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nature is limited. This prevents us from satisfying 

our basic needs; physical, mental and spiritual. 

We have to remember that mankind is not the 

only species on the planet and our actions affect 

all of nature, both living and geological.

However, it can be difficult and complicated 

for young people to voice their opinion and 

have an influence on the decision making 

within society which affects nature. According 

to a study conducted by the Icelandic Youth 

Environmentalist Association about Youth 
Engagement in Land-use Planning (Annual 

report 2018-2019, Annex III), young people have 

little awareness, knowledge or experience in 

public participation during the process of land-

use planning*. Despite this lack of engagement, 

the study shows that a large proportion of young 

people have an interest and will to influence 

land-use planning and this handbook is our way 

to respond to that need.

What is Environmental Advocacy?

To answer this question, we must remember that 

the role of environmental non-governmental 
organizations (ENGOs) is to promote a better 

relationship between society and nature. This 

can be achieved with methods such as education, 

awareness-raising and by encouraging or 

pressuring governments and businesses to act 

more responsibly. Nature cannot speak for itself 

so we must care for its interests, just as when the 

rights and interests of children are safeguarded. 

We must also realize that our own interests are 

dependent on those of nature. This dialogue, 

which to a large degree involves interacting with 

governments, is what advocacy is all about. 

Advocacy can be a challenging subject and it 

is often difficult to make an assumption about 

what exactly is good for nature and society. Often 

these interests seem to collide and solutions 

must consequently be well thought-out. Logic 

and compassion must be continuously applied 

to make judgements about the best course of 

action at each given time. The aim is to keep 

interventions with nature at a minimum, while 

providing all inhabitants of the planet with good 

living conditions. The biggest challenge is how to 

interweave many different interests so none of 

them get left behind. Good advocacy is based on 

insight and an understanding of various topics 

of nature and society, such as ecology, social-

sciences, infrastructure and politics.

Dear Reader

The Icelandic Youth Environmentalist Association 

(Ungir umhverfissinnar) was established in 2013 

as a Non-Governmental Organization (NGO) and 

has since then been a platform for young people 

to participate in environmental advocacy, i.e. 

promote a better relationship between society 

and nature. This handbook is based on experience 

which we, the authors, have gained through 

participation in the organization’s activities. It 

is important to keep in mind that the approach 

and methodology presented here will evolve 

over time. Furthermore, it is worth mentioning 

that this handbook does not include instructions 

on how to carry out individual projects, but is 

rather an overview of the general approach 

we have adopted to positively influence the 

relationship between society and nature.

Examples of what can be found in 
the handbook:

 ~ How to write public comments

 ~ How young people can increase their influence and 

credibility when interacting with governments

 ~ Information about governance networks and 

democratic legitimacy

Examples of what can not  be found 
in the handbook:

 ~ What is right or wrong in how society interacts with 

nature

 ~ How consumers can find sustainable products

 ~ How businesses can implement corporate 

responsibility

Who is th is Handbook for?

The concept of advocacy can to many people 

seem confusing or unattractive, and it is easy 

to write off as too complicated for any further 

attention. This handbook is intended to make 

advocacy more accessible and understandable 

to young people who want to have a good future 

and push for systematic change in favour of the 

coexistence of society and nature. Everyone 

must be able to participate in the discussion 

about how mankind deals with these challenges 

and it is particularly important to include the 

perspectives of young people. This is because 

of the simple fact that young people will be 

most affected by how society conducts itself 

today within the limits of our planet. Mankind 

is experiencing an existential crisis because we 

have managed to threaten our own wellbeing by 

exploiting nature too aggressively, and therefore 

endangering the foundation of all of life’s benefits. 

Clean air and water are no longer freely available, 

food security is at risk or lacking, and access to 

01 INTRODUCTION

In the Icelandic Youth Environmentalist 
Association’s study on Youth Engagement in 
Land-use Planning, a survey was conducted 
among young people in Iceland about their 
knowledge, experience and interest regarding 
the topic.

Participants included 924 young people from 
all major regions of Iceland and 30 out of 38 
upper-secondary level schools. The age-range 
was 15-30 years old, with most participants 
aged 16-19 years old (843).

 ~ 35% were aware of their right to submit public 

comments regarding land-use planning.

 ~ 15% knew or had some idea about how/where to 

submit public comments.

 ~ 3% had previously submitted public comments.

 ~ 42% stated they would have submitted public 

comments previously, if they had known how to 

do it.

*
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The purpose of this chapter is to describe the 
context in which Icelandic environmental non-
governmental organizations (ENGOs) operate 
in while pursuing their goal of positively 
influencing the relationship between society 
and nature. This includes describing and 
mapping the various stakeholders involved, 
including the government or “the system”, 
and enables anyone to have influence in a 
more efficient and effective manner. The 
handbook should be particularly useful for 
environmental advocates in Iceland, but 
can also serve as an example for people and 
organizations in other regions. Later chapters 
describe the Icelandic Youth Environmentalist 
Association’s position in this context (chapter 
3), and the approach the organization has used 
so far based on this framework (chapter 4).

H I G H L I G H T S
W h o  I n f l u e n c e s  t h e 
R e l a t i o  n s h i p  B e t w e e n 
S o c i e t y  a n d  N a t u r e

E n v i r o n m e n t a l  L a w s  a n d 
R u l e s  i n  I c e l a n d

I c e l a n d  i n  a n  I n t e r 
n a t i o n a l  C o n t e x t
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clubs. This division of society into three sectors 

is nonetheless a very crude simplification, which 

doesn’t explain or describe all the nuances of 

society, such as when an individual participates 

in two or all three sectors, often in different 

contexts.

All three sectors can be described in more detail, 

for example by whether a group or organization is 

at the community, national or international level. 

These characteristics make a big difference, and 

to give a few examples; Icelandic municipalities 

are very different from the United Nations, 

neighborhood stores are very different from 

international companies, and the Icelandic Youth 

Environmentalist Association is very different 

from the World Wide Fund for Nature (WWF).

2 . 2 Governance of Society’s 
Relationship With Nature

The manner in which society interacts with 

nature can have diverse consequences, which 

can often threaten people’s health and livelihood. 

For this and other reasons, the topic has become 

one of many where society has collectively 

agreed to impose rules and restrictions on how 

members of society can interact with nature. As 

an example, waste can only be disposed of in a 

certain manner at defined locations, and carbon 

emissions are subject to limits. The process by 

which these kinds of rules and guidelines within 

society are formed and implemented is called 

governance. Governance as a concept can be 

understood in slightly different ways depending 

on the context. In a narrow sense it can refer to 

actions of the Government, such as the making 

and implementation of laws and regulations. In 

a broader sense, however, it can be understood 

as a combination of diverse communications 

and processes between individuals and actors 

across society, both formal and informal, which 

influence a given topic in either a concrete or 

indeterminate manner. In other words, society is 

governed by many actors apart from those who 

possess formal authority (the Government), and 

it is important to be aware of who these various 

actors are and how their influence varies. An 

understanding of complex interactions such as 

these is sometimes called situational awareness, 

and is an invaluable asset for practitioners of 

advocacy.

2 .3 Governance Networks

The overall picture of the relationship between 

society and nature is complex, and it can be 

difficult to define which actors influence the 

topic and how they interact among themselves. 

A useful approach to address this challenge is 

based on the idea of governance networks1. 

This approach is based on the premise that 

the governance of various topics, such as the 

environment, is too complicated to describe 

in a simplistic manner, and has the character-

istics of a complex system. Furthermore, these 

complex systems are constantly changing and 

have a variety of system-wide interactions not 

described in traditional stakeholder analyses. 

The complex and nuanced characteristics of 

governance networks are beyond the scope of 

this handbook, but it is necessary to mention a 

few fundamental aspects.

First, the participating actors of the governance 

network must be identified. This can at times 

be a difficult task, for example when there are 

influential actors who are difficult to notice, 

and when new actors step into the arena. 

An important thing to keep in mind is that 

1 .  Who Inf luences the Relat ionship 
Between Society and Nature?

Everyone can in some way influence the 

relationship between society and nature. 

Students can discuss recycling with their peers, 

members of parliament can make laws on 

nature conservation, and businesses can 

become carbon neutral. The influence of different 

individuals and actors varies, both by its nature 

and size of impact, but all participants comprise 

a larger collective whole; society, which has many 

different effects on nature.

