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1. Introduction  

Attempts to reinforce the local government system in Iceland in various ways have been 

periodically ongoing since the time of World War 2. The main characteristic of the system has 

been its fragmentation. The proportionally high number of very small municipalities has, 

through the years been a problem, at least when connected to the expansion of the welfare 

state with increasing tasks for the public sphere – not least in welfare services on the local 

level. The main emphasis in Iceland has been on reform through municipal amalgamations – 

making the municipalities bigger in order to be able to take over more tasks from the state 

and better cope with the tasks already being their responsibility. Icelanders have somewhat 

been successful in reforming the local level, not at least through two comprehensive local 

referendums on municipal amalgamations, first time in 185 municipalities in 1993 and the 

second time in 66 municipalities in 2005. Despite the fact that municipal amalgamations are 

fully voluntary for each municipality through citizen referendums, the number of 

municipalities has reduced since 1993 by 62 percent – from 196 to 74. Over a longer period 

(1973-2013), the reduction is 67 percent, which means that the proportional reduction of 

municipalities in Europe for the period is only higher in Greece and Belgium (Steiner et al. 

2016). The promoters for reforms have however, repeatedly pointed out that the system still 

needs further reforming and preferably bigger municipal units. In the last 10 years, the main 

emphasis in reinforcing the municipal level has been by going into inter-municipal cooperation 

instead of amalgamating municipalities. Research has shown that cost-efficiency, scale-

economy and capacity can be gained by IMC arrangements and that this is one of the primary 

explanatory factors behind municipalities going into cooperation arrangements (Eythórsson 

2017, Swianiewicz 2011, Lundtorp & Weber 2001). Therefore, no wonder that quite a lot of 

municipalities have chosen that alternative over amalgamations.  

One can ask if the reality is as simple as that? While there has been more or less consensus 

on the gain in efficiency and capacity, some researchers have pointed out democratic 

problems and democratic concerns of various kinds connected with municipalities 

participating in inter-municipal cooperation arrangements. Lack of efficiency in decision 

making in these contexts and lack of transparency in decision-making in inter-municipal 

cooperation arrangements, have been highlighted as the negative side of the coin. This kind 

of arrangement in most cases means that director boards or committees for a cooperation 

arrangement are established. They have board members from most or all involved 
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municipalities as well as a director responsible to this board. Therefore, the IMC boards or 

councils are not directly elected in respective municipality.  

In this paper, I intend to investigate this side of the coin and base my analysis on data from 

survey material from two different surveys where elected local councilors were asked about 

various aspects connected to inter-municipal cooperation. The main questions will concern 

inter-municipal cooperation arrangements and their consequences for democracy, 

democratic accountability, efficiency and decision-making in this context where directly locally 

elected councils delegate some of their power to arrangements who are in cooperation with 

similar local political units.  

In section 2, I will give a background on the local government system in Iceland, its 

fragmentation, the functions of the municipalities, municipal reforms and developments. In 

section 3, I try to give a picture of the experience and the academic debate about the motives 

for and consequences of inter-municipal cooperation arrangements. In section 4, the analysis 

of the two local leader´s surveys are presented. In section 5, I will sum up the results and try 

to evaluate whether these democratic concerns about inter-municipal cooperation 

arrangements are something that really should be considered when this softer way of 

territorial rescaling is chosen instead of the harder way of amalgamating municipalities. 

 

2. On the municipal level in Iceland 

A main characteristic of the Icelandic local government system is the proportionally great 

number of sparsely populated municipalities. That is evident in European comparative 

perspective (Baldersheim & Rose 2010, p. 3; Karlsson & Jóhannesson 2014, p. 18). The very 

smallest municipalities are often agricultural communities even without any villages and a 

population close to 50 inhabitants. At the same time, the capital of Reykjavík has a population 

of 123,000. The small units are proportionally numerous. Even though the mean size is about 

4500, the median size is only just below 900. Due to the fragmentation one could have guessed 

that the local level expenditures do not constitute much – the fact is that it is only 30.1% of 

total public spending – which is quite low in comparison with the other Nordic countries where 

local (and regional) level expenditure is between 60 and 70 percent. Anyway, a broad range 
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of services are provided by local governments, either all by themselves or in cooperation with 

the state:1 

1. Education 
o Primary schools  
o Kindergartens  
o Music schools 

2. Social services 
o Social and financial counselling contribution.  
o Provision of social home care  
o Unemployment and employment services 
o Affairs of children and youth,  
o Handicapped affairs  
o Elderly care  
o Homeless, alcoholics and drug addicts. 

