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The creative island
From Hollywood productions to avant-garde arts, Iceland 

punches above its weight when it comes to cultural influence.
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Iceland's booming creative industries sector 
ranges from fine art and movie production 
to gaming and software development.

I celand’s creative output is on 
a remarkable scale across a 
range of fields. Despite a 

comparatively small population 
of just 375,000 people, some of 
the world’s most innovative con-
temporary artists and musicians 
hail from Iceland. Coupled with 
the country’s massive success as a 
film location, this translates to a 
considerable representation in to-
day’s global culture.

Creative industries – defined as 
those that involve the generation 
or exploitation of knowledge and 
information –are flourishing on 
the island: from the fine arts to 
the development of software and 
video games, and everything in 
between.

After almost going bankrupt in 
2008, the island nation has made 
an astonishing economic recov-
ery, driven by a focus on invest-
ment in R&D and innovation, and 
buoyed by the benefits of soft 
power that come from well-fund-
ed, well-promoted cultural out-
put.

Favored filming location
Seeking to attract foreign produc-
tions, the publicly funded Icelan-
dic Film Centre oversees a gov-
ernment scheme that reimburses 
costs incurred in the country, to 
the tune of 25%, or even up to 
35% for some productions.

This attractive incentive scheme 
supplements Iceland’s primary 
appeal – its otherworldly, almost 
mythical nature. Iceland’s grow-
ing popularity as an international 
filming location is not surprising, 
given its one-of-a-kind dramatic 
landscapes and breathtaking un-
touched wilderness, from bub-
bling hot springs to erupting vol-
canoes.

The land of fire and ice has served 
as the filming location for some of 
the most popular movies and 
television shows, from HBO’s 
iconic Game of Thrones series to 
Hollywood blockbusters such as 
Thor: The Dark World, Interstel-
lar, Batman Begins, Fate of the 

“One third of tourists who visit 
say that it was seeing Iceland in 
films and TV programs that in-
spired them to come,” says 
Laufey Gudjónsdóttir, Director of 
the Icelandic Film Centre. “New 
productions are announced all 
the time, which in turn increases 
the hiring of local staff for cre-
ative positions such as directors, 
set designers, editors, and ac-
tors,” she adds.

The country’s growing represen-
tation in film and TV has piqued 
the interest not only of tourists, 
but of retail buyers and other po-
tential customers for Icelandic 
products and services of all kinds.

Artists and designers draw inspi-
ration from both the country’s 

Furious, Prometheus, Star Wars: 
Rogue One, Star Wars: The Force 
Awakens, or No Time To Die.

“We are very fortunate to have 
nature that has been practically 
left untouched by men,” says Lilja 
Alfreðsdóttir, Minister for Tour-
ism, Trade and Culture. “It's not 
only that we love it, but there is a 
general understanding about the 
importance of preserving it for 
our future generations. It’s also 
one of the main resources when it 
comes to tourism.”

By CAROLINE VIEIRA LIMA
caroline@the-businessreport.com

awe-inspiring natural landscapes 
and its rich heritage. 

Examples include the use of un-
usual textiles or other materials in 
fashion and footwear, or the 
forms and features in cut-
ting-edge architecture, while re-
maining in tune with interna-
tional cultural trends.

A government that supports 
creativity
“The main constraint to creativity 
is usually financial,” says Gud-
jónsdóttir. “As other Nordic soci-
eties, we have a very advanced 
mix of public and private sector, 
and a strong social security. 
Whether you’re a businessman or 
an artist, you are encouraged to 
innovate. You can try something 

From Hollywood productions to avant-garde arts, Iceland punches above its 
weight when it comes to cultural influence.

Iceland, the creative island

Iceland has served as 
the filming location 
for some of the most 
popular movies and 
television shows.
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adventurous and see if it works. If 
you make a mistake, you’ll get 
another chance, and that is our 
advantage,” she explains.

Iceland’s government agencies 
actively support exports from 
these burgeoning sectors, by or-
ganizing or participating in trade 
ventures at home and abroad.

Business Iceland, the public-pri-
vate partnership that leads the 
promotion and marketing of Ice-
land abroad, has specific pro-
grams to promote the growth of 
the creative industries. 

Its ‘Creative in Iceland’ initiative, 
launched in August 2021, seeks to 
raise awareness of Icelandic art 
and creative industries among 
consumers in target markets 
abroad, with the aim of boosting 
exports and further developing 
these activities.

In music, the country already has 
a vibrant festival culture. The ‘Re-
cord in Iceland’ scheme offers a 
25% refund of all recording costs 
– adding to the attractiveness of a 
country that, as Business Iceland 
notes, boasts “world-class stu-
dios, brilliant producers and great 
session players”.

All this activity is part of a wider 
strategy to attract creative people 
and foreign direct investment, 
and boost innovation in general.

The success of this strategy is evi-
dent. The boom of the creative in-
dustries sector is indeed a sign 
that “these are exciting times in 
Iceland”, as Minister Alfreðsdót-
tir points out.

