures to prevent drop-out and keeping records of the reasons given for dropping out. 

13.
The Committee also asked for results of measures taken to integrate refugees into society, updates on the activities of the Icelandic Refugee Committee and the establishment of multicultural information centres. 

The Refugee Committee is the consultative body for the Government on UN resettlement refugees. It makes suggestions on the selection, admission and integration of refugees in Iceland while working in close cooperation with UNHCR and all ministries concerned. The Refugee Committee is comprised of members from the Ministry of the Justice, the Ministry of Social Affairs and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. Furthermore, the Icelandic Red Cross, the Directorate of Immigration and the Icelandic Association of Local Authorities are observers in the Committee. 

In recent years, the Government of Iceland has increased its resettlement program for refugees. Until recently, Iceland resettled refugees in cooperation with UNHCR biannually. Since 2015, Icelandic authorities have accepted refugees yearly. This has been done at the same time that we have experienced the dramatic increase in the number of asylum seekers and refugees that I mentioned before.

This year, Icelandic authorities have accepted 75 persons, refugees that are located in Lebanon and Kenya. The resettlement program has been successful and in general Icelandic society has welcomed refugees into their society. 

Since 2012, the Multicultural Centre has been established by law. The Centre is to provide immigrants with information about their rights in Iceland. The Multicultural Centre has a comprehensive website with information in six languages and they publish an information booklet with important information for immigrants. On their website, you can find information about rights, education, health care, work, administration and social care.  

To strengthen these efforts, in May 2019, the Icelandic Parliament passed a parliamentary resolution regarding the opening of a Centre for immigrants where they can seek information from various institutions and municipalities. This is supposed to become a first-stop-shop for all immigrants seeking information from the Government.

14.
Lastly - on education to combat prejudice and promote understanding. Equality is one of the main pillars of the Icelandic Education System. A new national curriculum was issued in 2011 for pre-primary, compulsory and upper secondary schools. The Convention on the Rights of the Child and other international agreements were consulted during its development. The principle of equality, as well as human rights in general, are to be interwoven into all educational activities and form the core of all learning, teaching and social activities in schools. 

The Ministry of Education, Science and Culture has a contract with the Icelandic Centre for Safer Internet (SAFT) to coordinate a project to reduce the levels of acceptance of online hate speech and to support young people in standing up for human rights, online and offline. The working methods are awareness raising, advocacy and a search for creative solutions. Furthermore, the Icelandic Human Rights Centre and SAFT have published and promoted material on identifying hate speech, international legal provisions on this matter and the situation in Iceland. 

The Committee specifically asked for the results of the awareness raising and capacity-building programs for law enforcement officials. The seminars and training programs have been well sought. As mentioned in the report, police officers received special training on hate-crimes from ODIHR. We considered that this training has made the police force more aware of hate-crimes and discrimination. It should also be mentioned that the curriculum of the Police Science department of the University of Akureyri includes courses on non-discrimination and diversity. Now, obviously it is extremely difficult to truly measure the results of such training, but we have in any case not been plagued by the same high-profile accusations and discussions on discriminatory policing that we unfortunately find in many other countries.   

This concludes our overview of the issues raised by the Committee in the list of themes. I would again like to emphasize that the Icelandic authorities are fully committed to equality and non-discrimination and the protection of the human rights set forth in this Convention, as well as other human rights instruments ratified by Iceland. 

I look forward to listening to your interventions and answer any questions you may have for our delegation.

[bookmark: _GoBack]Thank you.
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