The Icelandic Youth Environmentalist Association 

is one part of this collective whole, but in order 

to be able to perform its role successfully, it is 

necessary to be aware of who else is involved and 

what characterizes their influence. We must be 

able to map which different actors influence the 

relationship between society and nature, what 

resources they have and what effect their actions 

have on the overall picture. This makes it easier to 

find partners, coordinate actions and accomplish 

the drastic changes we need in order to live in 

harmony with nature as a global community.

Other topics can be mapped in a similar manner, 

such as education and gender equality. 

Furthermore, it is important to recognize that 

all topics are connected in some way, which 

means that advocacy has a greater impact in 

proportion to the number of topics we account 

for. Once we understand how various topics are 

interconnected, such as all of the m Nations 

Sustainable Development Goals, it becomes 

easier to recognize and promote holistic 

solutions.

2 .  Mapping the Relat ionship 
Between Society and Nature

2 .1 The Sectors of Society

Governments are among the many actors in 

society, and usually have a supervisory role 

regarding society’s various aspects. In Iceland, 

individual ministers are responsible for certain 

topics, such as the Minister of Environment 

and Natural Resources and Minister of Finance 

and Economic Affairs. This does however not 

mean that the Government controls everything 

regarding each aspect of society. Instead, 

the different aspects are in fact controlled by 

complex interactions between many different 

groups and individuals. As an example, culture 

and arts commonly exhibit this limitation of the 

governments’ role, where individual citizens 

can have a much greater and more versatile 

influence, e.g. by participating in music bands 

and TV-production. In comparison, the role of 

the Minister of Education, Science and Culture, 

is usually much more indirect compared to that 

of the artists.

To describe these complex interactions in the 

most simplistic manner, people often refer to the 

three sectors within society; the public sector 

(government), the private sector (businesses) 

and the third sector (non-governmental 
organizations). The public sector has the formal 

powers of government, the private sector has 

economic- and commerce-based influence, 

and the third sector’s influence stems from the 

participation of individuals. Non-governmental 

organizations (NGOs) are very diverse and 

everyone has the right to found and join 

organizations. Examples of different kinds of 

NGOs include environmental organizations, 

residents associations, workers unions and sports 
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governance networks exist whether we are aware 

of them or not, which means that those who can 

map governance networks have a significant 

advantage in everything relating to governance. 

Furthermore, governance networks are neutral in 

themselves, i.e. neither good nor bad, but what 

makes the biggest difference is whether individual 

actors operate in a democratic manner.

When the governance network’s actors have 

been identified, their characteristics and inter-

actions among themselves can be described 

in a systematic way. To give a glimpse of this 

methodology, the following items outline how 

governance networks are mapped but each item 

consists of several factors not covered here:

Governance network characteristics 
taxonomy, as described by Koliba et 
al:  1

 ~ Characteristics of Actors

 ~ Characteristics of Ties Between Actors

 ~ Network-Wide Functions

 ~ Network-Wide Structures

 ~ Complex Systems Dynamics

 ~ Accountability

 ~ Performance Management and Measurement

To give an example, we can look very briefly 

at the topic of climate change in Iceland. The 

Parliament (Althingi) and the Ministry of 

Environment and Natural Resources are central 

to the topic due to their power and influence 

via government authority. Then we can look 

at all businesses and individuals responsible 

for emissions and sequestration of greenhouse 
gases. An example of an actor participating on 

behalf of both the public and private sector is 

Green by Iceland (Grænvangur), a cooperation 

platform between businesses and government 

on climate issues and green solutions. Within 

the third sector, we have NGOs such as the 

Icelandic Youth Environmentalist Association, 

the Icelandic Environment Association 
(Landvernd), and the Consumers Association 

of Iceland (Neytendasamtökin). Interactions and 

ties between these actors and many more are of 

various nature and complexity but all contribute 

in some manner to Iceland’s performance in 

dealing with the climate crisis. 

3.  Laws & Rules Relat ing to Nature

3.1 The Structure of Government

Even though the government is not alone in 

shaping society’s behaviour, it most certainly 

holds a central role regarding its general frame-

work. In Iceland, the constitution is the basis 

on which formal authority is distributed. Iceland 

is a parliamentary republic, with separated 

legislative, executive and judicial branches of 

government. The purpose of this separation 

is to limit each branch’s authority and ensure 

no single individual or group holds excessive 

power. Althingi (Iceland’s parliament), founded 

in 930, enacts laws which the President must sign 

before they come into effect. More information 

can be found in Althingi’s introductory booklet 

(Icelandic and English). The President and 63 
Members of Parliament are democratically 

elected via secret ballots, and the President 

appoints Ministers who lead the Government. 

The Ministers hold the highest powers of the 

executive branch and are responsible for the 

implementation of laws, and use administrative 

tools such as regulations. A Presidential Decree 

(forsetaúrskurður) dictates the Government’s 

division into individual ministries and which 

topics fall under the supervision of each ministry, 

which can change regularly. The judicial branch’s 

Thingvell ir, 
where Iceland’s parl iament ( Althingi) 

was originally founded in the year 930, 
is intertwined with democracy in Iceland.

02 GOVERNANCE & NATURE IN ICEL AND
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it understandable to the public. In most cases, 

the quickest way to study a bill is to start reading 

the general comments (in the middle), before 

looking into the actual amendment articles (at 

the top) and the comments for each article (at 

the bottom).

3. 2 .3 Examples of Government 
Institutions

 ~ The Icelandic Institute of Natural History is 

primarily responsible for basic and applied research 

on Icelandic nature, with a focus on biology and 

geology. Other roles include the maintenance of 

scientific specimen collections and databases, the 

collection of literature on natural history, operation 

of Iceland’s bird-ringing scheme, environmental 

consultation on use of land and natural resources, 

and assessment of the conservation status of 

species, geological formations, habitats, and 

ecosystems. Other examples include monitoring 

of Icelandic nature and scientific outreach.

 ~ The Icelandic National Planning Agency is mainly 

responsible for preparing the National Planning 

Strategy, assisting local authorities in preparing 

spatial plans and revising and approving spatial 

plans produced by local authorities.

 ~ The Environment Agency of Iceland is responsible 

for promoting the conservation and sustainable use 

of Iceland’s natural resources, as well as promoting 

public welfare by helping to ensure a healthy 

environment, and safe consumer goods.

 ~ The Soil Conservation Service of Iceland has 

the task of combating desertification, sand 

encroachment and other soil erosion, as well as 

promoting sustainable land use and reclamation 

and restoration of degraded land. The institution 

has an informative and entertaining Instagram 

account.

 ~ The Icelandic Forest Service provides resources for 

activities such as those relating to the conservation 

restoration, af forestation, silviculture and 

sustainable use of forests. This includes research, 

consultation, planning and logistics.

 ~ The Environmental Health Inspection 

Committees are regional institutions of the 

local municipality governments, responsible for 

monitoring their respective region and inspecting 

businesses in relation to environmental and health 

hazards. Originally each municipality operated their 

own inspection, but today the country is comprised 

of 10 environmental health inspection regions.

 ~ The Information Committee is an independent 

appeals committee which makes rulings on disputes 

regarding information requests to the government.

 ~ The Environmental and Natural Resources Board 

of Appeal is an independent appeal committee 

which makes rulings on disputes relating to 

environmental and natural resources, e.g. regarding 

construction permits.

 ~ The Althingi Ombudsman is responsible for 

monitoring the administration of the State and 

local authorities and safeguarding the rights of 

the citizens vis-à-vis the authorities. The public 

and non-governmental organizations can file 

complaints to the Ombudsman if they believe 

government institutions have acted unjustly or 

unlawfully.

 ~ Other Agencies of the Icelandic National Government 

can be seen here.

3.3 Judicial System

When a disagreement arises between members 

of society, whether they are individuals, 

businesses or government institutions, they have 

the right to request a ruling on the matter by 

the judicial system, i.e. courts. The courts have 

power to make a final decision in the matter, 

within the scope of their jurisdiction, based 

on their independent interpretation of current 

law. The judicial system in Iceland has eight 

District Courts (Héraðsdómstólar), one Court 

of Appeal (Landsréttur) and one Supreme Court 

(Hæstiréttur).

role is the resolution of disputes, in accordance to 

current law. As an example, the judiciary has the 

power to rule a particular construction project 

unlawful, or even rule a particular legislation 

unconstitutional.

3. 2 Public Administration

Generally speaking, the term public 
administration describes the institutions and 

activities of the government, i.e. the executive 
branch, which relate to the implementation of 

laws. Among common tools used by ministers in 

this process are regulations, which provide more 

details about how laws should be implemented. 