The Icelandic Film Centre is the key driver in 
the country's growing film industry, through 
its financial support scheme, promotion of 
Icelandic productions abroad, and work to 
further develop film culture, as Director 
Laufey Gudjónsdóttir explains. 

How do you attract international film 
productions?
Iceland set up a financial support scheme in the 
1980’s and added reimbursement scheme in the 
2000’s for film productions. Currently, 25% of 
production costs incurred in the country are re-
imbursed, while certain major productions re-
ceive up to 35%. But the key to attracting major 
film productions are the talented and reputable 
film crews. And then, of course, the mesmerizing 
Icelandic landscapes and an infrastructure that 
works.

How successful have you been as a 
co-production partner?
In many ways, Icelanders were the architects of 
the co-production model. I’m proud that more 
and more well-established nations actively seek 
co-productions from Iceland. It was not only 
about money, it was also about talent pool, which 
has proved to be among the major benefits out of 
co-production. Film makers from Iceland are 
great storytellers, creative, credible and reliable.

Putting Iceland 
on the big screen

By IVANA POPCHEV
ivana@the-businessreport.com

LAUFEY 
GUDJÓNSDÓTTIR

Director of Icelandic Film Centre

ICELAND 
IN NUMBERS

The ‘Creative in Iceland’ 
initiative seeks to 
raise awareness of 
Icelandic art and 
creative industries.

IFC oversees a 
government scheme 
that reimburses 25% or 
up to 35% of the costs 
incurred in the country.

COVER ARTICLE

Up to 35% 
reimbursement 
of production 
costs

Source: Icelandic Film Centre

Ranked 18th 
richest country 
in the world

Source: Worlddata

Tourism 
accounts for 
39% of total 
export revenue

Source: OECD Tourism Trends 2020

Ranked 10th 
in the world 
in overall 
prosperity

Source: Legatum Prosperity Index 2021

The most 
gender equal 
country in the 
world

Source: WEF Global Gender Gap Report 2022

https://www.icelandicfilmcentre.is/
https://www.icelandicfilmcentre.is/
https://www.weforum.org/reports/global-gender-gap-report-2022/
https://www.prosperity.com/rankings
https://www.oecd.org/cfe/tourism/oecd-tourism-trends-and-policies-20767773.htm
https://www.worlddata.info/richest-countries.php#google_vignette
https://www.businessiceland.is/
https://creativeiceland.is/
https://www.record.iceland.is/
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I deal natural conditions cou-
pled with outstanding tech-
nological prowess led to Ice-

la nd ’ s  s e l f - s u f f ic iency  i n 
electricity and heating. Hy-
dro-electric and geothermal 
technology are the cornerstones 
of this success, and the govern-
ment’s  focus on R&D and 
pro-business mindset make it the 
ideal place to invest in new green 
solutions of global relevance.

Iceland’s economy has recovered 
well from the pandemic, as the 
OECD (Organization for Econom-
ic Co-operation and Develop-
ment) forecasts GDP growth of 
over 5% this year and 4% in 2023. 
The country’s resilience to unex-
pected shocks underpins its eco-
nomic sustainability – a lesson 
learned the hard way.

“We have had crises before and 
we have learned from past expe-
rience,” says Gudlaugur Thór 
Thórdarson, Minister of the Envi-
ronment, Energy and Climate, re-
ferring to the financial turmoil of 
2008-2011. 

“That was useful when making 
decisions about the pandemic do-
mestically, but also in preparing 
to lift restrictions and going back 
to normal. We’ve emphasized in-
vestment in R&D and it’s starting 
to pay off.”

Halldór Benjamín Þorbergsson, 
Managing Director of the Confed-
eration of Icelandic Enterprise 
(SA), highlights the dialogue 
throughout. “We were actively 

involved in developing and exe-
cuting the government response, 
and that’s a very smart ap-
proach,” he says. “They’re asking 
businesses: what is the challenge, 
and what should we do to address 
it? The response was well struc-
tured and well executed.”

Today there is agreement on the 
need to focus on another type of 
sustainability: environmental. It 
has historically been central to 
Iceland’s economy but is gaining 
greater importance by the day. 

“It’s very much in Iceland’s DNA 
to use natural resources in a sus-
tainable way,” says minister 
Thórdarson, stressing the need to 
balance growth and nature. 

Set on preserving the island’s abundant natural resources 
for future generations, environmental sustainability has 

historically been central to Iceland’s economy.

Original green solutions 
of global relevance

By: PEDRO AMARAL
pedro@the-businessreport.com

“The big fight is against climate 
change and it runs through every 
sector,” he explains. “We are sit-
ting down with every stakehold-
er to find ways to achieve our am-
bitious goals.”

“We’re now undertaking the en-
ergy transition, which is definite-
ly the largest task, but we can 
draw on our experience from ear-
lier transitions. The first was 
about a hundred years ago when 
we started generating electricity 
sustainably.” 