3. Health care centers  
o Health surveillance  

4. Culture 
o Cultural museums  
o Community centres  
o Arranging festivals which form part of the local culture. 
o Public libraries  

5. Sports and youth welfare  
o Playgrounds 
o Youth centres  
o Central baths  
o Sports centres  
o Sports arenas 

6. Fire department and public disaster protection 
7. Hygiene  

o Health control 
8. Planning and construction 
9. Traffic and transportation 

o Construction and maintenance of municipal roads 
10. Environmental affairs 

o Public parks, cleaning and cultivation of road surroundings and managing of 
public decorations 

11. Industrial affairs 
o Municipalities can choose to assist selected branches of industry if found to 

be necessary such as agriculture and tourism 
 

 

                                                             
1 See for example in Eythórsson et al. (2014). 
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The municipalities are members of the Association of Local Authorities in Iceland (Samband 

Sveitarfélaga) and operate eight regional associations of local authorities. The regional 

associations pursue the joint interests of the local authorities in each region. In some cases, 

the regional associations have also been entrusted with special tasks of the local authorities, 

such as refuse disposal and operation of school offices.  Inter-municipal cooperation is 

widespread.  

 

2.1. Inter-municipal cooperation 

Inter-municipal cooperation (IMC) in Iceland has a history of many decades, as there has been 

significant cooperation between smaller municipalities in order to cope with the provision of 

services which, in many cases, it became difficult to provide by themselves. Inter-municipal 

cooperation was, until the Local Government Act of 1986, voluntary but based on special acts 

or contracts between institutions if they wanted to join forces on certain issues or services. 

With the Act of 1986 voluntary cooperation was made a free choice for those who wanted 

(Grétarsson 2013, p. 98-99).  

No specific form of IMC is compulsory even though in some cases this is considered a duty 

or a moral duty, such as joining the cooperation in regional federations of municipalities and 

regional economic development centres. However, municipalities are not obliged to be 

members of these, although there are very few exceptions from membership. When the 

municipal level took over the responsibility for handicap services in 2011 it turned out be 

compulsory, at least for the largest municipalities. The required minimum size of a municipality 

for running the services was a population of 8,000 (Samkomulag ríkis og sveitarfélaga um 

tilfærslu þjónustu við fatlaða 2010 [Agreement between state and municipalities regarding the 

transfer of services for people with handicaps]). Only 7 out of 74 municipalities in the country 

attained that minimum so something had to be done and some form of cooperation had to be 

introduced. In five cases a single municipality runs the handicap services, whereof two have 

been granted a dispensation due to special geographical conditions. In four cases a larger muni-

cipality has a contract with a smaller neighbouring municipality or municipalities. In seven 

instances the handicap services are operated in the inter-municipal cooperation form of 

permanent arrangement. There are a total of ten different cooperation entities. The number 

of municipalities involved in any form of cooperation is 69/74 so only five are totally absent. 
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Thus, in this sense most of the municipalities were in fact obliged to take part in cooperation 

projects. Nevertheless, the sector is strictly state regulated and the municipalities are 

rigorously controlled by laws and regulations. 

All other inter-municipal cooperation projects are voluntary in such a way that the 

municipalities can decide for themselves whether they want to be members or not. A large 

number of small municipalities can be seen as members out of necessity due to lack of capacity 

to run services, as well as for economic reasons where the shortcomings of smallness make it 

almost impossible to run, for example, schools for themselves. 

In late April 2016 a project aiming at mapping inter-municipal cooperation in Iceland was 

completed (Jóhannesson et al. 2016). The main aim of the project was to map the scope and 

content of inter-municipal cooperation entities in the whole country, as well as implementing 

a survey on inter-municipal cooperation among all elected local officials. Totally, 197 formal 

cooperation arrangements exist throughout the country and the average involvement of a 

municipality in a cooperation arrangement is 13.5, however varying quite much by regions and 

municipalities (see table 1). 

  
Table 1. Inter-municipal cooperation arrangements in Iceland 2016. 

Mean frequency of arrangements and range by population size of municipalities. 
 

 
 

By a marginal the most frequent areas of cooperation are Primary school and various Social 

services (30-36). Public security and Fire brigade and Culture and Museums (22-23) are issues 

that come behind but significantly more frequent than other issues. (Jóhannesson et al. 2016 

and Eythórsson 2017 and figure 1).  

 

Population Mean Range
500 and less 11,2 5 to 20
501-1000 15,0 9 to 21
1001-2500 15,3 9 to 21
2501-10000 14,1 6 to 22
More than 10000 14,5 13 to 16
All 13,5 5 to 22
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Figure 1. Inter-municipal cooperation in Iceland 2016 by issues. 
 

2.2.  Reforms and developments 

2.2.1. Territorial reforms 

Historically, the number of municipalities reached its peak of 229 in 1950. The decrease in the 

number of municipalities after that can mainly be explained by two developments - the total 

depopulation of a number of rural municipalities and some amalgamations (Eythórsson 1998). 

