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Iceland’s EU Referendum:

A Turning Point for Europe’s Next

Enlargement Wave?

n November 2024, a new coalition govern-

ment composed of the Social Democratic

Alliance, the Reform Party, and the People’s

Party came to power in Iceland. One of its
key campaign promises was to hold a national ref-
erendum on whether the country should resume
accession negotiations with the European Union.
The coalition pledged that such a vote would take
place no later than the end of 2027.

On March 6, 2026, the Icelandic government
approved a parliamentary resolution formally sched-
uling the referendum. Icelanders will go to the polls
on August 26, 2026, to decide whether their country

should reopen negotiations on EU membership.

With four months remaining before the vote, Icelan-

dic society appears deeply divided on the question

of Europe. A recent Gallup poll shows that voters
are almost evenly split on whether to resume EU
accession negotiations, with 52% in favor and 48%
opposed, a gap well within the margin of error. This
near parity is mirrored in broader attitudes toward
membership itself: 47% oppose joining the European
Union, 40% support it, and 13% remain undecided,
with opposition rising to 54% when only those
expressing a clear view are counted. Political divi-
sions further reinforce this split, with overwhelming
majorities of supporters of the Independence, Pro-
gressive, and Center parties opposing membership,
while voters aligned with liberal and social demo-

cratic parties are largely in favor.

At first glance, this referendum concerns only
Iceland’s domestic political trajectory. Yet the

implications extend far beyond the island state.
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https://www.government.is/diplomatic-missions/embassy-article/2026/03/06/Government-proposes-referendum-on-whether-to-return-to-accession-talks-with-the-EU-/
https://icelandmonitor.mbl.is/news/news/2026/03/10/tensions_run_high_over_eu_accession_negotiations/
https://www.ruv.is/english/2026-04-08-more-oppose-eu-membership-than-joining-suggests-poll-472148
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The outcome could significantly influence the
future direction of the EU enlargement policy, the
geopolitical dynamics of Northern Europe, and the
broader narrative surrounding the European Union’s

attractiveness.

Recent geopolitical developments have added an
unexpected dimension to the debate. Statements
by the U.S. President Donald Trump regarding the
possibility of asserting control over Greenland,
including suggestions that such control could be
achieved through military means, have triggered
renewed discussions about security in the Arctic
region. Paradoxically, these developments have
also strengthened arguments in favor of deeper
European integration and revived debates about a
potential “Northern enlargement” of the European

Union.

The Icelandic referendum could therefore become

a pivotal moment. A positive outcome might
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demonstrate that renewed enlargement is feasible
and politically viable. It could inject new momentum
into a process that has largely stagnated since the
EU’s last enlargement in 2013. Furthermore, Iceland’s
accession could stimulate discussions about EU
membership in neighboring countries, particularly
Norway, and potentially reopen debates in Green-
land about renewed cooperation with the European

Union.

The Icelandic referendum could there-
fore become a pivotal moment. A pos-
itive outcome might demonstrate that
renewed enlargement is feasible and
politically viable. It could inject new
momentum into a process that has
largely stagnated since the EU’s last

enlargement in 2013.


https://www.reuters.com/world/china/trump-says-us-needs-own-greenland-deter-russia-china-2026-01-09/
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Conversely, a negative outcome could reinforce
skepticism toward enlargement across Europe.
Opponents of European integration might use such
a result to strengthen the narrative that EU mem-
bership undermines national sovereignty and that

the Union’s appeal is waning.

The stakes, therefore, extend far beyond Iceland
itself.

A Second Attempt
at Membership

With a population of roughly 394,000 people, Iceland
is one of Europe’s smallest states. Yet despite its
modest size, the country ranks among the world’s
most advanced democracies and most prosperous

economies.

According to the Economist Intelligence Unit’s 2025
Democracy Index, Iceland ranks fourth globally,
surpassed among EU countries only by Sweden. Eco-
nomically, the country also performs exceptionally
well. Iceland has a GDP per capita of approximately
EUR 86,000, placing it behind only Luxembourg and

Ireland in the broader European economic space.