Geothermal water not only heats 
Iceland’s homes but is also used 
to generate electricity. The minis-
ter stresses that this is “know-
how that can be built on and used 
in all the parts of the world.”

To that end, it is no coincidence 
that the world’s largest geother-
mal heating system is in Xinjiang, 
China, built jointly by Icelandic 
and Chinese firms. According to 
Thórdarson, such systems “can 
be used more or less around the 
world” and could do much to re-
duce global carbon emissions.

The governing coalition focuses 
on investing in green technology. 
Iceland’s experience in the field 
makes it an ideal location to de-
velop solutions in wind, hy-
dro-electric, geothermal and 
even solar power. In addition to 
the natural conditions, there are 
generous government incentives, 
and thriving R&D activity.

Þorbergsson, the business con-
federation leader, says that in-
centives for green solutions align 
well with official goals. “When 

 It’s very much in 
Iceland’s DNA to use 
natural resources in a 
sustainable way. 

GUDLAUGUR 
THÓR 
THÓRDARSON
Minister of the Environment, 
Energy and Climate

The Hveragerði banana planta-
tion at the Icelandic Agricultural 
University is one of Europe‘s 
largest greenhouse plantations.

With it's location within an active 
volcanic system, Iceland pioneered 
the application of geothermal for 
electricity generation and heating. 

companies invest in machinery, 
equipment and vehicles, they are 
generally rewarded with an extra 
depreciation on top, so there is a 
significant incentive there.”

“This is happening at a rapid pace 
- we see it in fisheries, which have 
been in heavy investment mode 
for a decade. We see it in tourism, 
with car rentals going electric and 
local airlines studying the possi-
bility for green domestic flights, 
which they say are viable within a 
decade,” Þorbergsson notes.

There is a general focus on boost-
ing R&D spending, with SMEs 
able to claim back 35% – an in-
centive that,  according to 
Þorbergsson, has seen these com-
panies’ share of GDP “growing by 
leaps and bounds.” 

And while this specific break is 
not available to big multination-
als, there are myriad opportuni-
ties in green tech.

“That will hold the key to our fu-
ture in terms of FDI,” he says. 
“We are positioning the economic 
opportunities for foreign inves-
tors to take part in larger green 
projects.”

He cites work on ideal sites for 
‘eco-industrial parks’ with a cir-
cular economy focus.

“There is high demand for this, 
including from U.S. investors,” 
he says, mentioning the war in 
Ukraine as one reason. “It's fo-
cused on offering investors 
well-defined, well-developed 
value propositions based on sus-
tainable solutions, with a lot of it 
related to electricity generation.”

For foreign investors, Þorbergs-
son says, the confederation is the 
ideal partner. “In a small inde-
pendent economy like Iceland, 
you need a one-stop shop to an-
swer questions,” he says.

“It’s a complicated regulatory en-
vironment, not comparable to 
anything else, and you need a 
clear message that you’re wel-
come. We’re here to help.”

The government is also unasham-
edly upbeat, citing highly skilled 
labor and a friendly business en-
vironment. As well as a corporate 
tax of 20% – among Europe’s 
lowest – other positives include 
the availability of land and a Eu-
ropean legislative framework. 
Foreign experts who move to Ice-
land to work in their field can ap-
ply for a 25% income tax exemp-
tion for up to three years.

 We are positioning 
the country and the 
economic opportunities 
for foreign investors to 
take part in larger green 
investment projects.

HALLDÓR 
BENJAMÍN 
ÞORBERGSSON
Managing Director of the Confe-
deration of Icelandic Enterprise

“But the main thing is that all the 
opportunities are here,” the min-
ister reiterates, citing Ice-
land-based ventures that are 
leaders in innovative climate 
solutions. “Probably the most fa-
mous is Carbfix, which grabs CO2 
and turns it into rock,” he says. 
“But there are many other com-
panies and innovative ideas.”

“Iceland is the place to be when it 
comes to new, green solutions – 
it’s as simple as that,” the minis-
ter concludes.

Iceland has a corporate 
tax of 20% – among 
Europe’s lowest.

http://old.sa.is/sa-confederation-of-icelandic-enterprise
https://www.government.is/ministries/ministry-of-the-environment-energy-and-climate/minister-/#:~:text=Gudlaugur%20Th%C3%B3r%20Th%C3%B3rdarson%20took%20office,Climate%20on%20November%2028%202021.
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land brand is used to market 
green solutions in foreign mar-
kets. “Icelandic companies have 
amassed great expertise and ex-
perience in geothermal energy, 
which has been beneficial for 
projects around the world,” 
Óskarsson points out.

In tech and innovation, the ban-
ner Work in Iceland promotes the 
country as an attractive place for 
specialists to come to work. “Like 
most Western European coun-
tries, we have a big need for for-
eign experts,” Óskarsson notes. 

