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Local Autonomy Index 2.0 (2015-2020): Iceland (ISL)

Introduction
The text below records and justifies the scoring of Icelandic municipalities on the Local Autonomy Index – second version 

Overall, there is very little available scientific material available on most of these issues. Thus, in most cases the available information must be retrieved from legal documents or official webpages. Also, some of the issues are up for an interpretation i.e. different people understand it differently. This is especially in relation to the social services /caring services which are often provided through a complicated division between local government and state institutions. The service of education has been a local government task since 1996 and therefore the rules division between locality and state are in general quite clear. Furthermore, long term policy making is not very well developed at the local level and decision making is therefore often reactive or ad hoc.
Self-rule

1. Institutional depth
The Local Government Act no 138/2011 came into force in 2012. The Act did not entail any significant changes regarding this indicator.  The act confirmed the traditional position of Icelandic local government:  municipalities may take on any functions not undertaken by other public or private bodies
. In addition, a series of special acts makes specific functions mandatory for local government, e.g. education, disability services land use planning, etc. 

CODING: 3
2. Policy scope
EDUCATION 
Coding 2
Pre-school education – score 1: Municipalities are responsible for kindergarten service. The law does not explicitly state that municipalities must provide this service; hence theoretically it is voluntary. (No. 90/2008) However, in practice it is not socially accepted for a municipality NOT to provide this service. Traditionally services were provided for age 2-5, in recent times kindergartens are increasingly taking in younger children, even below 1 year old. Also, private organizations or NGOs must seek permission from local authorities to provide these services and the municipal institutions are responsible for the surveillance of the services. A score of 1 is given since municipalities have voluntary taken over the overall responsibility for availability of services in this field and are directly responsible for all personnel or buildings; the proportion of municipal to other personnel varies from one municipality to another according to the mix of municipal/private/. The service is financed by a combination of contributions from the municipalities and parents. 

Primary Education- score 1: Municipalities have full responsibility for primary education for 6-15 year old as stipulated by the primary education act (No 91/2008§ 5).  The responsibility includes the construction and maintenance of school buildings and hiring and paying teachers. Only a very small minority of children in this age group go to private schools. 

Secondary education – Score 0: this is a responsibility for the state, not the municipalities. The Municipalities are entitled to appoint board members for schools on this level. However, they are not regarded as important partners in this instance. 

SOCIAL ASSISTANCE
Coding 1.5
Economic assistance – Score 1: The Act on Social Services in municipalities (Lög um félagsþjónustu sveitarfélaga 40/1991) imposes obligations on municipalities regarding economic help to persons in destitute circumstances, including access to affordable housing. 

Work training – score 0.5: Municipalities also have responsibilities regarding programs for work training for persons with reduced employment capacity. This responsibility is shared with the national work agencies); therefore, a score of 0.5 is recorded.

Integration of refugees – Score of 0. The integration of refugees is in general not the responsibility of local government. However, in the case of quota -refugees (refugees invited by the state to move to Iceland), local authorities have made a contract with the state to integrate the refugees in question. This is however on a voluntary basis and does not include all municipalities. Therefore, the refugee issue is only relevant to a limited number of municipalities. However, this does not include the overall state of immigration in the country.

HEALTH 
Coding 0

MUNICIPALITIES ARE NOT RESPONSIBLE FOR THIS TASK

Primary health services – Score 0: Municipalities are not responsible for primary health services

Hospitals – Score 0: Not responsibility of municipalities

Dental services – Score 0: Not responsibility of municipalities

LAND USE
Coding 2
Zoning and building permits - Score 2:  The Planning Act (Skipulagslög 123/2010) allocates a series of competencies to municipalities regarding local land use, including zoning and issuing building permits. The National planning agency is responsible for surveillance. Municipalities are the primary planning authorities for their respective territories. A score of 2 since municipalities have the primary responsibilities in the field of land use management and are staffed accordingly.