Currently, in the year 2020, the Icelandic 
Government is comprised of 10 Ministries with 

11 Ministers. Operating at the behest of the 

Government are 169 agencies, most of which 

function at the national level. Exceptions include 

regional and localized agencies such as regional 

courts, district magistrates, and most upper-

secondary schools. In addition to the national 

government, Iceland has 72 municipalities*, 

i.e. local governments which have certain 

administrative roles and responsibilities 

according to national law.

3. 2 .1 Examples of  Laws and 
Regulat ions

All public administration operates on the 

foundation of written laws and regulations, 

but it is important to keep in mind that there 

are also unwritten principles which dictate how 

they are implemented. These principles are not 

part of any written legislature, but have instead 

become established through repeated rulings 

within the judiciary system. These will not be 

described further in this handbook. Following 

are examples of written laws and regulations 

in Iceland relevant to the relationship between 

society and nature, but this list is by no means 

exhaustive:

 ~ Administrative Procedures Act, No. 37/1993 

(English translation)

 ~ Information Act, No. 140/2012  (English 

translation)

 ~ Nature Conservation Act, No. 60/2013 (English 

translation of older version from 1999)

 ~ Planning Act, No. nr. 123/2010

 ~ Environmental Impact Assessment Act, No. 

106/2000 (English translation)

 ~ Strategic Environmental Assessment Act, No. 

105/2006

 ~ Act on Environmental and Natural Resources 

Board of Appeal, No. 130/2011

 ~ Public Health and Pollution Control Act, No. 

7/1998

 ~ Regulation on (2.) amendment to regulation 

660/2015 on Environmental Impact Assessment

 ~ Regulation on (4.) amendment to regulation 

796/1999 on water pollution

 ~ See other laws at the Althingi website and other 

regulations at the Ministry of Justice’s website 

(in Icelandic)

3. 2 . 2 Reading a Legislative Proposal

Legislative proposals at Althingi, or bills, are 

drafted according to certain norms and traditions, 

as explained in the Icelandic Government’s 

handbook on preparations and drafting 
of legislative proposals (in Icelandic). Every 

legislative proposal begins with basic information 

such as it’s parliamentary document number, 

name of the bill and by whom it is introduced. Its 

main contents are divided into three parts; the 

proposed law amendments, general comments 

and comments specific to each article of proposed 

law amendment. The general comments should 

explain the bill’s background, purpose, and what 

it entails in general. This should be done in a 

simple and transparent manner, so as to make 
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46 states are members of the Aarhus Convention

on Biological Diversity (CBD), the Ramsar 
Convention on Wetlands, the European 
Landscape Convention, and the United Nations 
Sustainable Development Goals. This list is not 

exhaustive.

4.  Democratic Legit imacy

Governance Networks are comprised of 

complex interactions between many diverse 

participants, and it can often be difficult to assess 

whether governance in a particular case is in 

fact democratic. People can experience lack of 

transparency and therefore doubt the democratic 

legitimacy of governance networks. To respond 

to this, the manner in which participants operate 

can be constantly scrutinized and improved. 

Sørensen and Torfing (2005) 2 have described 

this topic, and remedies can include factors such 

as the following:

 ~ Politicians are elected in a democratic manner.

 ~ Diverse groups, organizations and individuals within 

society can actively participate in the governance 

network.

 ~ Participants are prepared to respond to criticism and 

partake in an objective and reasonable dialogue.

 ~ Accountability for decisions and actions is well 

defined, and those involved are prepared to explain 

and justify their actions.

The Icelandic Youth Environmentalist Association 

can in a similar manner enhance its democratic 

legitimacy by systematically applying efforts such 

as:

 ~ Ensuring board members are elected in a democratic 

manner.

 ~ Making efforts to know and understand the diverse 

perspectives of members.

 ~ Facilitating an ongoing dialogue among members 

about the organization’s activities.

 ~ Establishing democratic norms and guidelines for 

the organization’s activities.

5.  Iceland in an International 
Context

The practice of environmental advocacy is very 

dependent upon the context and circumstances 

in which one operates. Factors such as history, 

culture, language and climate have an influence 

on how people interact and it is important to 

be aware of these nuances when reading this 

handbook. This is why we feel it is important 

to give a brief introduction about Iceland’s 

characteristics in relation to advocacy, to make 

it easier for readers to use this information and 

compare with other regions.

Iceland has a relatively short history of human 

settlement, most likely dating back to the 9th 

century. The population is small and sparse, with 

approximately 360,000 people in a country of 

103,000 square kilometers, with ⅔ inhabiting the 

capital region. The country has a strong tradition 

of democracy and the world’s oldest currently 

operating parliament (Althingi). Decision makers 

are usually very accessible to the public, and 

their discourse is primarily centered around the 

government’s role of serving the public. As a 

small state, Iceland has limited capacities in 

the international arena and must usually play a 

reactive role. Iceland was originally ruled by its 

inhabitants, but came later under Norwegian 

and Danish rule, until regaining independence 

as a republic in 1944.
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Even though everyone has the right to refer 

a dispute to the relevant court, it can require 

expenses not affordable to everyone. This is why 

the Ministry of Justice provides the opportunity 

for individuals in certain circumstances to request 

that the government covers some of the relevant 

costs.

3.4 International Agreements

Iceland is a sovereign state with full authority 

over its own jurisdiction. Nonetheless, that also 

means Iceland is free to enter into international 

agreements, and thereby undergoing external 

obligations which can in some ways limit it’s 

authority. Among the most relevant examples 

for Iceland is membership of the European 
Economic Area (EEA), which was ratified by 

Althingi with the Act on the European Economic 

Area, No. 2/1993. Obligations which Iceland 

must fulfill include the implementation of EU-
Directives into Icelandic law, although they must 

first go through the EEA Joint Committee.

One of the most important international agree-

ments for environmental organizations in 

Iceland is the Aarhus Convention, which was 

adopted in 1998 and ratified by Iceland in 2009. 

The Convention obligates member states to 

provide citizens with opportunities to influence 

governance, mainly via it’s themes of access 
to information, public participation and 
access to justice. Transparency is central to 

the Convention, which is in part meant to deal 

with democratic deficits such as the secrecy 

which exacerbated the severity of the Chernobyl 
disaster.

Other international agreements include the Paris 
Agreement on Climate Change based on the 

United Nations Framework Convention on 
Climate Change (UNFCCC), the Convention 
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The purpose of this chapter is to describe 
the Icelandic Youth Environmentalist 
Association’s position within the context of 
how society governs its relationship with 
nature. Examples are given for how the 
organization can strengthen its position 
by continually improving its democratic 
legitimacy. The chapter is based on 
the framework presented in chapter 2.
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1 .3 Accountability and Performance 
Measurements

The organization’s Board of Directors and other 

members who act on its behalf are accountable 

towards the membership and decisions made 

at the yearly General Assembly. This means 

the actions of individuals representing the 

organization must be based on sound logic and 

in accordance with the organization’s goals, as 

well as being financially responsible and in line 

with instructions pertaining to grants given to the 

organization. In a broader sense, the organization 

is responsible for enacting its role within society, 

which includes advocating for governments and 

businesses to act in the interest of nature.

The Board of Directors as a group is collectively 

responsible for the organization’s activities, but 

does nonetheless have a certain division of roles:

The Chair is the organization’s spokesperson, 
has oversight and calls board meetings.

The Vice-Chair steps into the role of Chair in 
their absence.

The Secretary is responsible for minutes 
at meetings, as well as proper storage of the 
organization’s documents.

The Treasurer oversees the organization’s 
finances, prepares its annual financial statements 
and applies for grants.

Other boardmembers can take on other indi-
vidual roles, such as the organization of events 
and management of social media.

The organization’s performance is measured 

via metrics such as the number of members, 

presentations given in schools, public comments 

submitted, the ratio of successful administrative 

appeals, and the frequency and extent of media 

coverage. This varies between years and is 

compiled in the organization’s annual reports. 

Other ways to estimate performance include 

keeping track of more subtle aspects, such as 

what kind of attitudes are expressed towards 

nature in the public discourse. It is important 

that the metrics used are in some form based 

on the organization’s bylaws or otherwise stated 

objectives. These objectives originate from the 

intent expressed by the founding members, and 

can be amended by the membership at general 

assemblies. The Icelandic Youth Environment-

alist Association’s bylaws can be found here 

(in Icelandic).