 We have a broader 
portfolio of foreign 
direct investments 
today than we've ever 
had before. 

By ALISON ROBERTS
staff@the-businessreport.com

I n the ongoing transforma-
tion of Iceland into an inno-
vation powerhouse capable 

of punching well above its weight, 
Íslandsstofa – Business Iceland, 
plays a central role. CEO Pétur Þ. 
Óskarsson shares the roadmap for 
where Iceland is headed next. 

A public-private partnership es-
tablished to improve the compet-
itiveness of Iceland’s companies 
internationally and stimulate ex-
ports, the organization has spe-

Iceland’s excellent reputation often precedes itself. That’s due in 
no small part to Business Iceland, the public-private entity in 

charge of bundling the country’s core offering into recognizable 
brands for specific audiences.

PÉTUR Þ. ÓSKARSSON 
CEO of Business Iceland

cific goals that include marketing 
the country as a tourism destina-
tion, helping promote Icelandic 
culture abroad, and attracting 
foreign direct investment (FDI). 

It also helps Icelandic companies 
looking to enter foreign markets, 
with competence-building pro-
grams, trade fairs, and press trips 
in cooperation with Iceland’s 
diplomats and chambers of com-
merce abroad. As far as the inter-
national reach of the domestic 
economy is concerned, its cur-
rent focus lies on six key sectors: 
Energy & Green Solutions, Tech 

and Innovation, Arts and Creative 
Industries, Seafood Industry, 
Tourism, and Food and Natural 
Products. “We work on an indus-
try scale and with individual 
companies, going to trade shows 
and events with business delega-
tions, going into the market for a 
specific time,” Óskarsson ex-
plains. “We organize over a hun-
dred such events in a normal 
year.”

Handling marketing abroad plays 
out individually within each sec-
tor. For example, in energy and 
related fields, the Green by Ice-

Building a top of mind 
country brand

BUSINESS ICELAND

Another notable project to per-
suade foreign companies to set up 
shop there is called Reykjavík Sci-
ence City – a partnership be-
tween Business Iceland, the city 
of Reykjavík and university part-
ners, as well as the national hos-
pital. The focus on tech is paying 
off, says Óskarsson: “For the past 
ten years, we have seen signifi-
cant growth. Last year it account-
ed for approximately 15% of ex-
port revenue.” 

Projects in other key sectors in-
clude Creative Iceland, where 
Business Iceland works with oth-
ers to promote Icelandic arts and 
creative industries abroad, and in 
fisheries – where the brand Sea-
food from Iceland is used to pro-
mote Icelandic produce. The sea-
food industry, which during the 
pandemic lost business world-
wide as restaurants closed, has 
proved its adaptability, according 
to Óskarsson: “They had to find 
new customers, new distribution 
channels, and they showed great 
resilience, which resulted in our 
seafood export revenues serving 
us well during COVID.” 

Iceland’s Ministry of Culture and 
Business Affairs works with Busi-
ness Iceland to market and pro-
mote the country, with Visit Ice-
land – the official destination 
marketing office – a part of Busi-

ness Iceland. As well as the global 
‘Inspired by Iceland’ brand, 
where there is a special agree-
ment in place for the North 
American market for in-market 
activations known as ‘Taste of 
Iceland’, highlighting both Ice-
landic culture and food, as well as 
services and products. “In tour-
ism, that’s where we have the 
largest budget for marketing and 
branding Iceland, focusing on re-
ducing seasonality and marketing 
all areas,” notes Óskarsson. 

During the pandemic, the focus 
was on “keeping the destination 
alive,” he adds. “The fact that the 
government gave us funds to keep 
Iceland as a destination alive 
within target groups in major 
markets is one of the reasons 
we’re seeing a strong rebound.” 

Finally, Business Iceland’s role in 
drumming up FDI looks very dif-
ferent from a few decades ago. 
“From around 1965 or 1970, near-
ly all FDI in Iceland was in the 
form of large industry-scale alu-
minum factories relying on great 
amounts of power,” Óskarsson 
recalls. “In the past ten, fifteen 
years, the type of investment has 
changed drastically. Now we see 
smaller investments across differ-
ent sectors: tourism, biotech, 
aquaculture, communications, 
and even retail.” 

The incentives that Iceland offers 
help: support for 25% of R&D 
spending on a project, for exam-
ple, or 35% in the case of small 
and medium-sized companies, 
plus newer incentives for em-

Harpa concert hall and conference 
center is one of Reykjavík’s most 
recognizable buildings.   

ploying green solutions when 
buying machinery or vehicles, in 
the form of extra depreciation, 
worth around a 5% discount of 
the cost, via the tax system. 

But Óskarsson highlights ‘soft’ 
factors, too. “What we would like 
to emphasize for people and fam-
ilies relocating here, is the quality 
of life,” he says. The country of-
fers a safe and family-friendly en-
vironment, and “that's feedback 
we get from those who move to 
Iceland, particularly from larger 
communities abroad.” Money 
talks, though, and foreign experts 
moving to Iceland to work in their 
field can enjoy a 25% discount on 
their income tax for up to three 
years. 