The changes since 1990 have been more or less facilitated by two referenda on municipal 

amalgamations - one in 1993 and the second in 2005 - and their implications (Eythórsson 

2009). Since municipal amalgamations in Iceland are voluntary they have to be approved by a 

simple majority in a referendum in every single municipality.  

In November 1993, referenda were held in 185 municipalities out of 196. All submitted 32 

proposals accepted would have meant a reduction in the total number of municipalities down 

to 43. However, every proposal except one rejected in these referenda. This only caused an 

immediate reduction of municipalities by three, but a process never known before had 

started. By the Local Government elections held in spring 1994, several voluntary 

amalgamations among those that had voted ‘yes’ in the November 1993 referenda had 

already reduced the number of municipalities to 171. By the next elections in 1998, the 

number was reduced further to 124 and was as low as 105 in the local government elections 
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in 2002. This development had led to a reduction of municipalities by as much as 47 percent 

in only 9 years. The reduction from 196 to 105 in only 8 years was mainly a bottoms-up 

approach led by the municipalities even though the original initiative in 1991-1993 had come 

from above – the state government. 

In 2003, the Icelandic Ministry of Social Affairs launched a new extensive reform project on 

the reinforcement of the municipal level, this time done in cooperation with the Federation 

of Municipalities. The main objectives were to strengthen municipalities so they would be 

better able to provide their current level of services and be strong enough for taking over new 

functions from the state. This required both revision of the division of tasks between state and 

local level as well as a revision of local government finances, but the cornerstone of the project 

was to strengthen the local level by amalgamating smaller municipalities. Even though the 

number of municipalities had reduced by almost 50 percent since year 1993 the government 

commission argued that this had not changed the characteristics of the municipal structure. 

Still there were far too many too small municipalities lacking the capacity to take over more 

responsibilities from the state. Following figure illustrates the changes in the municipal 

structure in historical context. In 2006, municipalities with a population of less than 1000 were 

almost 70 percent of all municipalities and in 2013 this rate was 57 percent.2 

 
Figure 2. Municipalities in Iceland in different size categories 1950 - 2013. 

 

                                                             
2 Mainly based on Eythórsson (2009). 
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As in 1993, the setup was to have referenda in all for the cause relevant municipalities. In the 

spring and autumn 2005 referendums on 17 different proposals for new municipalities were 

held in 66 municipalities. A total acceptance would have led to a reduction from 101 to 52. As 

in 1993, the overall result was a great disappointment for the promoters – only one proposal 

was voted for in all involved municipalities, which led to an immediate reduction by 3. 

For decades, pressure was maintained from above on reforming the municipal level by 

means of municipal amalgamations in order to reinforce the municipalities, thus enabling 

them to take over more tasks and responsibilities from the state.  A decade with two referenda 

certainly achieved results, but the core problem was far from being fully remedied. In a way, 

amalgamations to solve the problem had reached a terminal state. The Parliament was always 

and has always been unwilling to force this process by legislation on a minimum size for a 

municipality (Eythórsson 1998). For those wanting to reinforce the municipal level by transfer 

of tasks from the state, something else had to be done (Eythórsson 1998, Eythórsson 2012). 

Eventually, interest in increased inter-municipal cooperation was awakened. The primary 

school had been transferred from the state to the local level in 1996 and in 2006/2007 interest 

in further transfer intensified. A consulting forum between the state government and the local 

authorities decided early in 2007 to revise the division of tasks and responsibilities between 

the state and the local level. The aim was to integrate services on the local level and 

strengthen local social services. A further aim was to reinforce the local level and simplify the 

division of tasks between the two levels.i The plan was to fully transfer the handicap services 

in 2011; this, however, was only part of a strategy to decentralize more welfare services from 

the state. Elderly care and health care centres were to follow and upper secondary schools 

were even discussed. At this point, it was obvious that such a programme could not be 

implemented without comprehensive inter-municipal cooperation. A reinforcement of the 

municipal level with transfers of tasks taken care of by the municipalities through inter-

municipal cooperation projects became a more popular solution and a serious alternative 

after the defeat of the amalgamation option (Eythórsson 2012, 2014a, 2014b). However, the 

step taken in 2011 when services for individuals with handicaps were transferred, is the only 

one so far. 

Since 1993, the number of municipalities has fallen from 196 to 74 today, that is by 62 

percent, which is among the greatest reductions in Europe (Steiner et al. 2016). Nevertheless, 
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the proportional number of small municipalities is still high, so the question of reforming the 

municipal sector is still around in the debate on public sector reforms.  

