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Mr. Chairman,

Mr. Vice-Minister,

Ladies and Gentlemen.

It is always a pleasure to have an occasion to visit the Eternal City and in this instance I would like to thank the Italian – Icelandic Chamber of Commerce for inviting me to address its annual general meeting. I have tried to follow the activities of the Chamber from a distance and would like to commend the Board and the membership for the excellent work done to promote greater awareness, understanding and contacts between our two countries. The Chamber is a vital source of information about our economies, business environment and new opportunities.

This morning, I had a very cordial and productive meeting with the President of the Council of Ministers, Mr. Prodi, where we discussed ways to further enhance bilateral relations, as well as regional and international issues of common concern. It is clear that there is a strong willingness on both sides to work closer together in various areas and, both I and Mr. Prodi feel that it is important to harness this mutual interest and realise concrete results. 

I also had an audience with His Holiness the Pope and we discussed Iceland´s relations with the Holy See and the flourishing Catholic congregation in Iceland. It so happens that the increased vitality of Catholicism in Iceland coincides with a period of sustained economic growth, where a shortage of labour has resulted in immigration primarily from Eastern-Europe and Asia. I informed His Holiness that these recently arrived members of our community have been welcomed in Iceland.

Several factors have contributed to this economic prosperity, not least the policies pursued by the Government of Iceland in recent years. This includes liberalisation, deregulation and privatisation, with the aim of improving the economic environment and encouraging entrepeneurship. Tax-cuts have been an important element and the corporate tax was reduced from 50 percent in 1990 to 18 percent in 2002. This has attracted foreign investors, encouraged local investment and discouraged Icelandic companies from moving abroad and, most interestingly, increased Government revenue. Simultaneously, Government debt has been all but eliminated. 

Other important factors which have contributed to Iceland´s advance are the European Economic Area Agreement, which makes Iceland a member of the EU´s Single Market, and Iceland´s strong and fully funded pension system, which has provided much needed capital for investments abroad. The flexibility of the Icelandic economy, especially of the labour market and benefits of international education, have also made an impact.

All of this has also led to a rapid expansion of the activities of Icelandic companies abroad, in fields such as banking and financial services, software, biotechnology, aviation and tourism, prosthetics and generic pharmaceuticals, as well as retail merchandising, apart from the traditional fisheries sector. The continuing development of the vast energy resources of Iceland, both hydropower and geothermal power, has provoked great domestic and foreign interest in utilising secure sources of clean and renewable energy at competitive prices. Furthermore, renewable energy expertise and technology will increasingly figure in commercial Icelandic activities abroad. 

Unfortunately, this economic vibrancy has not been adequately reflected in trade and investment between Iceland and Italy. In the year 2006, Icelandic exports to Italy amounted to only 1% of our total exports, while Italian imports to Iceland were about 3,6% of what was brought into the country. As these statistics are in favour of Italy, it might be said that this is a challenge mainly for Iceland. However, such a one-dimensional balance-sheet does not take into account that there are possibly goods, services and technology produced in Iceland, which could enhance the efficiency and profitability of some Italian companies. Iceland has many things in common with Italy and a lot to offer, not least in the field of renewable energy.     

As far as investments are concerned, there are several positive signs, for example, the activities of Icelandic companies such as the Landsbankinn Kepler, the Actavis Italy pharmaceuticals and the Promens plastics producer in Italy. Until recently there were no Italian investments registered in Iceland. This lack of interest by Italian investors has now, hopefully, been reversed by the agreement signed this summer by the Italian Becromal aluminium products company on investing in a new a factory in Northern Iceland for the production of high voltage aluminium foils for industrial use. This bodes well for the future.  
What can we do to enhance our trade relations ? In the short term, it is important to provide the relevant legal framework and intensify political and diplomatic contacts. I specifically mentioned two issues to President  Prodi, which we believe would have an immediate positive impact. First of all, to finalise the ratification by the Italian Parliament of the Agreement on the Avoidance of Double-Taxation. Secondly, to agree on reciprocity in diplomatic representation in our capitals. 

In the longer-term, there are measures which can be taken by the two governments and to which I am willing to commit the Government of Iceland. We can consult on how to improve even further the business environment in Iceland and Italy, with the objective of increasing bilateral trade and investment. Apart from the important energy sector, we can encourage greater cooperation in financial services, retail merchandising, high-quality food production and marketing, as well as exploring interaction in tourism. For this purpose Icelandic and Italian authorities have agreed to set up a Task Force under the auspices of our Ministries responsible for Foreign Trade in order to explore ways and means of enhancing our trade and economic relations.   

Finally, it is an established fact that cultural promotion frequently yields economic benefit. In that context, I am happy to announce that the Government of Iceland intends to support financially the teaching of Icelandic at the La Sapienza University in Rome, and it will give me particular pleasure, in a short while, to present a grant for the translation of Icelandic literature into Italian. I might add, that the Government of Italy has for some time commendably supported the teaching of Italian in Iceland.

The ministerial participation here today shows the commitment of the governments but, as far as trade and investment is concerned, they can only be facilitators. It will be up to the private sector to make use of the opportunities provided and the chambers of commerce can play a vital role in creating interest and mobilising key actors. At the end of the day it is the market – companies and individuals – who will determine the outcome. I look forward to seeing improving statistics in the years to come.

Before concluding, I would like to say a few words on the broader political ties between Iceland and Italy. The bilateral relations have always been very friendly and constructive and we are usually like-minded in the multilateral fora where both are represented. This has been reflected in mutual trust and support. In that spirit, I am very pleased to note that President Prodi this morning reaffirmed the support of Italy for Iceland´s first-time candidature to the United Nations Security Council for the period of 2009-2010. Such a declaration of confidence will further consolidate the friendship between Iceland and Italy.
Ladies and Gentlemen,

On this occasion, where so many advocates of Icelandic-Italian friendship and cooperation have gathered, I am pleased to  introduce to you Mrs. Silvia Cosimini, the Italian voice of some of Iceland´s best authors, such as Halldór Kiljan Laxness, Thor Vilhjálmsson, Arnaldur Indriðason, to name just a few.

Silvia´s translations have been published by prominent Italian publishers, such as Iperborea, Guanda and Mondadori. Her deep passion for Iceland, where she lived and studied for many years, combined with a natural curiosity and wit, as well as a solid cultural background, has made Silvia a point of reference for Icelandic culture in Italy. This is a role she has tirelessly assumed for many years, by maintaining a close relationship with Iceland, the Icelandic language and the Icelandic cultural environment.

For this invaluable service, the Government of Iceland has decided to award Silvia Cosimini a grant, which I ask her to come and receive.
