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Dear Sir, 

At the outset, allow me to thank Iceland and especially Prime Minister Katrín Jakobsdóttir for becoming a WHO 
Champion for the European Well-being Economy Initiative and for hosting the first Well-being Economy Forum 
in Reykjavik. I also wish to congratulate Iceland on its actions in taking forward evidence-based alcohol policies, 
including the community-based participatory approach to prevent substance use in youth. Alcohol consumption 
and its related burden of disease continue to be responsible for some of the greatest health and societal challenges 
faced by Member States in the WHO European Region. It is clear that there is no room for complacency in 
holding firm on evidence-based alcohol policy measures. 

With this in mind, I am concerned by reports of a legislative proposal to extend the opening days of the State 
Alcohol and Tobacco Company of Iceland (ÁTVR) stores so that they would be operational on Sundays. I am 
also aware that there have been recent challenges to the government-owned monopoly system, such as the 
possibility for online sales of alcohol by local retailers and sales by small breweries. We have observed a rising 
trend in alcohol consumption in Iceland with a relative increase of 17% in the past 20 years, while the Region as 
a whole is on track to meet the voluntary noncommunicable disease target of a relative reduction by 10%. WHO 
remains very concerned with the high levels of alcohol intake in Iceland as well as the rising trend, which we 
expect to continue should the country decide to increase availability of alcohol. 

I urge you to stay firm in the current debate and I personally encourage you to consider the public health risks 
that would be associated with the suggested proposal. There is compelling evidence to suggest that extending 
hours of sale will result in increased alcohol consumption and harm, with serious public health consequences, 
leading, for example, to a substantial increase in healthcare costs and pressures on health systems. The European 
Framework for Action on Alcohol 2022–2025, unanimously adopted by all 53 Member States in 2022, urges 
Member States to prioritize actions to regulate availability of alcohol, including considering the provision of 
state-operated alcohol outlets. As emphasized in international research and rating systems such as the global 
Alcohol: No Ordinary Commodity project, government retail monopoly stores are effective in reducing alcohol 
availability and health and social problems related to alcohol use. 

The WHO Regional Office for Europe stands by you in this important and challenging period, and is ready to 
provide support and advice to Iceland to ensure continued commitment to effective alcohol control policies. 

Yours very truly, 

Dr Hans Henri P. Kluge 
Regional Director 
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Copy for information to: 

Ms Ásthildur Knútsdóttir, Director General, Department of Public Health and Sciences, Ministry of Health, Skógarhlíð 6, 
Reykjavík IS-105, Iceland 
H.E. Mr Einar Gunnarsson, Ambassador, Permanent Representative, Permanent Mission of Iceland to the United Nations 
Office and other international organizations in Geneva, Avenue Blanc 49, 6th floor, Case postale 86 
Geneva 20 CH-1211, Switzerland 
H.E. Ms Helga Hauksdottir, Ambassador Extraordinary and Plenipotentiary, Embassy of Iceland, Strandgade 89 
Copenhagen K 1401, Denmark 
Mr Páll Magnússon, Counsellor, Permanent Mission of Iceland to the United Nations Office and other international 
organizations in Geneva, Avenue Blanc 49, 6th floor, Geneva 20 CH-1211, Switzerland 
 

 
 