1 .4 The Organization’s Democratic 
Legitimacy

The credibility of the Icelandic Youth Environ-

ment alist Association is largely based on 

constant efforts to maintain and strengthen 

it’s democratic legitimacy (see chapter 2.4). In 

essence, this means ensuring the organization’s 

activities genuinely reflect the will and interest 

of members, and that they are rooted in a 

meticulous and objective approach. Democratic 

legitimacy is a prerequisite for the organization’s 

ability to positively influence governance, and 

should therefore be nurtured with great care.

1 .  Character ist ics of  the 
Organization

As mentioned in chapter 2.2.3, the governance 

of society’s relationship with nature can be 

systematically described using a theoretical 

approach based on the idea of governance 
networks. A fundamental aspect of this approach 

is the identification of actors participating in a 

particular governance network, and a systematic 

description of each actoŕ s characteristics. The 

following is a brief summary of the Icelandic Youth 

Environmentalist Association’s characteristics, 

and how they might evolve over time.

1 .1 Goals

The Icelandic Youth Environmentalist Asso-

ciation’s primary goal is to be a platform for 

young people to positively influence society’s 

relationship with nature. Transparency is central 

to the organization, and there is no room for 

hidden agendas. Official goals and operative goals 

must always be the same. The organization’s 

goals include looking at environmental 

governance from all angles and advocating for 

sustainable development, nature conservation 

and a circular economy in accordance with 

the United Nations Sustainable Development 

Goals. The organization bases its methods on a 

holistic approach, based on science, knowledge 

of local conditions, community perspectives, the 

common interests of mankind, human rights and 

the rights of nature. Constant improvement of the 

organization’s democratic legitimacy is critical, 

to prevent individual members from abusing the 

organization for their own benefit or other private 

interests. This is explained in more detail in part 

1.4 of this chapter.

1 . 2 Position within Governance 
Networks

The Icelandic Youth Environmentalist Association 

is a non-governmental organization or a member 

of the third sector (see chapter 2.2.1). Currently, 

in the year 2020, the organization has over 

1,000 members, which includes a diverse group 

of young people. The only requirements for 

admission are identifying as young and adhering 

to the organization’s goals (see also chapter 3.1.1). 

The organization operates at the communal, 

national and international level, which includes 

interactions with municipalities, the national 

government and NGOs in other countries.

The Icelandic Youth Environmentalist Association 

participates primarily in the governance networks 

of two topics; on one hand relating to society’s 

relationship with nature, and on the other hand 

relating to youth empowerment and young 

people’s participation in governance in general. 

The organization has interactions and ties with 

various actors in both networks. It holds a unique 

position within environmental governance as the 

voice of young people, and a unique position 

within the network of youth empowerment as 

experts on environmental topics.
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Examples of how the organization’s democratic 

legitimacy can be maintained and strengthened:

 ~ The organization is non-partisan and therefore 

doesn’t support individual political parties, either 

directly or indirectly. However, this doesn’t prevent 

the organization from supporting individual 

legislative proposals, campaigns and other efforts 

which align with its goals and objectives. All are 

welcome to join the organization, regardless of 

political inclination and party affiliation, because 

its role is after all to encourage the entire political 

spectrum to work in favour of nature.

 ~ The organization aspires to be accessible to all, 

regardless of background and language, with a user-

friendly website in relevant languages.

 ~ Events are organized in a manner mindful of the 

varying physical capabilities of people and the 

promotion of safer spaces. This includes accounting 

for factors such as wheelchair accessibility and the 

provision of interpreter services.

 ~ Members can participate in preparing public 

comments and official letters, but external 

communications are the Board of Directors’ 

responsibility. As an example, the Board of Directors 

can assign limited roles to members, such as 

participating in government-led working groups 

or running for positions within the National Youth 

Council.

 ~ When members represent the organization at 

meetings, as permitted by the Board of Directors, 

they make brief notes to be made accessible to the 

membership. An example of this is when members 

of the organization’s climate committee attend a 

meeting with government officials to discuss public 

comments submitted by the organization.

2 .  Role Within Governance 
Networks

Another fundamental aspect of the ‘governance 
network’ approach, in addition to characterizing 

individual actors, is the description of interactions 

among the various actors. The following is a 

very brief description of the Icelandic Youth 

Environmentalist Association’s main interactions 

with other actors, as well as a brief summary of 

what resources the organization has to offer.

2 .1 Resources

An organization’s interactions with other actors 

can be described as multiple exchanges of 

resources, where it either provides or receives 

resources from others. The Icelandic Youth 

Environmentalist Association’s main contribution 

to environmental governance is to project the 

perspectives, knowledge and passion of young 

people. This is a very important resource for a 

governance network which is often characterized 

by denial, hopelessness and the promotion of 

biased opinions. Since its founding in 2013, the 

organization has organized informative and 

inspiring public events about the relationship 

between society and nature. Other projects 

include environmental advocacy training, 

presentations at upper-secondary schools, and 

the climate strike under the auspices of the 

Fridays for Future movement. In Iceland, the 

climate strike has been organized in cooperation 

with the Icelandic Upper Secondary Student 

Union (Samband íslenskra framhaldsskólanema, 

SÍF), the National Union of Icelandic Students 

(Landssamtök íslenskra stúdenta, LÍS), the 

Student Council of the University of Iceland 

(Stúdentaráð Háskóla Íslands, SHÍ), and a diverse 

group of individuals.
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Among the most important resources needed by 

the organization are active members, who can 

design and implement it’s various projects. This 

is achieved by tapping into society’s ever growing 

interest in its relationship with nature, and the 

will of young people to positively influence that 

relationship. This often requires funding for costs 

such as event venues, transportation and wages 

for the implementation of individual projects. So 

far, the organization has received money from 

various funds, both from the national government 

and the private sector.

2 . 2 Ties With Other Organizations 
and Actors

The Icelandic Youth Environmentalist 

Association’s formal ties with other actors 

include:

 ~ being a member organization of the Icelandic 

Environment Association (Landvernd).

 ~ being a member organization of the National 

Youth Council of Iceland (Landssamband 

ungmennafélaga, LUF).

 ~ having been one of the actors involved in the 

establishment of the Arctic Youth Network.

The organization also has informal ties with 

various other non-partisan non-governmental 
organizations, both within Iceland and abroad. 

These ties are important and provide greater 

opportunities for having a positive influence on 

governance, and it can be especially beneficial to 

team up with organizations who focus on topics 

other than the environment and have different 

goals. This is because it is always possible to 

find a common ground where individuals and 

organizations can work together, and more 

strength can be gained by aligning different 

perspectives. Networking also creates a support 

network, so people don’t feel as isolated in their 

advocacy. Experiencing oneself as part of a larger 

collective where many people and organizations 

join their forces is important for people working 

in advocacy.

The Icelandic Youth Environmentalist Association 

emphasizes innovation in conservation. 

As an example, this includes working with 

organizations focusing on other topics, such as 

gender equality and mental health education, 

and organizing events together about how 

nature is interconnected with these and other 

aspects of people’s lives. This enables different 

audiences to come together and gain a deeper 

understanding of how diverse topics are 

interconnected. Collaborations such as these 

are possible because the organization doesn’t 

consider itself as anyone’s competitor, but 

rather a potential collaborator to all, while still 

maintaining it’s core values and role of keeping 

the government and businesses accountable 

towards nature. Another example of innovation 

is the organization’s involvement in the founding 

of the Arctic Youth Network, established in 

Reykjavík, Iceland, on April 11th 2019. If the 

Icelandic Youth Environmentalist Association 

continues on this trajectory, we believe it can 

grow to become a strong voice within society, 

acting as an important platform for young 

people to project their perspectives and 

enhance their skills as active citizens. In 

a similar fashion, this includes speaking 

up for nature and protecting its 

interests.
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The purpose of this chapter is to provide 
an insight into how the Icelandic Youth 
Environmentalist Association can work 
towards its goals in an objective and efficient 
manner. Being aware of the organization’s 
position within governance networks, as 
described in chapters 2 and 3, is critical. It 
is also important to keep in mind that this 
methodology is still being developed and 
is by no means the only way to take part in 
advocacy, but merely one example of how 
an organization can work towards its goals.
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 • The different realities of people living in urban 

and rural areas.

 • Diversity of cultures, languages, traditions, 

and perspectives.

 • All age-groups.

 • Different economic situations of individuals, 

groups, and communities.

 • Individual differences in health and physical 

capabilities.

 • The interests of current and future generations, 

at least 200-300 years into the future.

