Madame Chair, Distinguished Members of the Committee, and other guests,
On behalf of the Government of Iceland, I would like to thank you for the opportunity to discuss our fifth report on the implementation of the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights. We look forward to sharing with you the progress we have made in upholding the rights enshrined in the Covenant. 
My name is Benedikt Árnason and I am the Permanent Secretary at the Prime Minister’s Office in Iceland and I have with me today distinguished delegates from a number of key ministries that will assist me in addressing your questions. 
Madame Chair,
Since Iceland's last review by this Committee, the world has seen a global pandemic, an increase in armed conflicts and a global backlash against human rights and gender equality. Domestically, we have also faced challenges with natural disasters causing internal displacement of almost 1% of the population of Iceland. These challenges have highlighted the fundamental importance of safeguarding human rights for everyone.  
A significant step towards strengthening human rights in Iceland was taken this June when Parliament passed a law establishing a National Human Rights Institution, which will officially begin its work next year, on January 1st. The Icelandic Institution for Human Rights will have a broad mandate to promote and protect human rights, in line with the Paris Principles. 
In July 2024, Iceland also ratified the Revised European Social Charter, accepting six additional articles and reinforcing our commitment to social and economic rights. We aim to accept even more articles in the future. 


Madame Chair,
Promoting equality and non-discrimination remains a key priority for the Government of Iceland. 
Iceland has ranked first on the Global Gender Gap Index for 15 years in a row. While we are proud of this achievement, we recognise that full gender equality has not yet been reached. In recent years, we have continued to advance equality through legislative amendments, policies and increased coordination and monitoring, and we are pleased to report that Icelandic law now provides comprehensive anti-discrimination protection. 
We have also placed great emphasis on the advancing the human rights of LGBTQI+ individuals and earlier this year Iceland ranked second on the Rainbow Europe Map and first on Europe’s Transgender Rights Map. This progress reflects our ongoing commitment and efforts, such as the enactment of the Gender Autonomy Act and the comprehensive Action Plan on LGBTQI+ rights. 
Madame Chair,
In recent years, Iceland has been at the forefront of international cooperation in developing policies on well-being economics, to pursue human and ecological well-being instead of simply material growth. To measure well-being, 40 indicators that are connected to the SDGs were selected, focusing on social, environmental, and economic factors. These indicators are accessible to the public and used to guide government policy, ensuring a holistic approach to planning that prioritizes both immediate and long-term societal well-being. 
A labour market where all persons, regardless of gender and background, can participate on equal terms is essential for ensuring economic stability and promoting social inclusion and equality. 
In Iceland, we have implemented several measures to create a gender-equal labour market, including equal pay certification. However, challenges remain, particularly due to gender segregation in the labour market and the undervaluation of women-dominated fields. Our focus is now shifting from merely equal pay to pay equity, comparing not only the same or similar jobs but different jobs of equal value in terms of education, skills, responsibility and effort. 
We have also taken steps to improve the right to work of non-European Economic Area citizens, including granting unlimited work permits to all residents holding a humanitarian residence permit and increased the rights of foreign students to work during and post-graduation.
Madame Chair,
A strong welfare and health service system is another key priority.
The pension system for persons of varying degrees of work capacity is undergoing reform and significant legal amendments are set to enter into force on 1st of September next year. The aim is to mitigate early reliance on permanent disability pensions by making it financially beneficial to work part-time, even for those receiving benefits. More than 95% of current benefit holders will receive higher payments following the reform. 
Secure housing is essential for every family’s well-being. Last June, a new national policy and action plan on housing was adopted that aims to ensure that everyone has access to safe, affordable and high-quality housing. 
Iceland is proud to have a good health service system. However, the global challenge of staffing also affects Iceland. This is being addressed by the National Council of Staffing and Education in Health Services, which serves as an advisory body to the Minister of Health. One milestone has been achieved this year, with an increase in number of medical students accepted and enrolled at the University of Iceland. 
Regrettably, gender-based and sexual violence remains one of our most pressing human rights challenges. To better ensure support for survivors of such violence, a nationwide procedure is being implemented. A special domestic violence team has been established and a registration system is being integrated into the electronic medical record system. 
Madame Chair,
An extensive revision of laws and social frameworks on matters concerning children and children’s rights has taken place, through wide-ranging consultation and cooperation with children and other key stakeholders. In 2022, a new Act on the Integration of Services in the Interest of Children Prosperity was enacted to enhance early support for children and their families.
Significant efforts have been made to ensure that students, at all school levels, receive inclusive and equitable education with equal rights and opportunities. A new Education Policy was adopted in 2021 and several reforms to the education system are underway.
The climate crisis is the greatest challenge we have ever collectively faced. Combatting climate change is a core priority for the Government of Iceland. In June this year, a new and updated climate action plan, with 150 planned actions, was introduced. We have also significantly strengthened our framework for sustainable development, with a new national strategy that uses the SDGs as guiding principles.
Madame Chair,
Since our last review, the Government of Iceland has taken multiple steps towards implementing the Covenant. Although much progress has been made, we fully acknowledge that there is room for improvement.  
Our dialogue over the next two days offers a valuable opportunity for us to reflect on our commitments and will provide important input for our future work towards ensuring full respect and fulfilment of the Covenant and other human rights obligations. 
We look forward to our discussion and your questions. Thank you.
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