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Status of Human Rights in Iceland
for the 54t Session of the
Universal Periodic Review

Background

1. Iceland is an island country located in the Atlantic Ocean and has a population of
approximately 399,000 people.! The population is predominantly Christian, with
approximately 69.9% of the population identifying as Evangelical Lutheran, 15.3% as other,
6.1% as Catholic, 2.9% Reykjavic Free Church, 6.1% belonging to no religion.>

2. Iceland’s last review was held on January 25, 2022.3 As a result of the review, Iceland
received 230 recommendations, 218 of which it accepted.* It was recommended by the
Philippines, and supported by Iceland, that the government “[t]ake immediate and effective
steps to combat discrimination against persons with disabilities, particularly persons with
Down syndrome, strengthen public awareness campaigns to uphold their rights, and provide
comprehensive support and assistance to persons concerned and their families.”> Additionally,
while no recommendations were made regarding assisted dying, we are concerned about recent
efforts to legalize this abhorrent practice. No recommendations were made regarding religious
freedom. In our last report, we expressed concern over Iceland’s abortion laws, particularly the
targeted abortion of preborn babies with Down syndrome.

Legal Framework
Abortion

3. Under Article 65 of the Constitution of Iceland, “[e]veryone shall be equal before the
law and enjoy human rights irrespective of sex, religion, opinion, national origin, race, colour,
property, birth or other status.”® Further, under Article 76, “[f]or children, the law shall
guarantee the protection and care which is necessary for their well-being.””

4. Under Article 4 of Iceland’s Termination of Pregnancy Act, No. 43/2019:

Any woman who so requests shall have the right to have her pregnancy
terminated up to the end of the 22nd week of pregnancy. In all cases, pregnancy
shall be terminated as soon as possible, and preferably before the end of the 12th
week of pregnancy.®

5. Additionally, under Article 8 of this same law:

Before a pregnancy is terminated, the woman shall have the opportunity to
receive information and counselling from a physician, a nurse, a midwife and a
social worker, as necessary. Furthermore, the woman shall be informed of the
potential risks associated with the procedure (cf. Article 5 of the Patients’ Rights
Act, No. 74/1997), by the physician who carries out the procedure or a physician
with special qualifications in the field of the termination of pregnancy.
Following termination of the pregnancy, the woman shall have the opportunity
of a supportive conversation.
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All information and counselling provided in relation to the termination of
pregnancy shall be given in an impartial manner and be based on tried and tested
knowledge, with respect for human rights and with human dignity as the guiding
principle.’

6. Additionally, Iceland is a party to the International Covenant on Civil and Political
Rights (ICCPR).!® Under Article 6 of the ICCPR, “[e]very human being has the inherent right
to life. This right shall be protected by law. No one shall be arbitrarily deprived of his
life.”!!

7. Iceland also has a responsibility to protect the lives of preborn babies under other
international agreements, such as the UN Charter, the Universal Declaration of Human Rights
(UDHR), and the 1994 Cairo Conference on Population and Development.

Assisted Suicide

8. Under Article 71 of the Constitution of Iceland, “[e]veryone shall enjoy freedom from
interference with privacy, home, and family life.”!?

9. Article 213 of the Penal Code of Iceland states that “[a]Jnyone who takes the life of
another person at his/her urgent request shall be subject to imprisonment for up to 3 years.”"?
Article 214 states that “In case a person be conducive to another person’s committing suicide
he/she shall be subject to [imprisonment for up to 1 year] or fines. In case this be done for a
selfish purpose the penalty shall be imprisonment for up to 3 years.”'

10. As a party to the ICCPR and the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities
(CRPD), Iceland is required to protect human life. Article 6 of the ICCPR requires that no
human being be arbitrarily deprived of his life.!* Article 10 of the CRPD requires that “States
Parties reaffirm that every human being has the inherent right to life and shall take all
necessary measures to ensure its effective enjoyment by persons with disabilities on an
equal basis with others.”!® Additionally, the CRPD requires States Parties to recognize “the
need to promote and protect the human rights of all persons with disabilities, including
those who require more intensive support.”!”

Abortion

11.  In our last report, we expressed concern over both the expansion of access to abortion
and the number of preborn babies with Down syndrome being aborted. We recommended that
Iceland reform its laws to protect all human life, including preborn babies with Down
syndrome. Unfortunately, nothing has changed, and the practice of killing preborn babies
remains prevalent in Iceland.

12.  During Iceland’s last review, it supported a recommendation from the Philippines to
“[t]Jake 1mmediate and effective steps to combat discrimination against persons with
disabilities, particularly persons with Down syndrome, strengthen public awareness campaigns
to uphold their rights, and provide comprehensive support and assistance to persons concerned
and their families.” Unfortunately, as discussed below, Iceland has not taken steps to uphold
the rights of individuals with Down syndrome but instead allows them to be killed before they
are even born.
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13. In Iceland, approximately 80-85% of women undergo prenatal screenings. While these
screenings are helpful in assessing the health of the baby, they are being used to potentially
diagnose babies with Down syndrome, which is then used as justification for an abortion.'® As
a result, only two to three babies with Down syndrome are born in Iceland every year.!” What
is also troubling is that this is touted as a revolutionary way to eradicate Down syndrome. The
truth is that Iceland has not found a way to eradicate Down syndrome, but instead, just
exterminates every preborn baby who may possibly have Down syndrome.