Iceland is also an important supplier of key industrial
materials. The country is a significant producer of
low-carbon aluminum, benefiting from abundant
geothermal and hydropower resources. Today,
Iceland accounts for approximately 7.3% of the
European Union’s aluminum imports, making it the
EU’s fourth-largest supplier after Norway, China,
and Tirkiye.

Despite not being a member of the European Union,
Iceland has long been deeply integrated into Euro-
pean structures. The country is part of the Schengen
Area, is a member of the European Economic Area
(EEA), and participates in numerous EU programs
and agencies. As a result, much of Icelandic legisla-

tion is already aligned with EU law.

Issue N229 | April, 2026

Iceland first applied for EU membership in 2009,
following the country’s dramatic financial crisis.
The collapse of Iceland’s three largest banks and the
subsequent 50% depreciation of the national cur-
rency, the Krona, severely destabilized the economy.
At the time, many Icelandic political leaders viewed
EU membership as a potential anchor of institutional

and financial stability.

Because Iceland had already complied with much
of EU legislation through its EEA membership,
accession negotiations progressed rapidly. Within
just three years, Iceland had opened 27 negotiation

chapters and provisionally closed 11 out of 35.

However, the momentum was short-lived. Follow-
ing the 2013 parliamentary elections, a Eurosceptic
center-right coalition led by the Independence Party
and the Progressive Party came to power. The new
government opposed the EU membership and for-
mally suspended accession negotiations. In 2015,
Iceland’s foreign minister sent an official letter to
Brussels requesting that Iceland no longer be con-
sidered an EU candidate country.

Several factors contributed to this decision. First,
Iceland’s economy recovered more quickly than
expected from the financial crisis, reducing the per-
ceived need for EU membership. Second, concerns
about national sovereignty gained prominence in
domestic political debates. Many Icelanders feared
that joining the EU would require abandoning the
national currency and transferring greater authority

to European institutions.

Most importantly, concerns centered on control

over fisheries, one of Iceland’s key industries.

Fisheries: The Core Sovereignty
Issue

Fishing is not merely another economic sector
in Iceland; it is a central component of the coun-

try’s national identity and economic structure.
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https://www.statice.is/statistics/population/inhabitants/overview/
https://www.eiu.com/n/campaigns/democracy-index-2025?utm_campaign=MA00015352&utm_medium=paid-search&utm_source=eiu-google&utm_content=&gad_source=1&gad_campaignid=23742535322&gbraid=0AAAAADRHtUdHBScce_acHn8SPG1ilyRRQ&gclid=CjwKCAjw7vzOBhBxEiwAc7WNr7_CQNgXmqW22RzRarxYwbs-okrpJ6P1XP-oIWMnhgjQZ1SoZdA9eBoCxbsQAvD_BwE
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GDP.PCAP.CD?locations=IS
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/products-eurostat-news/w/ddn-20250326-1#:~:text=In%202024%2C%20the%20EU%20imported,%E2%82%AC2.4%20billion%20(12.8%25).
https://www.oecd.org/en/publications/iceland-the-financial-and-economic-crisis_221071065826.html
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/policies/iceland/
https://www.welcomeurope.com/en/iceland-out-of-the-eu-accession-process/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/policies/iceland/
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/meetdocs/2009_2014/documents/deea/dv/0320_33_/0320_33_en.pdf
https://www.theconservative.online/pl/argumenty-za-i-przeciw-islandii-w-ue
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/note/join/2008/408938/IPOL-PECH_NT(2008)408938_EN.pdf
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The fishing industry accounts for approximately
12% of Iceland’s GDP, employs around 5% of the
workforce, and represents close to 40% of the total

value of exported goods.

For centuries, access to marine resources has shaped
Iceland’s economic development, political priorities,
and cultural traditions. Unsurprisingly, any policy
perceived as limiting Iceland’s control over its fish-

ing grounds quickly becomes politically sensitive.

This is where the European Union’s Common Fish-

eries Policy (CEP) becomes highly controversial.

While the policy aims to ensure long-
term environmental sustainability and
fair distribution of fishing opportuni-
ties among EU members, it also requires
states to share decision-making author-

ity over their maritime resources.