At present, after a ten years period with almost no municipal amalgamations, some interest 

in further amalgamations seems to be awakening from below. On the initiative of several  

municipalities, preparations for referendums in around 20 municipalities in autumn 2017 or 

early year 2018, possibly leading to a reduction of the number from 74 to approximately 60. 

2.2.2. Functional reforms 

Two general and extensive reforms in transferring functions from the state to the local level 

have been implemented in Iceland; primary schools in 1996 and handicap services in 2011. 

The first one indirectly caused municipalities to amalgamate while the latter led instead to 

more comprehensive inter-municipal cooperation than before. 

Primary schools  
A bill on transfer of all responsibility for primary schools was passed in Althingi in 1995 and 

took effect in 1996. This had only been partly taken care of by the municipal level so this 

change meant a great change both in scope and in turnover for the municipalities. The running 

of the primary school level soon became a heavy burden for many of the smallest 

municipalities and they began to run into financial problems one after another. Despite some 

extra state grants to them, this remained a problem for many of them and this functional 

transfer is believed to have caused several directly and indirectly forced amalgamations where 

small municipalities had no other option than to merge with the neighbors (Hlynsdóttir, 2001 

and Eythórsson, 1998). Eythórsson (1998) argues that this transfer of functions was exercised 

by the government by using so called monetary influence (see Etzioni 1970). Whether this 

caused any municipal amalgamations or not is however not in any way supported directly by 

research results but the fact is that amalgamations between 1994 and 1998 reduced the 

number of municipalities from 171 to 124 and further between 1998 and 2002 from 124 to 

105. Looking at this, it can be argued that this reform in the mid-nineties had two effects: 

Strengthened the local level with the transfer of functions and rationalized by causing 

reduction in the number of very small municipalities (Eythórsson, 2012).     

Handicap services 
Ever since the years after 2000 an interest for further transfer of functions from the state level 

to the local level has been existing. A survey among elected local politicians in 2006 showed 
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broad interest in taking over functions from the state – especially elderly care and handicap 

services (Eythórsson et.al. 2006). In 2007 when the Social Democrats came to power, this 

came into preparation process. The handicap services became the first function into 

preparation stage. This got support, both from the local sector, politicians and the Federation 

of Municipalities but there were also critical voices. The critic was that so many municipalities 

were small, far too small to have the necessary capacity to take this function over – with more 

than half of the municipalities with a population of less than 1000.      

The transfer was implemented in 1st. January 2011. Here, it showed that things had taken 

another direction – the contract between the involved parts: Three ministries and the 

Federation of Municipalities contained a paragraph where minimum size for a service region 

for handicap services was defined as 8000 inhabitants. These service regions should be 

created and developed in cooperation between the municipalities in the regions. In fact, this 

meant that only few municipalities took over this function by themselves. In 5 cases a single 

municipality runs the handicap service, in 2 cases a larger municipality has a contract with a 

smaller neighboring municipality and in 10 cases the function is driven in an inter-municipal 

cooperation with 5-13 municipalities involved. In most of these cases it is run by the regional 

federations of municipalities by a contract. The contract on the transfer of the services 

between the state and the municipalities, defines 8000 as a minimum - done when the fact 

was that only 7 out of 74 municipalities reached that minimum. That is in fact a significant step 

towards a new policy – a step from the former intentions to reform the structure with 

amalgamations. 

For some years it was the intention to do the same thing with elderly care – to transfer 

it to the municipalities who should solve it with inter-municipal cooperation where necessary.  

Originally, this was intended to take effect in January 2012 but it still has not taken effect. 

 

3. Inter-municipal cooperation: Pros and cons 

Academic literature on inter-municipal cooperation does not stretch far back in time. 

However, a considerable variety of material exists on motives, experiences, advantages and 

disadvantages or problems with inter-municipal cooperation. In this section I discuss the main 

arguments for and against inter-municipal cooperation as presented in research material. 
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3.1. Main motives: Economies of scale and capacity 

Research evidence has shown that the main idea behind going into inter-municipal 

cooperation arrangements is the gained economy of size for the municipalities involved. This 

has also to do with gain in service quality, service capacity and administrative capacity.  

Lundtorp and Weber (2001) found in their study of IMC projects in Denmark that professional 

capacity (d. faglig bæredygtighed) and service quality clearly increased for those municipalities 

who went into the cooperation. Further, one main gain was reduction of costs and therefore 

the municipalities got the same or more quality at lower or at least same prices (Lundtorp and 

Weber 2001, p. 77-78). In a study of Icelandic IMC projects from 2003, Ragnarsson found clear 

signs of scale economy and therefore reduction of expenditure. In that study, local leaders, 

especially in the smaller municipalities, believed that inter-municipal cooperation was more 

flexible alternative than amalgamations (Ragnarsson 2003, p. 86-87).  