 ~ Non-partisan approach: The strength of non-

governmental organizations such as the Icelandic 

Youth Environmentalist Association is partly based 

on its independence from political parties. This 

creates an atmosphere where the entire political 

spectrum is more likely to align with the cause, 

as opposed to it becoming popularized by one 

party and consequently rebuked by others. That 

being said, good communications with all political 

parties can be very important, e.g. when submitting 

public comments regarding legislative proposals. 

In this context, the Icelandic Youth Environmentalist 

Association is a member of the National Youth 

Council, where youth wings of political parties are 

among the member organizations. A non-partisan 

approach is primarily based on being conscious of 

not affecting the popularity of individual political 

parties, either directly or indirectly. This builds 

trust and credibility, which makes it easier for us to 

encourage the entire political spectrum to promote 

nature friendly governance.

 ~ Objective approach: Facts relating to society 

and nature can often be complicated, and their 

interpretation subject to circumstances. Because of 

this, it is important to gather data and information 

about the perspectives of other stakeholders, even 

though it can often require substantial work. The 

effort is always worth it because one’s ability to 

deduce and implement the best course of action 

is dependent on having correct and accurate 

information.

 ~ Credibility: In order to be taken seriously by others, 

we must say what we mean and mean what we say. 

Some people think it’s a good idea to always ask for 

more than they want, with the intention of obtaining 

an acceptable outcome through compromise, but 

such an approach is in many ways dishonest and 

not suitable for the building of trust. Avoiding such 

games does not mean setting the bar lower, but 

is rather a way to put more focus on one’s actual 

goals. Being persistent and respectful of other 

perspectives is a much better strategy for success.

 ~ Direct dialogue: When engaging with other stake-

holders it is important to do so on their own terms, 

and to communicate in a respectful manner. In-

person or online meetings can usually provide 

much more information than e-mail exchanges, 

and can make it possible to have an open discussion 

and to learn about each other’s background and 

perspectives. This applies to exchanges with 

any stakeholder, whether they are individuals, 

non-governmental organizations, businesses or 

government institutions. We must remember that 

there are usually many perspectives which we don’t 

understand, and we need to be able to imagine 

ourselves in the positions of others.

1 .  Pr ior i t izat ion

All actors within governance networks have 

limited resources at their disposal, such as time 

and money, and this applies in particular to 

volunteer organizations of young people like the 

Icelandic Youth Environmentalist Association. 

Prioritization is therefore extremely important, 

both regarding what projects are chosen and 

which methods are used to implement them. 

Not only does this influence how much impact 

we make ourselves, but also how inspiring our 

projects are and therefore how easy it is for us 

to rally others to the cause. People are prepared 

to put in a lot more effort when projects are of 

great significance.

1 .1 What Projects are Most 
Important?

As we gain greater oversight of activities carried 

out by other actors in the governance network, it 

becomes easier to pinpoint where our efforts are 

most needed and how we can potentially make 

the biggest positive impact. This can include 

supporting existing projects or taking on over-

looked or neglected causes. In this handbook 

you will not find detailed instructions for how 

to prioritize, but the following are examples of 

questions which can be useful during the process:

 ~ Is the issue global or local?

 ~ Is the issue urgent for the local community and/

or nature?

 ~ Is it realistic for us to have an influence given our 

position within the governance network?

 ~ Do we have the capacity, e.g. time and money, to 

implement the project successfully?

 ~ Would our actions have a great or small impact?

 ~ Are we engaging with various topics simultaneously, 

such as climate, conservation, transportation and 

gender equality?

 ~ Would we prevent irreversible damage to nature?

 ~ Is the window of opportunity open now or not? E.g. 

are there upcoming law-amendments regarding the 

topic or have they happened recently (and therefore 

unavailable for some time)?

 ~ Are our goals clear and can we measure our 

performance?

1 . 2 Key Aspects of Advocacy

Advocacy can be done in many ways. Different 

approaches can work differently for various actors 

in different circumstances. This section does not 

outline the various approaches available, but 

will instead mention examples of key aspects 

which have been useful for the Icelandic Youth 

Environmentalist Association:

 ~ Patience, perseverance, and steadfastness: The 

practice of advocacy can be challenging, prolonged 

and without recognition. Sometimes people react 

angrily, the situation can seem hopeless, and one 

can feel too exhausted to continue. At such times, 

it is important to take a moment to reflect on the 

values which spurred one into doing advocacy. 

Doubt is healthy because one can always be 

wrong, and it can be helpful to consider different 

perspectives to regain one’s footing. Fellowship 

is crucial during such circumstances, and advice 

from peers can make it easier to regain an objective 

view of the challenge at hand. As people working 

collectively towards common goals we must be 

supportive of each other, and it is important to 

use critical thinking and compassion when making 

hard decisions.

 ~ Collective interests: As important as one’s own 

cause can be, there are always other interests of 

individuals, groups, communities, societies and 

nature. Being able to see the broader picture is 

necessary, so one can intertwine one’s projects and 

solutions with other interests locally and across the 

world. This is why we must be open to criticism and 

advice from other sectors of society. Good things 

to keep in mind include:

A good 
cause can 

turn into its 
opposite if 
other good 

causes are not 
accounted for.
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especially at times like these when mankind 

is experiencing an existential crisis due to our 

exploitation of nature. The following is a relevant 

excerpt from the Monologues of Starkaður (1921), 

by the Icelandic poet Einar Benediktsson; i.e. the 

third stanza of part III.

 

 

 

 

That being said, it is important not to forget the 

purpose of the meeting; to obtain information 

about facts and perspectives. In this context, it 

is not uncommon that people are biased, so it is 

important to carefully consider their statements, 

both during the meeting and afterwards.

2 . 2 Inquiries and Requests for 
Existing Information

In some cases, stakeholders can be reluctant to 

answer certain questions and/or share certain 

documents. This is usually not the case, but 

can all the same be a hindrance to the public’s 

ability to form an informed opinion. When this 

happens with the government, it is important 

to remember two things: First, the legitimacy of 

government is partially based on the public’s 

ability to get answers to reasonable inquiries, 

and second, the government has a duty to give 

the public access to most existing documents, 

as stated by the Information Act. Furthermore, 

government institutions are obligated to advise 

citizens on where to seek specific information 

kept by other government institutions.

2 .3 Briefings Within the 
Organization

It is very important for the Icelandic Youth 

Environmentalist Association to keep members 

updated regarding its activities. This is especially 

true for information gathered as part of advocacy, 

which should be summarized briefly after each 

meeting, with information such as date, topic, 

outcome and who attended the meeting. It can 

also be good to add information such as thoughts 

and reflections about what next steps might be 

relevant.

Currently, the organization uses topic- and region-

specific Facebook groups for such updates, but 

this may change. What matters is that members 

should have equal access to the format used at 

any given time. Members who are unsure what 

this means exactly or can’t find information about 

the organization are encouraged to contact the 

Board of Directors and ask.

3.  Publ ic Par t ic ipation

Advocacy as such involves a lot of communications 

with governments, whether they be local, 

regional, national or international. Citizens elect 

representatives to hold the formal powers of 

government, but in order for decision makers to 

properly perform their duty, they must collectively 

have good communications with all citizens. 

Without such a dialogue, the government doesn’t 

have the proper information to understand the 

interests of society and nature, which hampers 

the ability of decision makers to perform their 

role adequately.

Governments can organize this dialogue in many 

2 .  Facts and Perspectives

Good advocacy requires knowledge of relevant 

facts and an awareness of the perspectives 

existing within the governance network. 

Without this information, it is impossible to 

form an informed opinion or advocate for one’s 

cause in a credible manner. As can be expected, 

gathering and analyzing information about facts 

and perspectives is often time-consuming, so 

teamwork can be very useful to lighten the 

load. Such teamwork must be well organized 

and coordinated, because having oversight is 

a key factor in advocacy. Active participation 

of members is therefore a key resource for 

organizations such as the Icelandic Youth 

Environmentalist Association, e.g. within its 

committees for regions and specific topics. All 

such work must be done in cooperation with 

the organization’s Board of Directors, because 

they are responsible for acting on behalf of the 

organization.

2 .1 Meetings With Stakeholders

A lot of information is publicly available, such 

as on the internet and at libraries, but nothing 

can replace speaking with the people who 

actually make the content. This is true for all 

information, whether it comes from institutions, 

businesses, organizations or individuals. The 

authors can explain how reports or other kinds of 

information were created, what are the key points 

and what information is still being prepared and 

therefore not yet accessible. The same applies to 

perspectives, opinions and anecdotes, which can 

be much better understood through a personal 

conversation as opposed to reading websites or 

press statements. Knowledge and understanding 

of these nuances is the foundation of good 

advocacy.