The CFP is designed to manage fish stocks collec-
tively among EU member states. It establishes shared
quotas, regulates access to fishing waters, and sets
sustainability rules intended to prevent overfishing.
While the policy aims to ensure long-term environ-
mental sustainability and fair distribution of fishing
opportunities among EU members, it also requires
states to share decision-making authority over their

maritime resources.

For many Icelanders, this raises fundamental ques-

tions of sovereignty.

Iceland currently exercises exclusive control over
its 200-nautical-mile exclusive economic zone, one
of the richest fishing areas in the North Atlantic.
Moreover, the standard of 200 nautical miles for the
Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ) under the UN Con-
vention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) is largely
based on Iceland’s unilateral practice, which led to

the infamous “cod wars” with the UK. Under EU
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membership, Iceland would need to negotiate how
its fishing resources would be incorporated into the
broader CFP framework. This could allow vessels
from other EU countries to access Icelandic waters,

subject to negotiated quotas and arrangements.

Critics argue that such an outcome could under-
mine Iceland’s long-standing fisheries management
system, which is widely regarded as one of the most

efficient and sustainable in the world.

Supporters of EU membership, however, claim that
these concerns may be overstated. They note that
EU fisheries policy has evolved significantly in recent
years and that special arrangements could be nego-
tiated to protect Iceland’s interests. Furthermore,
Iceland’s advanced fisheries management expertise
could actually strengthen EU-wide sustainability
policies. In any case, fisheries remain the single most
politically sensitive issue in Iceland’s EU debate. Any
future accession negotiations would almost certainly
hinge on finding a compromise acceptable to both

Icelandic voters and EU member states.

Changed Geopolitical
Environment

The global environment that Iceland faces today
differs significantly from the one that existed when

accession negotiations were suspended in 2015.

The international system is increasingly charac-
terized by intensifying geopolitical competition,
shifting power balances, and growing uncertainty.
For small states such as Iceland, navigating this
environment requires careful consideration of both

economic and security partnerships.

Although Iceland is a founding member of NATO,
the country does not maintain a standing military.
Instead, its defense relies heavily on alliances and
bilateral agreements, particularly with the United
States.


https://www.government.is/diplomatic-missions/embassy-of-iceland-in-ottawa/business-and-trade/
https://oceans-and-fisheries.ec.europa.eu/policy/common-fisheries-policy-cfp_en
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/note/join/2008/408938/IPOL-PECH_NT(2008)408938_EN.pdf
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Recent controversies around Greenland and NATO
have raised questions about the future reliability of
these arrangements. Statements by Donald Trump
questioning NATO's relevance and suggesting the
possibility of a U.S. withdrawal from the alliance
have unsettled many European partners. Even more
controversial were remarks regarding Greenland.
Trump suggested that the U.S. control of the terri-
tory could be necessary for national security, raising

concerns across the Nordic region.

Iceland, together with Denmark,
Finland, Norway, and Sweden, respond-
ed by emphasizing that Arctic security
must be based on respect for interna-
tional law and the territorial integrity
of Greenland within the Kingdom

of Denmark.

Iceland, together with Denmark, Finland, Norway,
and Sweden, responded by emphasizing that Arctic
security must be based on respect for international
law and the territorial integrity of Greenland within

the Kingdom of Denmark.

For many Icelandic policymakers, these develop-
ments have reinforced the importance of deeper
cooperation with the European partners. EU mem-
bership is increasingly seen by some as a way to
strengthen economic resilience and broaden the

country’s security partnerships.

Economic factors also play a role. Iceland has experi-
enced rising inflation in recent years, reaching 5.4%
in March 2026. Higher inflation has contributed to
rising interest rates, reduced housing affordability,

and increased living costs.

These economic pressures have revived debates
about whether closer integration with European
markets and institutions could provide greater long-

term stability.
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Northern Enlargement Returns
to the Agenda

The Icelandic referendum has also revived broader
discussions about the future geography of EU

enlargement.