Overseeing the governmen’s ap-
proach in all these areas is a newly 
appointed high-level coordinat-
ing body with key ministries and 
government institutions, which 
seeks to streamline the business 
environment and facilitate the 
development of larger green in-
vestment projects, suitable for 
FDI. This includes the preparation 
of sites deemed ideal for circular 
economy developments and 
‘eco-industrial parks’ to offer for-
eign investors well-developed 
value propositions.

Iceland’s bet on expanding its 
economic base and, consequent-
ly, the appeal for foreign investors 
seems is on the right track al-
ready. “We have a broader portfo-
lio of foreign direct investments 
today than we’ve ever had be-
fore,” Óskarsson concludes.

Pétur Þ. Óskarsson, CEO of Íslandsstofa – Busi-
ness Iceland, explains the factors behind Ice-
land's growing attractiveness.

What makes Iceland an ideal location for
innovation? 
In addition to generous incentives, the country is 
unique in several ways. It is midway between Eu-
rope and North America, making it an ideal base 
for transcontinental cooperation. Our workforce is 
highly educated, with extensive international net-
works, due to a tradition of studying abroad. A 
more intangible factor is the mentality: Iceland is 
one of the world’s most equal societies in terms of 
gender, and people are progressive in their think-
ing. This makes for an unconstrained way of tack-
ling, and solving, problems. 

What makes Iceland attractive for creative 
enterprises? 
Creativity thrives in an open, engaged society, and 
our population is very creative across disciplines. 
Our film industry has blossomed, partly thanks to 
international projects being filmed here, also ben-
efiting other sectors. We’re a small economy, and 
niche specialization is a luxury most cannot afford, 
as people invariably master several skills and co-
operate across disciplines. This open culture fosters 
creativity and facilitates an exchange of ideas. 

Explain Iceland's leadership role in energy, 
green solutions and sustainability. 
The authorities are committed to reducing green-
house emissions to achieve climate neutrality by 
2040, setting Iceland on a path to net negative. 
Due to our location within an active volcanic sys-
tem, Iceland pioneered the application of geother-
mal for electricity generation and heating - 99% of 
both comes from renewable sources. There are in-
credible opportunities in the development of 
low-temperature geothermal solutions, with po-
tential for worldwide use. This also led to a promis-
ing offshoot in the field of carbon capture, with a 
powerful new technology being developed that re-
moves carbon from the air, then pumps it under-
ground to quickly turn to stone.

“Open culture fosters 
creativity and an 

exchange of ideas” 

By: PEDRO AMARAL
pedro@the-businessreport.com

BUSINESS ICELAND

https://www.businessiceland.is/
https://www.greenbyiceland.com/
https://work.iceland.is/
https://www.rsc.is/
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Economic travails of the past have taught Iceland a 
valuable lesson: to have a solid economy you need to 

foster innovation across a wide range of sectors.

Nurturing Icelandic 
ingenuity

By ALISON ROBERTS
staff@the-businessreport.com

I celand’s reputation as an 
emerging champion of inno-
vation and new technologies 

has been hard earned. The econo-
my, which for much of the 20th 
century relied heavily on fishing, 
had diversified into manufactur-
ing and services, with burgeon-
ing sectors such as software and 
biotech, along with tourism. But 
the economic slump that followed 
the default in late 2008 of all three 
major privately owned commer-
cial banks forced a profound re-
think of a model that was marked 
by over-reliance on financial ser-
vices.

Now, government policy seeks to 
foster innovation across indus-
tries, to avoid excessive depen-
dence on individual sectors. The 
aim is to escape what Bloomberg, 
in a recent feature on this new 
economic model, labeled Ice-
land’s ‘Boom-to-Bust Past’.

The creation of a Ministry of 
Higher Education, Science and 
Innovation is seen as a milestone 
on this new road. The young min-
ister who heads it, Áslaug Arna 
Sigurbjörnsdóttir, has made pub-
lic reference to the need for Ice-
land to put behind it its roll-
er-coaster economic history: not 
only the 2008 crash but the 1969 
recession caused by a sudden dis-

appearance of herring due to 
overfishing.

More recently, the COVID-19 
pandemic, which devastated the 
important tourism sector, has 
served as a reminder of the need 
to keep diversifying, rather than 
allowing investment in individual 
industries to crowd out others.

Soon after taking office, Sigurb-
jörnsdóttir also stressed the need 
to strengthen links between 
higher education and society, 
saying in an interview with 
Stúdentablaðið, a student news-
paper, that this “encompasses 
everything, whether it’s the con-
nection with innovation, taking a 
better advantage of Icelandic in-
genuity or research.”