Results from several studies on IMCs in Iceland point in this direction; both from Sveinsson 

on the regions of Westfjords and North-West Iceland in 2014 and Arnardóttir on West-Iceland 

in 2011. Hlynsdóttir (2004) did a study on extensive cooperation between four municipalities 

in South-Iceland and found clear evidence of scale economy as well as increased service 

quality and quantity in most fields of services in cooperation – however not in administration 

and primary schools (Hlynsdóttir 2004, p. 110ff). The newest findings are by Eythórsson (2017) 

who found out in two different surveys that the strongest reason for municipalities by entering 

cooperation arrangements was to be able to successfully deal with problems or tasks, which 

were beyond the scope of one municipality. Additionally another frequent motive was 

reducing costs, thus providing opportunities for economy of scale and reduced expenses. His 

results clearly indicated that smaller municipalities tended to try to solve their scale, 

professionalism and capacity problems by cooperating with other similar municipalities – 

joining in a larger unit and that they saw cooperating as a choice, instead of risking entry into 

a somewhat peripheral, powerless situation with low status, in an amalgamated municipality 

(Eythórsson 2017).  

In a book on inter-municipal cooperation in Central and Eastern Europe Swianiewicz brings 

up several main benefits of joining inter-municipal cooperation. The first mentioned is added 

economies of scale and service delivering capacity for small municipalities who join the 

cooperation. The second is that cooperation prevents ‘free-riding’ if the catchment area of one-

municipality is wider than administrative boundaries with neighboring municipalities. The third 
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benefit identified is joint management of indivisible infrastructure. The fourth advantage is that 

it might be better or even necessary to manage functionally integrated services in areas, which 

are administratively fragmented. The fifth source of strength is increased visibility for smaller 

units, which lack capacity for the effective promotion of, for example, tourism. The sixth and 

last item mentioned by Swianiewicz is increased potential for access to funding – not least EU 

funding (Swianiewicz 2011).  

Recent research from Sweden by Wiberg and Limani (2015) shows clear signs of the 

collaborative profile meeting needs for higher cost efficiency and competence among staff in 

three Swedish municipalities. 

Steen (et al. 2017) distinguish between the cooperative and amalgamation solutions to 

capacity and efficiency problems by using the terms “soft” and “hard” mechanisms suggesting 

that the soft mechanisms politically offer more plausible solutions since they don’t interfere 

with existing territorial structures (Steen et al. 2017 p. 68).   

There seems to be a fairly good evidence of various advantages of entering inter-municipal 

cooperation, not least for small municipalities. But do these reasons for joining forces offer 

added capacity and efficiency without any disadvantages? 

3.2. The more doubtful views: Democracy, accountability and 
efficiency.  

Democratic concerns connected to inter-municipal cooperation arrangements have been 

raised by some scholars, mostly related to the complexity of accountability and decision-

making. Voters in local government elections delegate their power to their directly elected 

politicians, which in itself is a delegation of authority which in principle, could be a problem. 

This is a fundamental aspect of representative democracy. What is not necessarily included in 

representative democracy, however, is the situation when elected officials in municipal 

councils further delegate their authority to another board or council, which is not in any way 

elected by their voters. Thus, a democratic dilemma can occur.  

In a report on inter-municipal cooperation in Denmark, the Danish political scientist Ulrik 

Kjær mentions several ‘potential concerns on democracy’ connected to inter-municipal 

cooperation projects (Kjær 2000). The first being that the political minority on each municipal 

board involved in cooperation is, or can be, undermined since it is more commonly a 

representative from the political majority in council who represents the municipality on the 
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IMC board. The second concern is that having only one representative on these IMC boards 

leads to fewer possibilities of monitoring that the interests of each municipality are taken care 

of. A third consideration is that political accountability can be diffuse. The voters have problems 

realizing which politician in their municipality is responsible for the decisions of an IMC board 

(Kjær 2000, p. 11ff). However, in another research on inter-municipal cooperation in Denmark 

these concerns about democracy received much less support. The Danes Lundtorp and Weber 

(2001) argued that their research findings did not confirm the democratic concerns expressed 

by Kjær (Lundtorp & Weber 2001, p. 73-74).  

Neither does earlier Icelandic research on this topic seem to support these kinds of concerns 

for the democratic aspect (Ragnarsson 2003, Hlynsdóttir 2004, Arnardóttir 2011 and Sveinsson 

2014). In Finland, criticism has mostly focused on overgrown, inefficient and, therefore, 

expensive administration in the context of inter-municipal cooperation – not on the democratic 

aspect (Pekola-Sjöblom 1998).  