The European Commission’s 2025 Enlarge-
ment Package suggested that Montenegro could
conclude accession negotiations by 2026 and Albania
by 2027. EU Enlargement Commissioner Marta Kos
expressed optimism that Montenegro might join the
Union by 2028, followed by Albania in 2029.

However, Iceland’s potential return to the accession

process could reshape this timeline.

Because Iceland already participates in the EEA and
the Schengen area, its legal and regulatory systems
are largely aligned with EU standards. Combined
with strong democratic institutions and high income
levels, this could enable Iceland to make progress in

negotiations relatively quickly if talks resume.

In such a scenario, Iceland could advance more
quickly than the current frontrunners among can-

didate countries.

This development would inevitably attract attention

across Northern Europe.

Norway, which rejected EU membership in refer-
enda in 1972 and 1994, might find itself as the only
Nordic country outside the Union if Iceland were
to join. Although political parties in Norway remain
cautious about reopening the membership debate,

public opinion appears to be evolving.

Recent polls suggest that 63% of Norwegians sup-
port holding another referendum, while support for
EU membership itself increased from 23% in 2023
to 41% in 2025.
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https://www.bbc.com/news/topics/c302m85q1d0t
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2026/apr/01/trump-nato-explainer
https://www.government.is/diplomatic-missions/embassy-article/2026/01/06/Joint-statement-by-the-Foreign-Ministers-of-Denmark-Finland-Iceland-Norway-and-Sweden-on-6-January-2026/
https://www.icelandreview.com/news/iceland-inflation-hits-5-4-in-march-as-food-and-fuel-costs-rise/?srsltid=AfmBOoqRMi9zAL8Pa4m_eKwHXrJbCOttVy8y_xycWc7NsALKiqY5aaNA
https://enlargement.ec.europa.eu/news/2025-enlargement-package-shows-progress-towards-eu-membership-key-enlargement-partners-2025-11-04_en
https://europeanwesternbalkans.com/2025/09/02/kos-montenegro-could-join-the-eu-2028-albania-in-2029/
https://www.chathamhouse.org/2025/04/join-or-not-join-norway-edging-closer-eu
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Greenland represents another important dimension
of the debate. The self-governing territory with-
drew from the European Economic Community in
1985, largely due to disputes over fisheries policy.
However, renewed geopolitical competition in the
Arctic and increasing interest from global powers
have prompted discussions in Nuuk about strength-

ening ties with Europe.

If Iceland were to negotiate favorable
terms within the EU’s fisheries frame-
work successfully, this could serve as
a precedent or model for Greenland
should it ever consider returning

to the European Union.

If Iceland were to negotiate favorable terms within
the EU’s fisheries framework successfully, this could
serve as a precedent or model for Greenland should

it ever consider returning to the European Union.

Enlargement, Competition, and
the “Mini Big Bang” Scenario

Iceland’s accession could also have implications for

enlargement in Eastern and South-Eastern Europe.

Some analysts have suggested the possibility of a
smaller enlargement wave — sometimes described
as a “mini big bang”” Such a scenario could involve
several countries joining the EU simultaneously from
different geographical regions. For example, Iceland
could be joined by Montenegro, Albania, and Mol-
dova, whose combined population would be roughly

6 million.

Such an approach could revitalize the enlargement
agenda while avoiding the political complexities of
admitting larger or more geopolitically sensitive
candidates, such as Ukraine. It would demonstrate
that enlargement remains a merit-based process,
rewarding countries that have successfully imple-

mented reforms.
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Internal EU reforms remain a crucial
factor. Germany and France have
repeatedly emphasized that institution-
al reforms must accompany further
enlargement to ensure the Union
remains effective and capable

of decision-making.

At the same time, internal EU reforms remain
a crucial factor. Germany and France have repeat-
edly emphasized that institutional reforms must
accompany further enlargement to ensure the Union

remains effective and capable of decision-making.

The European Commission is therefore expected to
present proposals under the initiative “An EU Fit for

Enlargement: Policy Reviews and Reforms.

The Referendum and the Battle
of Narratives

Beyond institutional and geopolitical implications,
the Icelandic referendum could also become a focal
point in the broader information and narrative con-

test surrounding the European Union.