The Reykjavik Science City, a 
public-private initiative overseen 
by Business Iceland – itself a pub-
lic-private partnership charged 
with promoting and marketing 
the country abroad and stimulat-
ing economic growth – is the 
most prominent example of gov-
ernment working in partnership 
with business and educational in-

Reykjavík Science 
City is a hub for 
innovation, research, 
and technology.

 Strengthening 
links between higher 
education and 
society encompasses 
everything.

ÁSLAUG ARNA SI-
GURBJÖRNSDÓTTIR 
Minister of of Higher Education, 
Science and Innovation

Government agencies are playing 
their part in other ways, with Ice-
land having risen up the rankings 
of the European Union’s eGov-
ernment Benchmark (in 2022 be-
low only Malta, Estonia, and Lux-
embourg). Digital Iceland, a 
project overseen by the Ministry 
of Finance and Economic Affairs, 
has led the transformation, help-
ing institutions make digital ser-
vices their primary means of 
communication with the public, 
with a view to providing better 
service, boosting the country’s 
competitiveness, and making in-
frastructure more secure.

Icelanders historically stood out 
for their ingenuity, and while the 
tribulations of the past cannot be 
forgotten, establishing the right 
macro environment for innova-
tion and economic diversity 
bodes well for the nation’s future.

INNOVATION

stitutions to foster innovation 
with a view to driving the cre-
ation of economic value.

The aim of this network of uni-
versities, companies and start-
ups, and other research centers is 
to “enable creatives, environ-
mentalists, scientists, engineers, 
and students to collaborate and 
exchange ideas, leveraging our 
strengths in sustainable tech to 
turn global challenges into end-
less opportunities.”

More physical infrastructure is 
planned, with science parks and 
entrepreneurship hubs to be con-
nected to neighbourhoods, green 
spaces, and public transportation 
networks. The links are already in 
place and serving their purpose.

“The goal is to promote Iceland as 
the perfect environment for inno-
vation, technology, and develop-
ment,” explains Jarþrúður Ás-
mu nd s dó t t i r ,  t he  he ad  o f 
innovation and technology at 
Business Iceland. “Reykjavik has 
unique infrastructures, for exam-
ple universities, science labs, and 
tech companies.” 

The focus is on three main sectors: 
blue tech, green tech, and life sci-
ences – all areas in which Ice-
landers have extensive knowl-
edge and experience. More 
generally, Business Iceland has 
identified as key sectors Energy & 
Green Solutions, Innovation, Cre-
ative Industries, Tourism, Sea-
food, and Food & Natural prod-
ucts.

In the field of energy, in particu-
lar, Iceland is a recognised global 
leader in geothermal and hydro 
and is also an attractive place to 
invest in new technologies, 
thanks to the generous funding 
for R&D activity in the country.

Companies can claim tax deduc-
tions on spending on innovative 
projects in any field, or – if their 
taxable income is not large 
enough, part of the spending can 
be reimbursed – all if the project 
meets certain conditions, as cer-
tified by Rannís, the Icelandic 
Centre for Research. Ágúst In-

gþórsson, its General Director, 
says he sees opportunities “ev-
erywhere” in Iceland. 

Iceland’s top educational institu-
tions, are not only open to inter-
national collaboration, but have a 
great deal to offer, says Jón Atli 
Benediktsson, the Rector and 
President of the University of Ice-
land, the country’s oldest and 
largest such institution.

“We have outstanding research-
ers who are open minded in their 
collaboration with other scien-
tists on diverse topics that are 
very important for the interna-
tional community,” he says. “And 
we are very strong in many differ-
ent fields. Health sciences, engi-
neering, geosciences, geothermal 
energy, renewable energy, the 
humanities and social sciences – 
in each of these disciplines and 
many others, we bring a lot to the 
international table.”

Business Iceland 
has identified as key 
sectors Energy & Green 
Solutions, Innovation, 
Creative Industries, 
Tourism, Seafood, 
and Food & Natural 
products.

Veritas Iceland is national market leader in the im-
portation and distribution of pharmaceuticals and 
health products. As CEO Hrund Rudolfsdottir ex-
plains, the group is far from resting on its laurels.

How would you summarize Veritas?
Veritas is a group of six companies working in the phar-
maceutical and health sector, importing and distribut-
ing about 60% of all pharmaceuticals entering Iceland. 
We are proud partners of global brands – we have con-
tracts with around 350 producers – and of course of local 
retailers. We have grown organically and through the 
acquisition and successful integration of a half dozen 
companies, while implementing digitalization. 

How does Veritas promote sustainability?
We have long implemented best-in-class approaches to 
corporate governance, how we approach health profes-
sionals, and what initiatives we support. Each company 
has a board with independent members. As a woman, I 
am committed to equal rights – another long-estab-
lished group focus. On environmental sustainability, we 
have been deeply engaged as well. Two years ago we 
published a sustainability report. Sustainability mea-
surements are on our managers’ agendas and count for 
incentive programs. From their regular employee meet-
ings, our people know sustainability is part of our DNA.