More recent European research results identify democratic deficits, slow decision-making, 

increased personnel and political costs as unfavourable consequences of cooperation. First, 

Swianiewicz (2011) on that the democratic deficits are caused by several factors such as unclear 

decision making procedures, which are not as clear as in the local government; less 

transparency in decision-making; unclear answers to the question who controls and how is the 

budget control is and how local councils and citizens are informed about decisions. He even 

raises the question if IMC arrangements can be vulnerable to corruption. (Swianiewicz 2011, 

8ff). Second, he mentions slow decision-making processes as consequences with complicated 

decision-making and lack of hierarchal provisions to get out of deadlocks. Third, he talks about 

the political costs for (at least) some of the politicians by sharing their power and sharing their                                               

prestige and pride with politicians from other municipalities, which can weaken ability to 

cooperate. (Swianiewicz 2011, 8ff). 

Gutlic (2011) describes the accountability problems as obstacles to inter-municipal 

cooperation due to the confusion around whom is responsible. In her empirical study in Sweden 

this is confirmed – some of her respondents talk about this as making the cooperation difficult and 

that a one „driving“ person with a clear mandate would definately help in IMC arrangements. 

Denters (2017) has very recently written about participation and democratic accountability 

in inter-municipal cooperation arrangements. He points out that democratic control and 

accountability of IMC is normally concentrated in the hands of directly elected councils, which 
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can cause this IMC arrangement not to function. Democratically, the channels for citizen 

control will be indirect since the members of IMC councils or boards are elected by local 

councilors who are directly elected. Further, the position of elected municipal councilors is 

weak since they are not well equipped to exercise control over IMC´s. Finally, accountability 

is unclear in such multi-actor settings as IMCs are. On efficiency and decision-making, Denters 

notes that there are no clear incentives for effectiveness and efficiency because it is unclear 

who benefits from success of the IMC arrangements or takes the blame for their failures. 

Moreover, IMCs can be costly systems due to high transaction costs and ineffective due to 

decisiveness in decision- making. He concludes that calls for new forms of democratic control 

and accountability is no surprise and becomes even louder when the task scope broadens 

(Denters, 2017). 

 

4. Two local leader surveys 

The data analysis aimed to answer the research questions in this paper is from two data sets. 

One is from a net-survey questionnaire, which was mailed in the spring 2015 to all elected 

local politicians in the Faroe Islands, Greenland and Iceland and was a part of the research 

project „West Nordic Municipal Structure“, financed by The Arctic Cooperation Fund. In this 

case only the answers from the Icelandic leaders are analysed. The questions were on several 

topics but mainly on structural reforms, local democracy and local and regional 

entrepreneurship. The final response rate was 54 percent (263/487) (Eythórsson et al. 

2015).  

The other survey was sent out in the spring 2016 to all elected local officials in the country, 

this time as a part of the research project “Samstarfsverkefni Sveitarfélaga” [Inter-Municipal 

Cooperation in Iceland] (see Jóhannesson et al. 2016). In the survey, the local elected officials 

were asked various questions on inter-municipal cooperation. The final response rate was 53 

percent (258/489) (Jóhannesson et al. 2016). 

In both cases the respondents were asked whether they agreed or not agreed to 

statements. The statements were about inter-municipal cooperation in general but their 

answers are taken as their judgement based on their own experience in their own municipality 

and it´s IMC context and experience.   
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4.1. Accountability 

In both surveys the respondents were asked about accountability in the context of IMCs. In 

one the question was about the complexity of accountability and the direct wording of the 

other was on problems due to unclear accountability. These questions and the concerns 

behind them are raised for example by Kjær (2000), Gutlic (2011) and by Denters (2017) as 

seen above.  

In both surveys reported here a strong support for the statements is evident. In the 2016 

survey a good majority believes that the accountability is not clear in inter-municipal 

cooperation arrangements (table 1). This is quite even between leaders in municipalities with 

different population size. Between 75 and 87 percent agree or strongly agree to the statement 

and the balance score is 49 percent. 

 

Table 1. Inter-municipal cooperation can be problematic due to unclear accountability. 

 

The same tendency is in the survey from 2015 even though on different measurement scale. 

On the scale 1 – 7 the mean scores are all above the mid-point of 4 – the lowest at 4,56 and 

the highest is 5,56. These scores are 65 – 79 percent of the scale on the “agree side” so we 

see a very similar pattern in both surveys. 

 

Strongly 
agree Agree Disagree

Strongly 
disagree N Balance score

Population in municipality

500 and less 26% 49% 26% 0% 39 49%

501 - 1000 24% 53% 18% 4% 45 56%

1001 - 2500 31% 56% 13% 0% 45 73%

2501 - 10.000 30% 49% 19% 2% 47 57%

More than 10.000 32% 53% 11% 5% 19 68%
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Figure 3. “Inter-municipal cooperation can be problematic due to complex accountability”. Iceland. 
Mean scores on a scale 1-7 on the above statement (1=Completely disagree; 7=Completely agree). 
(N=243). 
 
