The Main Points of Iceland’s Programme for its Presidency 
of the Nordic Council of Ministers 2004
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Nordic Resources
Democracy – Nature – Culture 

In 2004, Iceland will lead Nordic co-operation with the theme Nordic Resources. The theme is broad in its scope. Resources includes the structure of society, social circumstances, cultural heritage and natural resources. 


The leitmotifs of the programme are democracy, nature and culture, which are intertwined in a variety of ways. The potential of human resources cannot be separated from the culture, structure of society and democratic tradition. In addition, natural resources are inseparably linked to human resources, because human knowledge and ingenuity are necessary for us to exploit nature and create new value.
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Democracy

In 2002, the Nordic Council held a theme meeting in Iceland entitled Nordic Democracy 2020, where the future of democracy as a form of government was discussed. It urged further discussion of this important issue. Iceland proposes that the co-operating ministers act on this suggestion by the Nordic Council and appoint a Democracy Committee, comprised of representatives of the Nordic governments, which will be assigned the task of examining the future of democracy in times of globalisation and information technology (IT). A conference on the development of democracy in the information society is planned for 2004, to be arranged by the Nordic Committee of Senior Officials for Information Technology Policy. This conference will be held in co-operation with the Democracy Committee. 
Democracy for Everyone

Iceland wants to follow up on the work which began under the Norwegian Presidency and which was directed at increasing participation of young people in a democratic society and in taking democratic decisions.  A conference will be arranged on the role of youth in an effective democracy. 


One precondition of well-functioning democracy is for all the groups in society to be able to have a real influence on it. Iceland will continue Sweden’s efforts in working towards the integration and active participation of immigrants in society, as it is very important to utilise their capabilities, knowledge and cultural resources. 

Regional co-operation in the North Atlantic

Iceland places great emphasis on giving West Nordic regional co-operation an increased role in Nordic co-operation, especially since the interests of the North Atlantic region are not limited to the West Nordic countries, but instead coincide with overall Nordic interests. Proposals in the report West Nordic Countries in Nordic Co-operation form a “road map” for increasing the role of West Nordic countries . Iceland intends during its presidency to press the appropriate Nordic Councils of Ministers to follow up on the report with actions. 

Iceland also wants the Nordic Council of Ministers to formulate a policy on co-operation with the adjacent areas of the West Nordic countries: the Atlantic provinces of Canada, Nunavut, Nunavik, Scotland, the Scottish Islands, Eire and Northern Ireland. This is closely linked to the vision of strengthening all areas of West Nordic regional co-operation. The most pressing argument for co-operation of all North Atlantic nations is their joint responsibility for marine resources and their exploitation, which is why they must work together to protect the marine ecosystem. 

Co-operation in the adjacent areas – a new vision

Regional co-operation will be given increased attention by the European Union (EU) following its expansion. Iceland wishes to work towards making co-operation of the Nordic countries and Baltic States a significant European regional co-operation. The Nordic Council of Ministers is an important forum for discussion, exchange of opinions and consultation on European and other international affairs.


In view of the changes now underway in Europe, Iceland feels it necessary to strengthen this informal aspect of the co-operation. 
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Culture
Iceland wishes to take much greater advantage of the strength which Nordic countries possess in the form of human capital, a common cultural heritage and shared values, as well as their vigorous educational, scientific and innovation system. Emphasis will be placed on strengthening their competitive position in the areas of culture, science and education, the key words being, on the one hand synergy and on the other hand global outreach. Through energetic research co-operation, knowledge resources can be co-ordinated, while at the same time aiming at disseminating the products of Nordic culture, science and education. 

Cultural co-operation

Proposals and suggestions in the field of culture, science and education in the report West Nordic Countries in Nordic Co-operation will be followed up. Iceland will at the same time follow up on Nordic co-operation with the Baltic States and Northwest Russia, for instance, with a joint meeting of Ministers for Education and Science to be held in 2004. A seminar will be held on the structure of Nordic Cultural Co-operation, with the revised working plan of the Ministers of Culture on its agenda. 

Iceland proposes the following objectives in the field of culture:

· To make better use of our cultural heritage

Better use should be made of the wealth we possess in medieval Nordic literature. A conference will be held to discuss how our cultural heritage can become a source of inspiration for modern culture. 

· Conquering new territory in the arts

Iceland wishes to emphasise that artists possess a spiritual richness and are a creative force in society. Co-operation between artists and the grassroots should be encouraged, such as creative artistic work with children. 