What role does digitalization play in your success?
We have used smart digital ways of decreasing systems 
errors, hugely improving levels of service for customers. 
We know digital solutions don’t work unless frontline 
staff have the right attitude, so we have successfully 
worked to nurture a culture of service and professional-
ism. Customers now have a self-service option, logging 
on and taking care of business themselves. We also use 
digital to share tailor-made information with them.

Keeping growth 
sustainable

By ALISON ROBERTS
staff@the-businessreport.com

HRUND RUDOLFSDOTTIR 
CEO of Veritas Iceland

https://www.government.is/ministries/ministry-of-higher-education-science-and-innovation/#:~:text=The%20role%20of%20the%20Ministry,and%20creating%20knowledge%2Dbased%20jobs.
https://www.veritas.is/en/
https://island.is/en/o/digital-iceland
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lation genetics (now a subsidiary 
of California-based Amgen); Al-
votech, a biosimilars specialist, 
currently traded on the U.S. Nas-
daq, which is expanding locally; 
and CCP Games, a video-game 
developer now based at the Park.

Other business ties are also being 
strengthened. “In the past, stu-
dents often worked at companies 
over summer, but now many 
work on innovative projects and, 
in some cases, create their own 
companies,” Benediktsson high-
lights of this “fantastic develop-
ment”.

Internationally, UI seeks to col-
laborate with the best universi-
ties. “We want to give back to the 
global community,” he says. “We 
have collaborators all over the 
world. We need to take advantage 
of connections with universities 
via various means including Eu-
ropean Union funding, to join in 
addressing global challenges. But 
we have excellent partners in the 
U.S., including the University of 
Minnesota for forty years now.”

Under the leadership of Jón Atli Benediktsson, the 
largest University in Iceland continues to be a major 
driver behind some of the country’s most innovative 

and successful ideas.

Research-driven 
innovation boosts 
Icelandic business

Active links with business remain 
crucial, too. And UI knows a 
thing or two about that.

“Throughout our history, we have 
had strong contacts with indus-
try,” the Rector points out. 
“Some of Iceland’s most import-
ant companies are rooted in re-
search at the University. The core 
ideas behind Marel, an interna-
tional leader in food processing, 
originated here in the ’70s, and 
more recently UI was one of the 
founding partners of Carbfix, an 
innovative company that removes 
CO2 from the atmosphere.”

Since 2004, a fast-growing UI 
Science Park has been “a corner-
stone” of Reykjavik Science City, 
a public-private partnership 
aimed at attracting investment 
and driving value creation. 
“We’re strengthening our con-
tacts with industry and increas-
ing its focus on innovation based 
on academic research,” he ex-
plains. “We also have incubators 
and start-ups.”

Among the tenants are deCODE 
Genetics, a global leader in popu-

F ounded in 1911, the Reyk-
javík-based University of 
Iceland (UI) is the coun-

try’s oldest and largest, but today 
stands out as a promoter of inno-
vation more than ever. 

Its Rector and President, Jón Atli 
Benediktsson – a professor of 
electrical and computer engi-
neering – sees UI’s focus on re-
search as key to its future and that 
of the country. “We in the sector 
want to ensure that innovation 
and strategic advancement are 

research-driven,” he says. “We 
see that as a prerequisite to lasting 
success.”

Icelandic society is always open 
to collaboration and new ideas, 
he argues, and the recent creation 
of a joint Ministry of Higher Edu-
cation, Science and Innovation 
signaled “an increased focus” on 
this on an institutional level. “The 
minister has already become a 
spokesperson for innovation, 
seizing the opportunities of the 
digital age,” Benediktsson adds. 
“She has also stressed the impor-
tance of financing higher educa-
tion.” 

JÓN ATLI BENEDIKTSSON
Rector and President of University of Iceland

By ALISON ROBERTS
staff@the-businessreport.com

 We in the higher 
education sector 
want to ensure that 
innovation and strategic 
advancement are 
research-driven. We see 
that as a prerequisite to 
lasting success.

UNIVERSITY 
OF ICLAND 
IN NUMBERS

15,089 
students

1,714 
staff

1,361  
articles 
published
in ISI-journals
in 2021

Founded in

1911

INNOVATION

english.hi.is

A university of the future
The University of Iceland is a research university which covers 
all academic disciplines and is ranked among the best in the 
world. Get ready for an exceptional experience in a forceful 
university where we prepare people for leading roles in life.

We have been
conducting research
since 1911

https://english.hi.is/university_of_iceland
https://www.decode.com/
https://marel.com/en
https://www.carbfix.com/
https://www.alvotech.com/
https://www.ccpgames.com/
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 We have been 
successful in fostering 
research, innovation 
and technology 
development through 
direct grants and the tax 
deduction system.