PUBLIC TRANSPORT AND HOUSING

Public transport – score 1(0.5 from 2020)
 This is not a mandatory municipal function; however, in 2010 the National road agency signed a contract with Regional Associations on the organization and provision of public bus services. The Regional Associations are voluntary associations created by and the sole responsibility of the municipal level. The local level is however not the sole provider of public transport. In addition and based on the disability Act (see above) municipalities are obliged to provide transport services to persons with disabilities. The score is 1 since municipalities are the main service providers for the disability services and the most important service provides of bus services. However at the 1st of January 2020 most of the regional associations gave up the responsibilities for public transport (disability transport not included), with two exceptions (the regional association for the greater city area of Reykjavík and the East part of Iceland). The score for 2020 is therefore lower than the previous score. 
OBS! There is no railway in Iceland therefore I only used the scoring column for the railway in order to be able to put full score for public transport.

Housing – 1 This has not been an extensive municipal function in Iceland; although municipalities are, based on law no 44/1998 on housing obliged to provide low-rent housing for people in economic distress or with disabilities. However, no one else has any responsibilities in this area and therefore even though municipalities in general are not very active in this area a score of 1 is deemed justifiable. This is also an under researched area in relation to local government functions. Hence, we do not really have an overview over the situation.
Police – score 0: This is not a local government function in Iceland.
CARING
General care services – Home assistance Score 0,5: The act on elderly issues (Lög um málefni aldraðra 125/1999) states that municipalities are responsible for home assistance and providing possibilities for social gatherings in relation to elderly people. As their role in the elderly care is so limited the provision of home assistance (heimaþjónusta) covered by the Act no 125/1999 a score of 0,5 is warranted. Home assistance does not include any medical assistance as that is the province of the state.

Special groups – Score 1: Municipalities are responsible for providing services to people with disabilities and in need of long-term support (Lög um þjónustu við fatlað fólk með langvarandi stuðningsþarfir. No 38/2018). Individuals are entitled to private support plan (art. 12). However, there are grey areas in relation to elderly disabled persons and there have been cases of dispute between the state and municipalities on who is responsible for disabled and old individuals.
Child protection – Score 0.5: Responsibility for the availability and organization of the front-line service is according to the Child Care Act allocated to municipalities, including staffing and facilities (Barnaverndarlög 80/2002). However, institutions for permanent placement/custody are the responsibility of the state. Municipal staff, in cooperation with parents and the state staff from the central office of child protection make decisions regarding the placement of children in difficult circumstances. Changes in the organization of the state organization are being implemented. It is not clear if and how that will affect the local government service part. Because of the division of responsibilities between municipalities and state institutions, a score of 0.5 is recorded. 
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3. Effective political discretion

In general municipalities have great discretion over their tasks, they are of course bound by the relevant law, but it is rare that they have to get permission before making decisions. In some cases, this means that in a more finely tuned scoring, a score of 1 would perhaps turn into a score of 0,75. 

EDUCATION

Pre-School Education - score 1

Primary Schools – score 1

Secondary Schools – score 0: Not a municipal function

SOCIAL ASSISTANCE

Economic Assistance – score 1: The function is carried out in cooperation with the National Welfare Agency.

Work Training – score 0.5: This function is shared with the national agencies

Integration of refugees- Score of 0

HEALTH Not the responsibility of local government

Primary health services – Score 0: Municipalities are not responsible for primary health services

Hospitals – Score 0: Not responsibility of municipalities

Dental services – Score 0: Not responsibility of municipalities

LAND USE

Zoning and building permits – score 1,5: A score of 1,5 is given. National agencies are only to a very limited extent able to stop municipal land use plans. This is mainly in relation to larger issues such as hydroelectric powerplants and mainly based on environmental disputes. National agencies are not able to stop municipal land use plan because it conflicts with national objectives. They may however suggest that a municipal land use plan should be rejected on some technical bases, in practice these would indicate that the municipality in question would need to fix the problems in the plan and submit it again. There is however, an increase in state scrutiny and municipal land use is increasingly subjected to detailed public oversight.  

PUBLIC TRANSPORT AND HOUSING

Public transport - score 1 (0.5 from 2020)
Housing - score 1
POLICE

Police – score 0: This is not a local government function.
CARING

General care services – score 0,5

Special groups – score 1

Prevention of Child Abuse – score 0.5 This function is shared and coordinated with national authorities.