If Iceland were to join the EU alone, without other
candidate countries progressing simultaneously,
critics might portray this as evidence that the Union
favors wealthy and economically advanced states
while leaving poorer countries waiting indefinitely.
Such narratives could feed into existing disinforma-
tion campaigns aimed at undermining EU credibility
in candidate countries, particularly in the Western

Balkans and Eastern Europe.

Anti-EU actors could promote several key messages.
One narrative might claim that the enlargement pro-
cess is politically biased rather than merit-based,
suggesting that wealthy countries receive prefer-
ential treatment while others remain permanently

stuck in the waiting room.


https://www.europarl.europa.eu/legislative-train/theme-delivering-together-and-preparing-our-union-for-the-future/file-an-eu-fit-for-enlargement-policy-reviews-and-reforms
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Another argument could portray EU membership as
incompatible with national sovereignty. Opponents
might highlight Iceland’s debates over fisheries pol-
icy or currency sovereignty as proof that joining the
EU requires surrendering control over vital national

interests.

Disinformation campaigns might also attempt to
frame the EU as a declining project. By selectively
highlighting internal disagreements or economic
challenges, such narratives could suggest that even
prosperous countries like Iceland remain uncertain

about the benefits of membership.

Conversely, a negative referendum outcome could

also be exploited.

If Icelandic voters reject reopening ac-
cession negotiations, Eurosceptic actors
across Europe might present the result
as evidence that even one of Europe’s
most prosperous democracies sees little

value in joining the Union.

If Icelandic voters reject reopening accession nego-
tiations, Eurosceptic actors across Europe might
present the result as evidence that even one of
Europe’s most prosperous democracies sees little

value in joining the Union.

Such messaging could reinforce “enlargement
fatigue” within EU member states and weaken

reform momentum in candidate countries.

In short, the referendum will not only be a political
decision for Iceland but also a symbolic event within
Europe’s broader ideological debate about the future

of integration.
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A Small Referendum with Large
Consequences

The Icelandic referendum scheduled for 26 August
2026 may appear at first glance to be a domestic
political decision within a small North Atlantic
nation. Yet its implications could resonate far beyond

Iceland’s shores.

A positive vote could reopen accession negotiations
and potentially place Iceland among the frontrun-
ners in the EU enlargement process. Given the
country’s existing integration with European insti-
tutions and its high level of economic development,

Iceland could advance rapidly through negotiations.

Such a development might inject new momentum
into a policy area that has stagnated for more than
a decade. It could also stimulate renewed debates
about EU membership in neighboring countries such
as Norway and encourage Greenland to reconsider

its relationship with European institutions.

At the same time, Iceland’s accession could reshape
the political dynamics of enlargement by demon-
strating that progress remains possible for countries

that meet the necessary criteria.

However, the path forward would not be without
challenges. Fisheries policy, monetary sovereignty,
and domestic political divisions will continue to
shape the debate. Negotiating a solution that satis-
fies both Icelandic voters and EU member states will

require careful diplomacy and political compromise.

Equally important is the broader narrative dimen-
sion. The referendum will inevitably be interpreted
and instrumentalized by different political actors
across Europe and beyond. Whether the result is
positive or negative, it will likely become a refer-
ence point in debates about the future of European

integration.
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Iceland’s referendum represents more
than a policy choice about accession ne-
gotiations. It reflects deeper questions
about Europe’s geopolitical positioning,
the resilience of the European project,
and the credibility of the enlargement

process itself.

In this sense, Iceland’s referendum represents more
than a policy choice about accession negotiations. It
reflects deeper questions about Europe’s geopolitical
positioning, the resilience of the European project,

and the credibility of the enlargement process itself.
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If enlargement is to remain one of the EU’s most
powerful tools for promoting stability, prosperity,
and democratic governance across the continent,

the outcome of the Icelandic vote will matter.

The decision made by fewer than 400,000 Icelanders
could therefore influence not only their own coun-
try’s trajectory but also the future shape of Europe’s

political and institutional landscape =