14. Additionally, noninvasive prenatal testing (NIPT) for chromosomal disorders, like
Down syndrome, only indicates the likelihood of disorders, it cannot diagnose them.?® These
tests have known limitations and, in some cases, can produce more false positives than true
positives.?! In fact, one study found that among low-risk women (women under the age of
thirty-five), the positive predictive value for screening for Down syndrome is below 50%.%
This means potentially five out of every ten positive screenings are expected to be false
positives. As a result, perfectly healthy preborn babies are routinely killed under completely
false test results. The screenings themselves, with their unclear results and implications, often
do not bring peace or clarity; they bring anxiety and confusion.?* Even further confusion comes
from the advertising, which often makes NIPT seem like a diagnostic tool with an almost
perfect test rate.>* These tests are important, and when used in the right way, can help families
prepare for the baby they are about to welcome and care for. In no way should these tests be
the determining factor of whether a preborn baby is allowed to live or be killed.

15.  In our last report, we also noted that expanding access to on demand abortions up until
the 22nd week of pregnancy will undoubtedly lead to more preborn babies being killed.
Unsurprisingly, this has happened. In 2020, there were 969 abortions carried out, compared
with 1,035 in 2022, 1118 in 2023, and 1147 in 2024.% This shows that Iceland is failing to
uphold its obligations under the 1994 Cairo Conference on Population and Development, which
calls upon U.N. Member States to have an affirmative commitment to “reduce the recourse to
abortion.”?® As demonstrated through Iceland’s expanding access to abortion and the increase
in the numbers of abortions that have occurred since then, Iceland is not reducing the recourse
to abortion but is instead increasing it.

16. Abortion contravenes numerous fundamental human rights documents. These
documents affirm the dignity of human beings and establish that nothing can violate the rights
provided by them. For instance, the UDHR states that “recognition of the inherent dignity and
of the equal and inalienable rights of all members of the human family is the foundation of
freedom, justice and peace in the world.”?’ Further, the ICCPR states that “ [e]Jvery human
being has the inherent right to life. This right shall be protected by law. No one shall be
arbitrarily deprived of his life.”?® Unfortunately, Iceland has denied these rights to preborn
babies and preborn babies with Down syndrome.

Assisted Suicide

17. Since Iceland’s last review, the government has been exploring the possibility of
legalizing assisted suicide. In 2023, a survey was conducted by the Ministry of Health and
found that 56% of physicians, 86% of nurses, 81% of licensed practical nurses, and 84.4% of
patient associations are in favor of legalizing assisted suicide.?’ Then, in March 2024, the
Liberal Reform Party discussed a draft bill to allow for people with incurable illnesses and
dealing with unbearable pain to be killed with the assistance of a physician.*® Thankfully, while
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the bill was discussed among members of the Liberal Reform Party, it never formally came
before a parliamentary committee.>!

18.  While the survey showed that there appears to be support for legalizing assisted suicide,
the Icelandic Medical Association remains firm in opposing efforts to legalize assisted suicide.
Additionally, many individuals involved in palliative care also remain opposed to legalizing
assisted dying. This is because individuals involved in palliative care are responsible for
providing pain management and support and believe that allowing for assisted suicide is in
direct opposition to their mission. Indeed, they are correct. End-of-life care should be focused
on making individuals as comfortable as they can be, not hastening their death. Furthermore,
Iceland’s Ministry of Health should be unequivocally condemned for attempting to justify
assisted suicide through a popularity survey, reducing a profound human rights issue to a mere
opinion poll rather than upholding the inherent dignity and protection owed to every person.
Human rights are not determined by popular vote, they are God given and grounded in
universal, non-negotiable commitments.

19.  Assisted suicide is in contravention of numerous international agreements like the
ICCPR, UDHR, and the CRPD. Again, the ICCPR states that “[e]very human being has the
inherent right to life. This right shall be protected by law. No one shall be arbitrarily deprived
of his life.”* Further, general comment no. 36 on Article 6 of the ICCPR states:

The right to life has crucial importance both for individuals and for society as a
whole. It is most precious for its own sake as a right that inheres in every human
being, but it also constitutes a fundamental right, the effective protection of
which is the prerequisite for the enjoyment of all other human rights and the
content of which can be informed by other human rights.**

20. There are also numerous problems with allowing assisted suicide. The practice can be
abused to the disadvantage of the elderly and disabled. Recent medical research has indicated
several issues present in countries where euthanasia is legal.** For example, many laws have
ambiguous, nonphysical criteria for euthanasia, confusing doctors when they make
determinations approving euthanasia.’®> Research also identifies difficulties for determining the
patient’s state of mind and the voluntary nature of the act in the field.>® The unknown nature
of mental health progression creates another issue: it is difficult to judge whether treatment or
natural means will cause the mental issue to improve.®’ It is entirely possible that if these mental
health issues are treated, the suffering individuals will no longer wish to be killed.*®
Additionally, much of assisted suicide is conditioned on someone experiencing irremediable
suffering, but “how is suffering defined and when is it irremediable?”>° These questions have
no clear answers. All human life is sacred, not just healthy human life. If Iceland were to
legalize assisted suicide, the only outcome would be deaths of hundreds and even thousands of
people who are elderly and sick. End of life care must focus on helping the individual be as
comfortable as possible and not involve the deliberate killing of the individual.

Recommendations

21.  We urge Iceland to protect all human life and recognize the inherent dignity of every
human, including preborn babies. We request that Iceland reform its laws on abortion to protect
the life of everyone from conception till death, regardless of whether the individual is
considered “healthy.” No preborn baby should be killed, especially those who may be born
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with a medical condition or disease. No country can claim to uphold human rights while
allowing death as a solution to a “possible” disability.

22.  We also urge Iceland to protect the lives of individuals reaching the end of their lives.
Iceland has yet to legalize assisted suicide, and we hope that it will resist any future efforts to
legalize it. Instead of hastening the death of individuals who are old or sick, health care should
focus on palliative care and ensure that the individuals are as comfortable as possible.
Upholding the right to life includes making sure that no one feels that their only option is
suicide.
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