· Utilising the energy of youth

Iceland will follow the co-operative programmes The North into a New Millennium and Young North – Community and Diversity 2002-2006, where the focus is on children’s and youth culture. Four main themes will be followed, and the work will focus on multiculturalism in the Nordic countries, playing and play traditions, new media, and children’s and youth’s forms of expression.

· Producing more digital cultural materials

The possibility will be examined of establishing a Nordic multimedia fund, with the aim of producing more Nordic cultural material. 
· Promoting Nordic culture better

This year sights will be set on the Balkan peninsula, and ways sought to strengthen yet further cultural connections with the British Isles. Iceland will seek to have the possibilities of promoting Nordic culture in Japan examined, in connection with the 2005 World Exhibition. A seminar is proposed for September 2004 on Nordic cultural promotion. 
Education and research

Efforts will be made to further co-operation between Nordic universities and centres of excellences, with the aim of improving the quality of research training. A major effort will be made to follow up on the conclusions of the White Paper on the Nordic countries as a region of excellence for research and innovation. The most prominent of these are proposals to develop effective links between universities, research institutes and funds supporting research, technological development and innovation. Efforts will be made to co-ordinate actions and strengthen the co-operation between Councils of Ministers and institutes working in these fields. An international conference will be held on how successful science and technology policy can be formulated and implemented.

Innovation in Nordic business and industry
Ways will be sought to narrow the gap between scientific research and innovation in business and industry. Emphasis will be placed on increasing the co-operation of Nordic institutions working to improve the Nordic and international industrial environment. Efforts will also be directed at creating links between them and a new institute, the Nordic Innovation Centre, which will commence operation at the beginning of 2004.

Human resources

Iceland wants to make better use of human resources and intends to propose various actions aimed at improving services to citizens. One aspect of this is to strengthen the co-operation of Nordic public health institutions, increase co-operation on IT in health care, and improve exchanges between countries of information on the main innovations concerning personnel questions in social and health care services. 

Among the proposals are a discussion of the future vision for senior citizens’ issues in a Nordic forum and an examination of the situation of older workers in the labour market. Another proposal is to arrange for personnel exchanges for handicapped persons working in sheltered workplaces. 

In the area of gender equality, Iceland aims at carrying out during the year a comparative study of Nordic parents’ experiences of maternity/paternity leave, as well as any obstacles preventing people from availing themselves of this right. 

IT and regional policy

It is suggested that universities in peripheral areas be assigned the task of investigating the significance of distance learning for regional development, together with the significance of medical telematics in health care services. 

Ways will also be examined to integrate adult education and flexible education into regional development programmes in the Nordic countries, in order to take better advantage of human resources in rural areas.
Housing for everyone

In the area of housing, emphasis will be placed on a project aimed at providing an overview of the housing situation in different regions. A conference will be held in Iceland on social housing policy. Projects should also be launched on sustainable development in the field of housing and construction. 
No barriers on Nordic borders

Iceland will continue with the policy of eliminating barriers on Nordic borders. To achieve this objective, former Danish Prime Minister Poul Schlüter has been asked to continue in 2004 to press for co-ordinated actions by the Councils of Ministers.

It is also important to implement the project on mutual recognition of professional qualifications in the Nordic countries and to consider the employment and social rights of legally resident citizens of third countries. Iceland will seek to have the Nordic co-operation programme in the area of labour and occupational safety reviewed and a draft of a new programme produced for the period 2005-2008.
Co-operation on drug and alcohol abuse prevention

Iceland emphasises that the Nordic countries should strengthen their co-operation on drug and alcohol abuse prevention and agree on joint priorities in international co-operation. 


The suggestion is made that a Nordic survey be carried out on the success of treatments offered to young alcoholics and drug abusers. 

Competition for consumer education material

Iceland will propose that a seminar be arranged on consumer protection and on the lifestyles and consumption habits of youth. The situation of consumers in the West Nordic countries will be examined especially in co-operative projects. A competition will be held in the Nordic countries in 2004 for the best consumer education material, with the aim of presenting the award in connection with the Nordic Council session in Iceland in 2005.
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Nature
The Nordic countries are unique in having more untouched wilderness areas than exist in most of Europe. Emphasis will be placed on protecting this wealth and utilising it in a sustainable manner. To this end, the suggestion is made that an investigation be carried out under the auspices of the Nordic Council of Ministers as to the significance of national parks and protected areas for the economic situation, recreation and general public health. A conference will be held on these questions with the participation of NGOs. 