Further, we see from figure 2 that accountability is believed to be complex or unclear in IMCs 

in all size categories of municipalities. However, a pattern seems to be that this believe is 

stronger in municipalities with population of more than 1000. 

Accountability seems definitely to be a concern in the context of inter-municipal 

cooperation in Iceland – at least among the elected local councilors.   

4.2. Efficiency and decision-making 

Complexity and/or inefficiency in decision-making in inter-municipal cooperation 

arrangements is argued in almost all the research findings quoted above (Pekola-Sjöblom 

1998, Gutlic 2011, Swianiewicz 2011 and Denters 2017). However, no research in Iceland has 

ever showed any anything in this direction, except in Hlynsdóttir´s qualitative research on 

IMCs in South Iceland from 2004. 

To put this short, the two surveys from 2015 and 2016 show that this belief is widespread 

among the local leaders – that is, inefficiency in decision making is apparent in IMCs. From 75 

– 90 percent of the leaders in the 2016 survey “Strongly agree” or “Agree” with the statement 

that IMCs are problematic due to inefficiency in decision-making. That is a huge majority in all 

size categories so this seems hardly to be questionable. 
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5000 +
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Completely disagree                                   Neither nor                                            Completely agree

Cooperation - complex accountability: Iceland
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Table 2. Inter-municipal cooperation can be problematic due to inefficient decision-making.. 

 

The survey from 2015 shows clearly the same pattern. A very good majority agrees with the 

statement that IMC can be problematic due to complexity in decision-making – a majority in 

all municipal size categories. But as in the case of accountability above, the views however are 

slightly different between larger and smaller municipalites. There is apparently a greater 

emphasis on the problematics among leaders in the bigger municipalities – that is, with a 

population of more than 1000. 

 

 

Figure 4. “Inter-municipal cooperation can be problematic due to complex decision making”. 
Iceland. Mean scores on a scale 1-7 on the above statement (1=Completely disagree; 7=Completely 
agree). (N=242). 
 

Strongly 
agree Agree Disagree

Strongly 
disagree N Balance score

Population in municipality

500 and less 26% 49% 23% 3% 39 49%

501 - 1000 27% 48% 23% 2% 44 50%

1001 - 2500 30% 57% 14% 0% 44 73%

2501 - 10.000 30% 53% 13% 4% 47 66%

More than 10.000 32% 58% 5% 5% 19 79%
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Total

Completely disagree                                   Neither nor                                             Completely agree

Cooperation - complex decisions: Iceland
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To sum up, the Icelandic elected local leaders seem to have a strong belief in that inter-

municipal cooperation can cause complex and inefficient decision-making in these 

arrangements. 

4.3. Efficiency and overview 

When some of the municipal services are provided directly by the municipalities by 

themselves and some through cooperation arrangements with others, things can get more 

complicated for both the citizens and the politicians. Even what services are offered can be 

less transparent. In quite many cases the IMC arrangements have their own webpages where 

the services are presented. This does not necessarily mean that the same IMCs are presented 

or accessible on the web pages of the municipalities.  A survey among directors of 50 inter-

municipal cooperation arrangements in Iceland conducted in February/March 2015 showed 

that in 60 percent cases the citizens are informed about the activities of IMCs on the IMC 

webpages and only 43 percent on the webpages on the municipalities (Eythórsson 2015). This 

means that in less than half of the cases, the citizens can get information through their own 

municipality‘s webpage. Shoul they manage or bother to look up the webpage of the IMC not 

more than 6 out of 10 have one. This does not help citizens or politicians to get proper 

information or overview over the services. 

In the survey from 2016 the local leaders were asked about this – one question on the 

overview of themselves and another on their evaluation on the overview of the citizens. In 

table 4 we see rather clear results. The local leaders do not believe that IMCs improve the 

overview of the citizens over what servies they can get. Of course this means the opposite – 

the citizens have less overview I dare to say. From 62 to 78 percent of them disagree or 

strongly disagree with the statement in different size categories. It is just in the smallest 

municipalities where a majority of them agrees (64%). 
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Table 4. Inter-municipal cooperation improves the overview the citizens have over what services 
they can be provided. 

 
In the following table (table 5) we see the repsonses of the local leaders themeselves on the 

same question. Their views appear to be more split. In the bigger municipalities (2500 and 

more) over 60 percent of the leaders disagree, which means that they feel less overview. In 

the smallest municipalities (1000 and less) this is the opposite (36-41%).  

