Follow up to the European Parliament resolution on the 2011 progress report on Iceland, adopted by the Commission on 6 June 2012
1.
Resolution tabled pursuant to Rule 110(2) of the European Parliament's Rules of procedure by the Committee on Foreign Affairs (AFET)

2.
EP reference number: B7-0125/2012 / P7_TA-PROV(2012)0084

3.
Date of adoption of the resolution: 14 March 2012

4.
Subject : 2011 Progress Report on Iceland
5.
Brief analysis/assessment of the resolution and requests made in it:

The European Parliament clearly continues to support Iceland's membership. This resolution, which touches upon the political and economic criteria as well as a several areas of the acquis and regional cooperation, is fully in line with the Commission Progress Report of October 2011.

On the political criteria, the European Parliament acknowledges Iceland's strong democratic culture, noting the good progress made in strengthening the independence of the judiciary and reinforcement of the anti-corruption policy framework, recognised through provisional closure of Chapter 23, and reiterates its invitation to Iceland to harmonise EU citizens' rights concerning their right to vote in local elections in Iceland.

Regarding the economic criteria, the European Parliament commends Iceland for successfully completing the economic programme with the IMF and the good economic progress achieved so far, including in restructuring the financial sector. It encourages Iceland to continue to address current weaknesses through appropriate macroeconomic policies and structural reforms, and invites Iceland to tackle the significant state intervention in the banking sector; to open industries still protected from foreign competition like energy, air, transport and fishing. It also takes note of the government strategy for the lifting of capital controls, recalling that the lifting of capital controls remains an important requirement for accession to the EU.

Parliament also explicitly notes the need to fully address existing EEA obligations as identified by the EFTA Surveillance Authority, and reiterates that the Icesave dispute remains unresolved; must be settled outside the accession negotiations; and must not be an obstacle in Iceland's accession process. It appreciates the ongoing commitment of Iceland to resolve this dispute and welcomes the first partial payments to priority creditors, estimated to be close to one-third of the recognised priority claims.

Parliament calls on Iceland to enhance preparations for alignment with the acquis, in particular in areas not covered by the EEA, and to ensure implementation by date of accession.

Noting that both the Common Fisheries Policy and the Icelandic fisheries policy are currently under revision, Parliament considers that Iceland and the EU should approach this chapter constructively in order to reach a mutually satisfactory solution for sustainable management and exploitation of fisheries resources within the then applicable acquis.
Parliament considers it is important that Iceland prepares to set up administrative structures for full participation in the CAP from the day of accession, while recognising specificities of Icelandic agriculture with regard, in particular, to the country's present self-sufficiency in food and the ongoing process of CAP reform.

Parliament regrets that the recent meeting of the coastal states, Iceland, the EU, Norway and Faroe Islands, on management of mackerel fisheries ended without agreement, and encourages all parties to continue negotiations. It notes the Commission's proposal on trade measures to combat unsustainable fishing practices. It further notes that divergences remain between the EU and Iceland on management of marine life, notably on whale hunting, reiterates that the whaling ban is part of the acquis, and calls for broader discussions on abolition of whale hunting and trade in whale products.

Finally, it emphasises anew the new impetus that Iceland's membership will give to the EU on regional cooperation in particular as concerns the Arctic and North Atlantic dimension of the Union's external polices.

Regarding public opinion, the EP is pleased to note a significant proportion of Icelanders favour continuation of accession negotiations, and it supports the opening of the EU Information Centre in Iceland. It also takes note of the political division inside the government and within the Althingi and in IS society regarding EU membership. It welcomes the government's support for a well-informed and balanced debate about the accession process and the involvement of Icelandic society in the public discussions regarding all consequences of membership, as this supports informed choice in the future referendum on accession. A similar request is made to inform EU citizens about benefits of Iceland's accession.
6.
Reply to requests and outlook regarding the action that the Commission has taken or intends to take:

The Commission shares Parliament’s assessment as regards the main challenges of Iceland's accession to the EU.

As regards the political criteria and the independence of the judiciary, the Commission is pleased to note that the good progress of Iceland in Chapter 23 led to the provisional closure of this chapter at the ICG on December 12, 2011.

On the economic criteria, the Commission agrees with Parliament’s assessment and with its position regarding the resolution of the Icesave issue and the need to fulfil of Iceland's EEA obligations.

The Commission also agrees with Parliament regarding the necessary preparations for a timely set up of administrative capacity to manage the Common Agricultural Policy, as this is a long process which requires considerable time and effort. The Commission remains ready to make all efforts needed to assist Iceland in this process and in developing an EU compatible rural development policy.

A total indicative envelope of some €30 million is foreseen for the years 2011-2013 to support strengthening the country's overall administrative capacity to implement the acquis. The TAIEX instrument is fully operational in a wide range of acquis related fields.

The Commission fully agrees on the need to find a mutually satisfactory solution in the fisheries area. Iceland's participation in the Common Fisheries Policy and the interdiction of commercial whaling remain challenging issues in the future accession negotiations.

The second Progress Report on Iceland's preparedness for accession will be available in October. It will clearly assess the measures taken by the Icelandic authorities to address the shortcoming identified in the first Progress Report and highlighted in the resolution of 14 March 2010.

The Commission is fully aware of the communication challenge that Iceland's accession poses. In light of the past enlargement experience it is clear that communication issues are crucial and will play a key role in showing that EU membership is mutually beneficial for Iceland and the EU. The Commission is implementing, under its Instrument for Pre-Accession, a communication strategy towards Iceland for 2011-2013. The strategy covers inter alia the establishment and operation of EU information centre (EUIC) in Reykjavik. The EUIC was officially launched in January 2012 in order to disseminate objective information and increase overall knowledge of the EU within Iceland. The main activities of the EUIC include web and social media based communication, publications and audio-visual production. The Commission is also confident that Iceland, in close cooperation with the EU Delegation in Reykjavik, will continue to undertake domestically all necessary efforts to ensure a positive outcome of the accession negotiation.
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