2 .1 .1 Beginning the Conversation

When seeking to meet with a stakeholder, a 

single email or phone call can often suffice to 

schedule a meeting. However, this can take 

longer such as when:

 ~ one doesn’t know who to speak to, for example 

within a large institution or company.

 ~ the person is very busy or on leave.

 ~ the person isn’t familiar with our organization and/

or works at a place where messages from obscure 

or unknown actors take longer to reach the right 

person.

When reaching someone takes longer than 

expected, it is very important to be patient 

and curb one’s frustration. Being level-headed 

promotes a better first-impression and makes it 

easier to build good partnerships and a healthy 

dialogue. Those acting on behalf of the Icelandic 

Youth Environmentalist Association should 

always be diligent regarding their conduct, which 

makes the organization’s advocacy and other 

undertakings substantially more effective. When 

it is unclear who to contact at an organization, 

institution or business, the simple solution is to 

contact the reception via e-mail or phone and 

ask who oversees the topic or project of interest.

2 .1 . 2 Discussions at Meetings

All good meetings are based on trust and respect. 

When meeting a stakeholder for the first time, it is 

especially important to build a good relationship, 

such as by learning about what they do in general 

and being ready to share information about 

one’s own organization if appropriate. During 

discussions of sensitive topics with conflicting 

opinions, it is very important to be tactful and 

honest. One should not forget that people can 

have very strong emotions with regards to nature, 

“A smile - can transform darkness into daylight,

as a drop changes the whole surface of a bowl.

Spirits can break at a single sneer,

Kindness shall guide in the presence of a soul.

So often the heartstrings are torn apart,

by bitter and wholly unjustified scorn.

How many lament a spiteful glance,

which will never be taken back?”

E xcerpt  from the Monologues of  Starkaður (1921),  by 
Icelandic poet Einar Benedik t s son (18 6 4 -19 40)
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different ways, but the diversity of relationships 

between governments and citizens will not be 

covered here. Still, we would like to mention 

that governments should always emphasize their 

role of serving society and nature, which can be 

achieved by focusing on fundamental aspects 

such as transparency, decentralization of power, 

and equal access to justice. Governments must 

be open to criticism and subject to scrutiny by 

institutions such as an Ombudsman.

Citizens can have many different tools to make 

the government aware of their perspectives 

and opinions, but this section will cover the 

most relevant formal procedures in Iceland, 

i.e. public comments, administrative appeals, 

judicial reviews and complaints to the Althingi 

Ombudsman.

3.1 Public Comments

The most simple way for citizens to contribute 

to governance is the submission of public 

comments. This can for example apply to 

legislative proposals, land-use planning and 

environmental impact assessments for individual 

projects such as the construction of power 

plants. Governments must consider written 

comments, although the degree to which they 

are implemented is still at their own discretion. 

Furthermore, the written comments are made 

public for others to see in order to promote 

transparency. It is very important to write public 

comments in a concise manner, in order to make 

them more easily understood by the government. 

This applies in particular to technical subjects, 

and the manner of presentation can have a 

decisive effect on whether the government can 

understand and/or will implement the comments. 

The following are examples of opportunities for 

citizens to submit public comments:

 ~ Everyone can submit comments to the parliament 

(Althingi) regarding legislative proposals and 

parliamentary resolutions.

 ~ Everyone can submit comments to the government 

(Ministries) regarding drafts for legislative proposals, 

i.e. before they enter the parliament, and regulations.

 ~ Everyone can submit comments to municipalities 

(local governments) regarding spatial planning 

strategies at various levels, such as for the entire 

municipality or specific areas. Comments can also 

be submitted to the National Planning Agency 

(Skipulagsstofnun) regarding the National Planning 

Strategy (Landsskipulagsstefna). 

Public comments can vary depending on the 

context and recipient but it is important that 

they include:

 ~ Who submits the comments

 ~ To whom the comments are submitted

 ~ Reference to case number if relevant

 ~ Date

 ~ A signature is usually not necessary but gives 

the comments more gravity and trust, since the 

signatory is responsible for the comments and 

should be able to answer questions regarding them.
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legislative proposals, land-use planning 

and environmental impact assessments for 

individual projects such as the construction 

of power plants. Governments must consider 

written comments, although the degree to 

which they are implemented is still at their own 

discretion. Furthermore, the written comments 

are made public for others to see in order to 

promote transparency. It is very important to 

write public comments in a concise manner, in 

order to make them more easily understood 

by the government. This applies in particular 

to technical subjects, and the manner of 

presentation can have a decisive effect on 

whether the government can understand and/or 

will implement the comments. The following are 

examples of opportunities for citizens to submit 

public comments:

 ~ Everyone can submit comments to the parliament 

(Althingi) regarding legislative proposals and 

parliamentary resolutions.

 ~ Everyone can submit comments to the government 

(Ministries) regarding drafts for legislative 

proposals, i.e. before they enter the parliament, 

and regulations.

 ~ Everyone can submit comments to municipalities 

(local governments) regarding spatial planning 

strategies at various levels, such as for the 

entire municipality or specific areas. Comments 

can also be submitted to the National Planning 

Agency (Skipulagsstofnun) regarding the National 

Planning Strategy (Landsskipulagsstefna). 

Public comments can vary depending on the 

context and recipient but it is important that 

they include:

 ~ Who submits the comments

 ~ To whom the comments are submitted

 ~ Reference to case number if relevant

 ~ Date

 ~ A signature is usually not necessary but gives 

the comments more gravity and trust, since the 

signatory is responsible for the comments and 

should be able to answer questions regarding them.

Sometimes comments can be submitted via 

email (or regular mail), but in some instances the 

government might use a designated website, such 

as the Icelandic Government’s Samráðsgátt. 

In most cases, the website of the relevant 

government institution includes instructions 

for how to submit comments. When in doubt, 

it’s best to ask either the relevant government 

institution or other members within one’s own 

organization or advocacy group.

3. 2 Administrative Appeals

When the government has made a decision 

in a specific instance, such as when issuing a 

construction permit, the public can access 

information about the decision and on what 

grounds it has been made. If one believes the 

government hasn’t adhered to the law while 

making the decision, such as by omitting 

mandatory requirements when preparing it, the 

public has a right to request the decision to be 

reviewed by the government. In some cases, such 

revisions are requested by submitting an appeal 

to the relevant minister, but in many cases the 

appeal is submitted to an independent Appeals 

Committee. The purpose of the 

latter is to prevent government officials from 

being put in the position of reviewing their own 

decisions, as a means to prevent bias during the 

review process. Examples of such committees 

include the Natural Resources Board of Appeal 

and the Information Committee.

Submitting such appeals doesn’t require payment 

of any fees, so as to ensure the public’s access 
to justice. Furthermore, Appeals Committees 

provide citizens with instructions on whether 

and how they can submit appeals.

3.3 Judicial Reviews

When government decisions have been 

finalized and confirmed by the relevant Appeals 

Committee, it is still possible to request a ruling 

on the matter within the judicial system, i.e. the 

courts. Going to court can incur considerable 

costs, but being able to challenge the government 

when it seems to have broken the law is an 

important component of democracy.

3.4 Complaints to the Althingi 
Ombudsman

In addition to the previously mentioned 

processes, one can also submit a complaint 

to the Althingi Ombudsman, whose role is 

to monitor the public administration of the 

national and local governments in Iceland, i.e. 

the State and municipalities. Opinions issued by 

the Ombudsman are not legally binding, which 

means the authorities aren’t strictly required 

to comply with them, but the Ombudsman’s 

opinions are nonetheless respected and normally 

followed. This underlines the importance of 

perseverance in advocacy, and the taking of 

issues all the way to the Ombudsman when 

necessary, because Ombudsman opinions can 

in the long term influence the evolution of laws, 

public administration and even the constitution.

A simple, concise, and 
professional manner 

of presentation is 
important for public 

comments
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CIVIL 
RESISTANCE 

In order for an event or protest to be as effective as possible  
it’s good to keep a few things in mind:

NUMBERS.
A greater number of participants makes an event or protest more ef fective.

LOCATION. 
In order for an event or protest to have the intended effect, it must be noticed by 
people. If for example the aim is to close a road, it must be a busy road. Protests 
are best placed where politicians will notice them, such as in front of the Parliament 

building.

NO VIOLENCE. 
If  anyone in the group is violent or damages property, the cause loses ef fectiveness.