Strong government 
support for 

Icelandic innovation 

Rannís, the Icelandic Centre 
for Research, is tasked with 
supporting R&D and innova-
tion in the country. Working 
under the aegis of the govern-
ment's Science and Technolo-
gy Policy Council, Rannís pro-
motes innovative business 
and international opportuni-
ties, as its General Director, 
Ágúst Ingþórsson, explains.

How would you describe 
Iceland of 2022?
I am privileged to be part of a 
team that has been transforming 

Most of the Technology Develop-
ment Fund money is allocated to 
company grants. We might pro-
vide €15,000 for the initial devel-
opment of a business idea during 
six to nine months. Then there's a 
grant of €100,000 per year for 
two years for what we call 
‘sprouting’, and then additional 

Rannís serves as a one-stop shop for public 
funding and support in research, innovation, 

education, culture and youth activities.

By ALISON ROBERTS
staff@the-businessreport.com

Iceland for the last three decades, 
starting with the negotiations for 
the European Economic Area 
(EEA) Agreement. It has made us 
more international in trade, re-
search and innovation, culture 
and education, and I see opportu-
nities everywhere.

To take one example, Rannís 
oversees the Erasmus+ program 
locally, a huge European mobility 
initiative under which more than 
15% of the population received 
support at one time or another to 
study or work abroad. There are 
more people coming to Iceland, 
too. In the last seven years, there 
were around 12,500 outbound 

and around 23,000 inbound stu-
dents, staff and volunteers. To put 
this into perspective, Iceland’s 
population stands at 375,000.

What role did Rannís play 
during COVID-19? 
The government decided to roll 
out extra funding to be deployed 
quickly. Companies spending on 
research and innovation repre-
sented the most significant par-
cel, with Rannís assessing and 
certifying specific projects. 
Around 85% of companies that 
applied received a tax deduction 
or  reimbursement.  During 
COVID, the amount increased to 
25% for big companies and 35% 
for small companies. From 2020 
to 2021 overall support doubled 
and this became the third-most 
generous support system in the 
OECD.

How does this align with 
Rannís’s broader mandate?
We have been successful in fos-
tering research, innovation and 
technology development through 
direct grants and the tax deduc-
tion system. The support system 
itself was very stable from 2004 to 
2010 and then we also introduced 
the tax aspect, so the overall sup-
port increased. New increases fol-
lowed in 2013 and 2016 saw a sig-
nificant boost to both basic 
research and the Technology De-
velopment Fund, our early-stage 
financier of R&D projects and 
start-ups.

INNOVATION

ÁGÚST INGÞÓRSSON 
General Director of Rannís

funds for growth and even more 
for the sprint. So, most of the 
funding goes straight to compa-
nies, while a portion of the ap-
plied research funding is allocat-
ed for collaborations between 
universities and companies. 
We’ve had 800 applicants which, 
given the size of Iceland, is a fairly 
high number. There’s a great 
amount of competition for each 
grant with a success rate of 
around 20%.

What else about Iceland's 
operating environment is 
conducive to business? 
The entire innovation ecosystem, 
which receives support from poli-
ticians and the general public. We 
still have a shortage of people 
qualified in STEM (science, tech-
nology, engineering and mathe-
matics) subjects, but the govern-
ment is committed to tackling 
this. If you’re a foreign expert, or 
an Icelander who has lived abroad 
for over a decade, you can get a 
25% reduction on income tax for 
up to three years. We’ve seen a 
surge in applications for this in 
the last 18 months.

Who do you want to partner 
with on an international 
level?
Since 1994, when we entered the 
EEA, we’ve had access to Europe-
an Union cooperation programs. 
We have been quite successful in 
research, innovation and educa-
tion programs and this has really 
supported the science and inno-
vation side and has been particu-
larly good for companies. 

We are very involved in European 
cooperation and that this is the 
way to go. We clearly get more out 
than we pay in.

The level of engagement with Eu-
rope is very high and we often 
benefit from being peripheral: 
we’re seen as somewhat exotic, 
and others want to have us in 
their consortium. European co-
operation has been the focus be-
cause that comes with money, 
but we are also committed to Arc-
tic collaboration for geopolitical 
reasons.

Rannís – your gateway to Iceland‘s 
research and innovation community

● Rannís supports research, innovation, education and culture in Iceland by administering national funding 
 and international cooperation

● Rannís supports businesses through the Technology Development Fund and Tax Deduction for Research and 
 Development

● Rannís is a one-stop-shop for international cooperation managing EU’s programmes like Horizon Europe, 
 Digital Europe, Creative Europe, Erasmus+ and LIFE Programme

● Rannís is part of the Enterprise Europe Network that helps small and medium sized companies 
 with international cooperation

Rannís - The Icelandic Centre for Research 
Borgartún 30, 105 Reykjavík, Iceland Tel +354 515 5800, rannis@rannis.is
www.rannis.is

https://www.rannis.is/
https://en.rannis.is/funding/research/technology-development-fund/
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Iceland is pioneering the 
application of geothermal energy.

100% of electricity and house-heating needs 
are met with renewable energy in Iceland.