At the same time, Iceland places emphasis on following up on a Nordic programme for sustainable development and extending it to include additional aspects. A new and revised programme for the period 2005-2010 would thus take effect upon the conclusion of the Icelandic Presidency.

Conservation of the oceans

Climate changes in the Arctic, and their impact on the marine biosphere, will be a focal point during the year. It is suggested that the environment and fisheries sectors join in organising a conference to discuss how the ocean biosphere can be protected. The aim will be to hold this conference in the spring of 2004.

Food safety

Iceland intends to emphasise consumer education on food safety, including safe drinking water, and ways to counteract environmental pollution. An information campaign is proposed for the upper grades of compulsory schools, and a special effort made to increase general understanding of how important a resource drinking water is.


An attempt will be made to co-ordinate as far as possible actions to ensure the interests of both consumers and foodstuff producers. To this end a joint conference will be held, entitled Safe foods – traceability, healthiness, wholesomeness.

Iceland will propose actions to ensure the wholesomeness of marine products and communicate information in this regard to consumers. An effort will be made to co-ordinate information on sustainable utilisation of marine resources, the reporting of chemical substances in seafood and labelling and traceability of marine products. These could be preserved in a co-ordinated database on the special characteristics of various ocean regions and types of marine animals. Such a project would require extensive work and co-operation, at home and abroad. Iceland intends to use the presidency year to launch this major project. 
Hydrogen and renewable energy resources

Iceland aims at having the Nordic countries take the lead in research on hydrogen and hydrogen compounds. It is necessary to strengthen research co-operation and examine whether and, if so, how hydrogen can increase use of renewable energy in the northwest regions of the Nordic countries. At the same time, Iceland wishes to strengthen research on the impact of climate change on energy provision. Water resources in the Nordic countries are sensitive to the climate changes predicted for the coming years and it is thus necessary to take good care of this resource.
Transportation and sustainable tourism 
Efforts will be made to formulate a policy for cultural tourism and emphasis placed on further work on policy development and an action programme for sustainable tourism in Arctic areas. Efforts will also be made to ensure accessibility for motor-impaired travellers and to make the Nordic countries an example to be followed in this area. 

Iceland wants the Nordic countries to assist in opening a new transport route from the land-locked regions of Central Asia, which could link up with transport routes from Northern Europe to the US. This would shorten the transport distance between North America and Central Asia substantially. 
Principal actions
· A proposal will be made that a committee of Nordic government representatives discuss the development of democracy and impact of IT. A conference will be arranged on the future of democracy in an information society. A conference will also be held on the role of youth in a well-functioning democracy.

· Emphasis will be placed on following up on proposals for West Nordic co-operation and for West Nordic regional co-operation to be given more attention within Nordic co-operation.

· Efforts will be made to strengthen co-operation with North Atlantic neighbours of West Nordic countries. 

· Former Danish PM Poul Schlüter will be asked to continue the task, appointed to him by Sweden, of seeking ways to eliminate border barriers. 

· A common meeting will be held of ministers from the Nordic counntries and Baltic States and Northwest Russia on educational and scientific co-operation.

· A conference will be held on Nordic medieval literature as a cultural resource. 

· The possibility of establishing a Nordic multimedia fund, to strengthen production of digital cultural material, will be examined.

· Emphasis will be placed on following up on the conclusions of the White Paper on the Nordic countries as a region of excellence for research and innovation. An international conference will be held to discuss these conclusions. 

· New avenues will be sought in handicapped employment and a pilot project launched on the exchange of employees in sheltered workplaces in the Nordic countries. 

· Universities in peripheral areas will be asked to investigate the importance of distance learning and medical telematics for regional development.

· A conference will be held on social housing policy and the success of urban policy. 

· A seminar will be held on consumer protection and youth consumption patterns.

· A competition will be held for the best Nordic consumer education material. 

· A conference will be held on the importance of national parks and protected areas for economic pursuits, recreation and public health. 

· In the spring of 2004 a conference will be held on how the ocean biosphere can be protected.

· Research on hydrogen will be strengthened and ways found to better utilise renewable resources. 

· Ways will be sought to increase the use of renewable energy in West Nordic countries, especially in the Faroes and Greenland. 

· Effort will be devoted to formulating a policy for cultural tourism in the Nordic countries and for sustainable tourism in Arctic regions.

· A campaign will be launched in food safety education and a Nordic conference held with the theme Safe foods – traceability, wholesomeness, healthiness. 

· A major project will be launched aimed at establishing a multinational database on fishing stocks, special characteristics of ocean regions and labelling of seafood. 
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