PERSEVERENCE. 
Recurring events are more ef fective than one-time events.

MORALE. 
It ’s more dif ficult to break up protests when protesters have good morale. Music, 

dance, singing, and sharing of food can be ver y helpful.

The aim of such acts are always to disrupt the daily routine of society,  
in order to raise awareness and demand positive change. 

governance, and can make it necessary to resort 

to other methods of voicing one‘s concerns. 

Such alternatives stem from ideas of civil 
disobedience, which can be interpreted and 

implemented in various ways. The nuances and 

semantics of civil disobedience are beyond the 

scope of this handbook, but broadly speaking 

it involves the refusal to obey unjust laws or 

rules of society, in order to bring attention to a 

problem and demand positive change.

In such cases, it can be useful to adopt a version 

of civil disobedience called civil resistance, 

which is primarily based on not using violence 

of any kind, whether physical, mental or in the 

form of property damage. Non-violent protests 

can be conducted in many ways, such as when 

individuals or groups of people refuse to work 

(strike), boycott certain products or publicly 

share or participate in protest art. The benefits 

of non-violence are mainly two-fold. On one 

hand, it makes it harder for detractors to discredit 

the cause, given it’s arguments are based on 

sound logic. On the other hand, it makes it easier 

for decision makers to trust and approach the 

protesters, since they have exhibited peaceful 

and constructive behaviour. This increases the 

likelihood of a productive dialogue between 

citizens and decision makers, and makes 

governance more transparent and effective.

Freedom of assembly is a human right and one 

of the foundations of democracy, but protests 

and civil resistance are in some cases met with 

unconscionable restrictions or violence by police 

and governments. It is therefore important to be 

aware of the foreseeable implications if laws are 

broken, for example if one is likely to get arrested. 

Further information on such protests is beyond 

the scope of this book, and the Icelandic Youth 

Environmentalist Association does not have any 

4.  Par t ic ipation in the Publ ic 
Discourse

In society, a public discourse where any citizen can 

participate in an open exchange of opinions is a 

critical component of democracy and governance 

in general. Knowing how to participate effectively 

is important, and stories are the best way to 

share information in a simple manner, although 

storytelling can be done in many different ways. 

The Icelandic Youth Environmentalist Association 

has used various platforms for storytelling, such 

as the hosting of events, giving presentations 

at upper-secondary schools, participating in 

the climate strike, writing opinion pieces in 

newspapers, doing TV interviews, and being 

active on social media. The possibilities are 

endless but we must always be conscious of 

one question: what story are we telling? Potential 

stories can include the organization’s activities 

in general, individual projects or what topics 

need more attention within society. The story 

can also be an individual’s personal story, for 

example about what inspired them to become 

an active citizen, and why nature matters to 

them. Recent examples of the organization’s 

storytelling include the co-hosting of events 

about how nature is interconnected with gender 
equality and mental health. The former event 

was organized in collaboration with Young 
Professional Women in Iceland (Ungar 

athafnakonur), and the latter in collaboration 

with Hugrún, a youth-led organization for mental 

health education. At the international level, one 

example includes involvement with preparing 

the Arctic Youth Network’s panel at the United 
Nations COP24 Climate Change Conference, 

about how climate change, biodiversity and 
cultural equality are interconnected.

4 .1 Who is the Audience?

When telling a story, it is important to not only 

think about the message, but also who within 

the governance network is the target audience. 

Do we want to inform members of parliament 

about why a legislative proposal is harmful, or do 

we want to educate the public on how to make 

compost? Perhaps we would like to inform the 

private sector about the benefits combining 

carbon-sequestration with ecosystem-

restoration, or raise awareness among other 

non-governmental organizations about how 

our different topics are interconnected. This all 

depends on what goals we set for ourselves.

4 . 2 Who Tells the Story?

In addition to identifying the target audience, it is 

important to decide who tells the story. Should 

our own organization tell the story individually, or 

is there reason to seek the cooperation of others?

4 .3 How is the Story Told?

Storytelling must always be characterized by 

tactfulness and respect towards the various 

groups and members of society. That being 

said, we must also be able to speak up against 

extremism and injustice when needed, using 

objective criticism with a calm composure. In 

order to gain the attention of society at large, it 

is important to focus on topics which are relevant 

to everyone.

4 .3.1 Protests 4

Sometimes, conventional procedures such as 

public comments and administrative appeals 

are unavailable, inaccessible or unheeded. This 

prevents valid comments from contributing to 

3 Fudge, Judy and Glasbeek, Harr y J. „Civil 
Disobedience, Civil  Liber ties, and Civil  Resistance: 
Law ‘s Role and Limit s.“ Osgoode Hall Law Journal 

41. 2/3 (20 03) :  165 -174. 

S t e p h a n ,  M .  J . ,  &  C h e n o we t h ,  E .  (2 0 0 8 ).  W h y  C i v i l 

R e s i s ta n ce  Wo r k s :  T h e  S t ra t e g i c  Lo g i c  o f  N o n v i o l e n t 

Co n f l i c t .  I n t e r n a t i o n a l  S e cu r i t y,  3 3 (1),  7– 4 4 .
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experience in this regard. Among relevant sources 

is the Extinction Rebellion, who’s protesters 

have systematically put themselves in situations 

where they’re likely to get arrested, and have 

written instructions on how to conduct oneself 

peacefully in such situations.

That being said, the Icelandic Youth 

Environmentalist Association has made an 

important contribution to the public discourse 

in Iceland. This includes participating in the 

organizing of the climate strike in Reykjavík, held 

every Friday since February 2019 in the name of 

Fridays for Future Ísland (Loftslagsverkfall), and 

the writing of opinion pieces in news papers on 

the topic.

Inspiration for methods used in the climate strike 

in Iceland has, among other things, come from 

a book published by the Extinction Rebellion 
(XR) movement, which includes a few good tips 

on how activism and protests can be made more 

effective. The Extinction Rebellion’s name refers 

to the increased rate of species extinction in 

the world, and the movement has been closely 

connected with and cooperating with the Fridays 
for Future movement.

In the case of the climate strike in Iceland, it 

has been collaboratively organized by the 

Icelandic Upper Secondary Student Union, 

the National Union of Icelandic Students, 

the Student Council of the University of 
Iceland, the Icelandic Youth Environmentalist 

Association, and a diverse group of individuals. 

At the time of this handbook’s publishing, in the 

year 2020, the climate strike in Iceland has been 

ongoing for over a year, and musicians, actors 

and environmental activists from various parts 

of society have participated. The movement has 

received considerable media attention, as well 

as receiving several awards. 

4 .3. 2 The Media

Since its founding in 2013, the Icelandic Youth 

Environmentalist Association has become 

increasingly visible, and has promoted it’s cause 

via venues such as newspaper opinion pieces. 

Anyone can submit opinion pieces to news 

papers, but in order for them to be useful they 

must be about something that really matters. 

After being submitted, the time it takes for an 

opinion piece to be published can vary, from a 

single day up to a few weeks, so it is important 

to account for this if the publishing date has an 

effect on its relevance, for example if it is about 

a particular current event. Opinion pieces are 

very different from public comments, and it is 

important to assume the audience might be 

unfamiliar with the topic, and they should be 

very short, concise, fact-based and spoken from 

the heart.

It has also become increasingly common that 

media, both Icelandic and foreign, approach 

the organization to interview members or board 

members. This is of course very positive, but it is 

important to keep a few things in mind in such 

cases:

 ~ The person representing the organization must be 

familiar with the topic at hand.

 ~ Even though the organization’s Chair is its official 

spokesperson, it might in some cases be more 

appropriate for other members to speak on certain 

specific topics.

 ~ The organization must consciously avoid being 

taken advantage of, for example if asked to advertise 

projects it didn’t take any part in organizing, and 

which might perhaps include elements of tokenism 

or greenwashing. Each case must be considered 
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individually, and as an example, it is not the 

organization’s purpose to advertise products for 

individual businesses, but it can still be relevant to 

raise awareness among consumers about specific 

types of environmentally friendly products in 

general.

4.5 Environmental  Advocacy and 
Global  Cooperation

This handbook has provided a simple overview 

of how the Icelandic Youth Environmentalist 

Association has done environmental advocacy in 

recent years. The methodology is still in its early 

stages of development, but it is hoped that the 

publication of this handbook will facilitate a broad 

discussion about best practices in advocacy, 

both domestically and internationally. People 

all over the world are involved in environmental 

advocacy, using different methods in different 

circumstances, and we are convinced that by 

sharing this handbook it will be easier to discuss 

how to strengthen the global coordination of 

environmental advocacy and make practical 

steps towards global sustainability.

