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The 2008 financial crisis experienced by 

Iceland, part of the worldwide market crash, 

was the largest such collapse of an economy 

relative to its size in recorded history. This not 

only propelled the relatively obscure and 

remote nation into the global spotlight but 

prompted a wider array of protest and concern 

within Iceland over its financial and political 

direction. Fourteen years later, it is not clear 

how much progress has been made.  

 

Iceland was in such dire straits following the 2008 crash that it had to call in the IMF and accept the 

imposition of capital controls that were only lifted after a decade, and both the country and various 

institutions suffered in terms of reputation and credibility. Multiple bank directors, financial chairman and 

other businessmen were subject to criminal charges over their actions during the crisis, while banks 

themselves were castigated for engaging in circular share/loan purchases and thus contributing to the 

instability of the financial system. Political protests running into 2009 eventually saw the collapse of the 

government. All sides promised that, as expected, lessons would be learnt.  

 

It appears that they had not. In 2016, the PM Sigmundur Davio Gunnlaugsson resigned after it was 

revealed in the Panama Papers that his family owned an extensive offshore investment firm – one 

moreover, which was tied to many of the banks that failed in the previous decade. Multiple other Icelandic 

politicians, from both sides, were also implicated in assorted Panama Papers revelations, which damaged 

citizens’ views of the entire governmental system. More recent protests have centred on the new 

government’s sale of a 22.5% stake in Islandbanki, the national bank, in a less-than-transparent manner 

to potentially inadequate or ‘vulture capitalist’ investors, suggesting that both the political classes and the 

financial system are both still vulnerable to the profit motive over and above what is necessarily right. 

There is additionally, an ongoing dispute between Iceland and Namibia over the Icelandic major fish 

company Samherji’s alleged bribery of Namibian officials to secure Angolan and Namibian fishing quota 

rights (an incident which alone saw Iceland drop six points on Transparency International’s corruption 

index) – and subsequent ‘dirty tactics’ employed against Icelandic journalists and whistleblowers.  

 



 
  

 

It must be acknowledged that such instances of major corruption and fraud are rare in Iceland, either purely 

domestically or (as with Namibia) extending to foreign climates. Yet this only makes the ‘Fishrot scandal’ 

(as it became known) even more troubling, as Iceland’s record is generally one of transparency and 

strength. How deep do the scars of the financial crash run, and to what degree are actors taking advantage 

of the generally good market reputation to carry out their illicit activities? Iceland needs to prove that it can 

not only get a handle on isolated incidents such as Fishrot, but also prove that both the financial and 

political spheres have regained the lustre and reputation that have both taken a hit over the past ten years. 

Investor confidence is always slow to return and Samherji, Islandbanki and ongoing concerns about a 

political culture of creeping immunity will not endear Iceland to those with limited resources in a post-Covid 

and warring world.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

KCS Group Europe - Strategic Intelligence & Corporate Security 
 
A leading provider of security and intelligence services, we operate discreetly in some of the world’s most difficult environments on complex 
cases of fraud, theft, corruption, or market dynamics. We gather intelligence through the discreet use of human sources to level the playing field 
and help our clients identify and deal with any risks, weaknesses and threats which could impact on their business, financially or reputationally.  
 
Our key areas of expertise include: 

Corporate Intelligence Services - New market or sector entry research - Know your customer screening 
 
In addition, through our specialist team at KCS IS, we offer a unique service in the areas of Cyber Security and Cyber Risk. This covers 
penetration testing, vulnerability assessments, intelligence gathering and cyber security audits - providing unparalleled analysis, contingency 
planning, and implementation. 
 
To find out more or to arrange a meeting to discuss your business needs, please email the team at info@kcsgroupeurope.com or               
call (00 44) 2072451191 