CODING: 2
4. Fiscal autonomy

Municipalities are limited in their powers to set rates of taxes over which they have nominal powers; the most important source of revenue is the personal income tax, they may choose yearly between taxes on between 12.44 percent -14.52 per cent of personal income of each individual in the municipality 
; the income tax accounts on average for around 60% of the municipalities’ revenues. The second most important tax is the property tax over which they have some discretion all though the top level of the percentage of the tax is decided by the law no. 4/1995 article 3.  A score of 3 is warranted as they cannot decide not to apply taxes. Also if municipalities want to receive funding from the equalization fund they must use all possible tax funding first.  

CODING: 3
5. Financial transfer system
Since the municipalities took over the task of disability service transfers have increase. However, 80% of transfers are unconditional, and earmarked transfers are very rare.

CODING: 3
6. Financial self-reliance

Own/local sources include personal income tax levied on local inhabitants, this is by far the most important local source of revenue; other sources include property tax and fees and charges for specific services. Smaller municipalities with a weaker tax base need transfers from the equality fund (based on state funding and transfers from wealthier municipalities), in some cases this may count for most of the municipality’s revenues. Normally however, municipalities are fully funded or at least to a large quantity by their own sources of income. 

CODING: 3
7. Borrowing autonomy

Borrowing does not require approbation by the state. The new local government act no 138/2011 however states that municipalities’ depts may only be 150% of their regular income level 

CODING: 2
8. Organisational autonomy

Executives (byggðaráð) are elected by the municipal council and the municipality may, furthermore, decide elements of the electoral system (e.g. whether to have list elections or personal elections and on the number of council seats within certain limits), plus municipalities hire own staff, decide organizational structure, fix salaries, may establish legal entities/enterprises. These are within normal regulations such as a certain number of staffs with a certain level of education is needed for one class of children etc. 

CODING: 4
Interactive-rule
9. Legal protection

The existence of municipalities is protected by the 78th article of the Icelandic Constitution “The municipalities shall manage their affairs independently as laid down by law. The income sources of the municipalities, and the right of the municipalities to

decide whether and how to use their sources of income, shall be regulated by law” (Stjórnarskrá Íslands 33/1944) Municipalities have access to the normal courts to settle disputes with national authorities (such as ministries) over legal texts regarding municipal duties and decisions. The decisions of courts are binding. However, such disputes are usually targeted at specific duties or decisions and not specific laws. There is a general understanding that although municipalities have a high level of autonomy, the parliament is able to create laws regarding municipal duties and tasks without the full consent of all municipalities

Hence, it is possible for the parliament to change the relevant laws. 
(OBS! There are no constitutional courts in Iceland).
CODING: 2
10. Administrative supervision

The supervision aims at controlling only legality of municipal decisions and service provision. If the municipality is not happy with the ministry’s decision, they may take the decision to court. There are no constitution courts or any special courts for government disputes. As municipalities are increasingly becoming big players in the provision of welfare services the supervision and scrutiny of state authorities has also been increasing. Thus, many complain about the increased workload in the local administration because of the state demand of reports and information. However, given the high number of very small municipalities with a very low administrative capacity it must be concluded that the state supervision is not yet putting serious restraints on the capacity of local government administration. 

CODING: 2
11. Central or regional access

A system of consultation with local government has been in operation for some time now. A formal mechanism was included in the most recent version of the local government law; where it is stated that the central government shall consult with the local level. The system is based on high-level meetings between the Icelandic Association of Local Authorities and the leading administrators in the ministry of finance and ministry of local government. It is increasingly become an important channel of influence for local government. It has a specific name nickname (Jónsmessunefnd). Overall, the local level has always enjoyed high level of access to the central government albeit informal. Traditionally these channels were based on political connections often based on party connections or individual connections. Furthermore, it has been estimated that up to 40% of parliamentarians began their career as local politicians and these channels have been actively used for the benefit of the local level (Hlynsdóttir and Önnudóttir 2018).  