 
Table 5. Inter-municipal cooperation improves the overview the politicians have over what 
services are provided by the municipality. 

 
A similar pattern shows up in the responses to both question, however more split on the 

overview of the leaders themselves. In the bigger municipalities the overview is not believed 

to improve with IMCs which is the case in the smaller ones. The opinion is more split among 

the leaders than what they think about the voters. An explanation to these differences 

connected with population size is not obvious and need probably deeper investigation with 

for example interviews or focus group methods. 

Strongly 
agree Agree Disagree

Strongly 
disagree N Balance score

Population in municipality

500 and less 11% 53% 28% 8% 36 28%

501 - 1000 2% 32% 56% 10% 41 -32%

1001 - 2500 0% 38% 51% 11% 37 -24%

2501 - 10.000 5% 18% 64% 14% 44 -55%

More than 10.000 6% 29% 53% 12% 17 -29%

Strongly 
agree Agree Disagree

Strongly 
disagree N Balance score

Population in municipality

500 and less 17% 42% 33% 8% 36 17%

501 - 1000 9% 56% 27% 9% 45 29%

1001 - 2500 3% 48% 40% 10% 40 0%

2501 - 10.000 4% 35% 46% 15% 46 -22%

More than 10.000 5% 32% 37% 26% 19 -26%
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4.4. Democracy 

The last analysis conducted in this paper is on a general evaluation of the local leaders in 

Iceland of whether inter-municipal cooperation is a democratic way of providing municipal 

services. Above we have analyzed and discussed several democratic aspects of IMCs but as 

the next statement is stated, it shall be considered as a quest for a general evaluation of 

whether inter-municipal cooperation as such is democratic. We have seen that there are 

widespread doubts on accountability and efficiency in decision-making when it comes to IMC. 

Therefore, the results in table 6 are surprising: A strong majority of the local leaders believes 

that IMCs are a democratic way of providing services to the citizens. This except in the six 

biggest municipalities where the opinion is 50/50. In the other categories, those who agree or 

strongly agree are 62 – 82 percent. 

 

Table 6. Inter-municipal cooperation is a democratic way of providing services to the citizens. 

 

5. Concluding discussion 

To sum up the results from the analysis we can start with saying that accountability is 

definitely a concern and is considered as somewhat problematic in the context of inter-

municipal cooperation, among the elected local councilors in Iceland. The main pattern is that 

this is rather the belief of the leaders in the municipalities with population of more than 1000 

than of those in the smallest ones. Inefficiency in decision-making in inter-municipal 

cooperation arrangements is widely argued in research findings on inter-municipal 

cooperation and democracy. In the case of Iceland in the data from the local leader‘s surveys, 

it turns out to be a strong belief in that inter-municipal cooperation can cause complex and 

inefficient decision-making, which makes it less efficient than in local government 

arrangements where the services are provided by a single municipality.  

Strongly 
agree Agree Disagree

Strongly 
disagree N Balance score

Population in municipality

500 and less 26% 56% 15% 3% 39 64%

501 - 1000 5% 57% 26% 12% 42 24%

1001 - 2500 14% 55% 25% 7% 44 36%

2501 - 10.000 7% 55% 25% 14% 44 23%

More than 10.000 6% 44% 19% 31% 16 0%
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On the questions on whether IMC arrangements give more and better overview over the 

service provision the main answer is no. That is however, somewhat related to municipal size 

– a majority of the leaders in the smallest municipalities believes that efficiency and overview 

is gained by going into IMCs.  

This evidence is definately giving support to the more doubtful views put forward by 

various scholars (Pekola-Sjöblom 1998, Kjær 2000, Gutlic 2011, Swianiewicz 2011 and Denters 

2017). Inter-municipal cooperation in Iceland has its advantages through increased capacity 

and economy of size, but it also seems to have these democracy related problems. Therefore, 

it is rather surprising to see that in the last table presented in this paper we see that a strong 

majority of the local leaders in the country agrees with the statement that inter-municipal 

cooperation is a democratic way of providing services!  

This raises some questions. Do Icelandic local leaders really think that inter-municipal 

cooperation is a democratic way of providing the services but still see various backsides of this 

form? Or do they understand the concept „democracy“ in another way than including 

democratic accountability and decison-making efficiency in it? Or are the problems with 

accountability and decision-making efficiency not big enough to affect the general judgement 

of whether IMC is a democratic way to provide services or not? We have to have in mind that 

the data we are analysing in this paper is from surveys among the „elite“ – elected local 

politicians. Do they see these things in a different way than the ordinary people? Would we 

get different kind of results in a citizen survey? That question cannot be answered here but 

would be interesting to see. Still, the local leaders in Iceland do agree that there are some 

concerns related to the institutional arrangement IMC.  
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