CODING: 2.5
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Additional questions (2020 only)
With these additional questions on the potential causal mechanisms and effects of local autonomy, we want to collect a current perception. More concretely, it means that it would be great if you could give us your answers to these questions directly here (i.e. no coding sheet), without considering any possible asymmetries in your country (i.e. national level only) or any changes over time (i.e. 2020 only). Any interesting (legal) indication may be also mentioned/added.
To better understand how an external shock may cause a change in local autonomy in a given country, a question is asked about the implication of Covid-19 pandemic.
The effects of local autonomy concern the satisfaction with local government service delivery, the importance of local government for citizens, the satisfaction with local democracy, the turnout at local elections and the trustworthiness of local politicians.
There have been no studies in relation to the below mentioned questions. However, Gallup conducts a service survey in December every year, this survey is however only conducted in rather large municipalities and they must pay for it. Thus, the findings are not freely available. However, based on information I have been able to retrieve from newspapers and local government websites. The findings indicate that the overall level of local government service has not yet suffered and citizens in 2020 were still happy with their local government service level. The coding below is based on my judgement based on public speech and available information on local government. 
Implication of Covid-19 Pandemic

	Implication of Covid-19 pandemic
	The extent to which the autonomy of local government has been impacted by the Covid-19 pandemic
	0-3
	0 local government autonomy has generally decreased with the Covid-19 pandemic

1 local government autonomy has not been impacted by the Covid-19 pandemic

2 local government autonomy in health has increased with the Covid-19 pandemic

3 local government autonomy in health and in other fields related to the Covid-19 pandemic has increased
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Satisfaction with local government service delivery

	Satisfaction with local government service delivery
	The extent to which the citizens are satisfied with local government service delivery
	0-3
	0 citizens are generally not satisfied at all with local government service delivery

1 citizens are generally moderately satisfied with local government service delivery

2 citizens are generally mostly satisfied with local government service delivery
3 citizens are generally entirely satisfied with local government service delivery


CODING:2
Importance of local government for citizens

	Importance of local government
	The extent to which local government has an important role in the daily life of citizens
	0-3
	0 local government is not important at all in the daily life of citizens

1 local government is somewhat important in the daily life of citizens

2 local government is important in the daily life of citizens

3 local government is very important in the daily life of citizens


CODING:3
Satisfaction with local democracy

	Satisfaction with local democracy
	The extent to which the citizens are satisfied with local democracy
	0-4
	0 citizens are not at all satisfied with local democracy

1 citizens are rather not satisfied with local democracy

2 citizens are neither dissatisfied nor satisfied with local democracy

3 citizens are rather satisfied with local democracy

4 citizens are entirely satisfied with local democracy


CODING:3
Turnout at local elections

	Turnout at local elections
	Electoral turnout at local elections (approximately, last general elections)
	0-4
	0 no elections

1 between 1 and 25 %

2 between 26 and 50 %

3 between 51 and 75 %

4 between 76 and 100 %


CODING:3
	Electoral participation on local level compared to electoral participation on national level
	The extent to which electoral participation on local level is higher than on national level 
	0-2
	0 electoral participation on local level is generally lower than electoral participation on national level

1 electoral participation on local and on national level are very much the same

2 electoral participation on local level is generally higher than electoral participation on national level


CODING: 0 (no elections took place in 2020)
Trustworthiness of local politicians

	Perception of trustworthiness of local politicians
	The extent to which local politicians are trustworthy
	0-4
	0 local politicians are not at all trustworthy

1 local politicians are rather not trustworthy

2 local politicians moderately trustworthy

3 local politicians are rather trustworthy

4 local politicians are very much trustworthy


CODING:3
	Perception of trustworthiness of local politicians compared to national politicians
	Whether local politicians are more trustworthy than national politicians
	0-2
	0 local level politicians are generally less trustworthy than national politicians

1 local and national politicians are similar in terms of trustworthiness

2 local level politicians are generally more trustworthy than national politicians
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� For a general overview of Icelandic Local government, see e.g. articles by Eva Marín Hlynsdóttir in the Icelandic Review of Politics and Administration; 2018; 2017; 2016





� � HYPERLINK "https://www.althingi.is/lagas/nuna/1995004.html" �https://www.althingi.is/lagas/nuna/1995004.html� 


 


� See e.g. the work of Trausti Fannar Valsson (2014).
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