4.6 Closing Remarks

Since this handbook is intended to provide 

guidance, it is important to emphasize that 

advocacy doesn’t require one to know or 

remember every single detail presented here or 

elsewhere. People can have a positive impact 

despite not being experts, and we must be 

unafraid of expressing our opinions. A common 

hindrance to young people is lack of self-esteem, 

so it is important to believe in yourself and 

remember that your opinion matters. There 

will always be voices saying young people lack 

knowledge and the experience to understand 

what everything is really about, but the best 

way to gain experience in advocacy is the 

willingness to try things and being ready to 

learn from mistakes. It is important that young 

people pursue what they believe in, and it is 

good for young people to take advantage of their 

ability to think about things from a new and fresh 

perspective. A positive attitude is a key factor, 

such as the will to understand everyone involved 

and being unafraid of voicing one’s own opinion. 

By training these kinds of characteristics, one will 

also improve in other activities; such as speaking 

in front of groups of people, communicating with 

all kinds of stakeholders, doing research, but 

most importantly believing in oneself. We must 

not let society stagnate. Everyone’s opinion 

matters and with the right tools at our disposal 

we can really make a positive impact.
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Circular Economy B LS 1 5

An economy characterized by the re-utilization of materials in 
products which have been discarded, such as damaged furniture, 
electronics and vehicles. This is opposed to a linear economy, where 
resources are disposed of after use, most often by burning or being 
put into landfills. A circular economy is a necessary response to the 
enormous amount of waste created in the global economy during 
the recent decades and century.

Civil Disobedience B LS 2 2

A methodology which involves breaking unjust laws or rules of 
society in order to bring attention to problems and demand positive 
change.

Civil Resistance B LS 2 2

A version of Civil Disobedience with an emphasis on non-violence.

Constitution B LS 1 0 ,  21

In the case of Iceland, the constitution is the State’s supreme law on 
which all other laws must be based upon and be in accordance with. 
The constitution dictates in fundamental terms how the country is 
governed, and for example how powers are distributed.

Construction Permit B LS 11 ,  21

A government-issued permit for a specific construction project. 
Construction projects, whether for housing or power plants, must be 
in accordance with government spatial planning strategies. Larger 
projects are also subject to Environmental Impact Assessments.

Economy / Economic system B LS 1 5

An aspect of society involved with the production, distribution and 
trade of resources, products and services. Economies are often 
described as pertaining to specific regions, such as within the 
jurisdiction of a national state, a number of states (e.g. the European 
Economic Area) or the all-encompassing global economy.

Access to Justice B LS 1 2 ,  21

One of the three main pillars of the Aarhus Convention (Article 9), 
along with access to information and public participation. Access 
to Justice means the public and non-governmental organizations 
have the right to 1. demand a revision of a government decision to 
deny the public access to information, 2. demand a revision of a 
government decision to issue a permit (e.g. a construction permit), 
and 3. submit an appeal if environmental laws are believed to have 
been broken by the government. Furthermore, these procedures 
should be fair, dealt with in a timely manner and be affordable to 
citizens.

Althingi B LS 1 0 ,  1 1 ,  1 2 ,  21

The legislative branch of the Icelandic authorities. Founded in 930 
at Thingvellir but currently situated in Reykjavik.

Althingi Ombudsman B LS 11 ,  21

An institution under the authority of the Parliament (Althingi), whose 
role is to monitor the administration of the State and local authorities 
and safeguard the rights of the citizens vis-à-vis the authorities. As 
an example, the public and non-governmental organizations can 
complain to the Ombudsman if they believe authorities haven’t 
acted according to law.

Carbon Neutrality 

Many human activities cause the release of greenhouse gases such 
as carbon dioxide (CO2) into the atmosphere. Examples of this 
include the production of cement and the use of petrol- and diesel 
powered vehicles. Too much release of greenhouse gases into the 
atmosphere has negative consequences such as global warming and 
ocean acidification. In order to reverse this process, carbon dioxide 
can be sequestered from the atmosphere via methods such as the 
restoration of wetlands and wild forests. Carbon neutrality means 
ensuring carbon dioxide emissions don’t exceed the amount of 
sequestered carbon. This is often used to describe the aspirations 
of individuals, businesses or national states, but what really matters 
is the carbon neutrality of the global community.

Environmental Impact Assessment B LS 11 ,  21

A formal procedure to assess the impact of a proposed construction 
project or planning strategy on society and nature. The process 
must include opportunities for the public to submit their comments 
and influence the process.

European Economic Area (EEA) B LS 1 2

A shared economic zone of member states of the European Union 
states and most member states of the European Free Trade 
Association (EFTA). Iceland is a member of the EEA and EFTA. 
Iceland’s membership in the EEA was ratified on the 1st of January, 
1994. A shared economic zone is intended to allow everyone within 
its boundaries to pursue free movement of goods, capital, services, 
and labour.

Executive Branch B LS 1 0 ,  1 1

The branch of the government concerned with the implementation 
of laws, which have been created by the legislative branch (Althingi). 
This includes Ministers, government agencies, municipal committees 
and staff involved with these institutions.

Extinction Rebellion B LS 23

An international movement advocating for climate action.

Fridays for Future B LS 1 6 ,  23

An international movement which involves young people striking 
to protest the inaction of governments regarding climate change. 
The name refers to young people assembling every Friday in public 
places all over the world.

Gender Equality B LS 9 ,  1 6 ,  1 9 ,  2 2

A characteristic of society where gender doesn’t affect people’s 
access to opportunities and resources.
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Irreversible Damage to Nature B LS 1 9

Harm or changes to nature which can never be taken back, such 
as the destruction of geological formations via the construction of 
dams for hydroelectric power plants.

Jurisdiction B LS 11 ,  1 2

Entire region under the control of a given state, whether on sea or 
land.

Land-use Planning  B LS 6 ,  21 
(SE E ALSO “SPATIAL PL AN N I NG STR ATEGY ”)

The process of regulating the use of land in an effort to promote 
more desirable social and environmental outcomes as well as a 
more efficient use of resources.

Law B LS 9 ,  1 0 ,  1 1 ,  1 2 ,  1 9 ,  21 ,  2 2

Written rules which everyone within the State’s jurisdiction must 
adhere to.

Legislative Proposals B LS 11 ,  1 6 ,  1 9 ,  21

A proposal for a new law which Althingi can decide becomes part 
of national law.

Legislative Proposal General Comments B LS 11

Information explaining factors such as the legislative proposal’s 
background, purpose, and significance.

Member of Parliament B LS 9 ,  1 0 ,  2 2

One of the 63 democratically elected representatives at Althingi, 
who have the power to change Icelandic national law.

Governance Network B LS 6 ,  8 ,  9 ,  1 0 ,  1 2 ,  1 5 ,  1 6 ,  1 9 ,  2 0 ,  2 2

A theoretical approach used to describe how society is governed, 
for example for specific topics such as the environment. It is based 
on mapping all participating actors who influence the topic and 
is built on the assumption that governance has the attributes of a 
complex system.

Government (of Iceland) B LS 6 ,  8 ,  9 ,  1 0 ,  1 1 ,  1 2 ,  
1 5 ,  1 6 ,  1 9 ,  2 0 ,  21 ,  2 2

The country’s Ministers, which are appointed by the President and 
are responsible for implementing Icelandic law. The Government 
needs majority support of the Parliament (Althingi).

Greenhouse Gases B LS 1 0

When sunlight hits the earth, it warms the earth before being 
reflected back into space. After being reflected on the earth’s surface, 
a portion of the space-bound sunlight hits greenhouse gases in 
the atmosphere, such as carbon dioxide (CO2), methane (CH4) and 
ozone (O3), and is prevented from reaching space. This increases 
the temperature within the atmosphere and on the earth’s surface. 
Too much increase in greenhouse gases causes global warming, 
climate change and ocean acidification.

Icelandic Environment Association  
(L AN DVE R N D) B LS 1 0 ,  1 6

The largest environmental non-governmental organization 
in Iceland, founded in 1969. Main focus areas include soil- and 
ecosystem restoration, sustainability education, and environmental 
advocacy. Membership includes 40 member organizations and 
6,000 individual members.

Infrastructure B LS 6

Organizational structures and facilities which are part of society’s 
operations, such as roads, water mains, mobile networks, schools 
and hospitals.

Minister B LS 9 ,  1 0 ,  1 1 ,  21

An individual member of the National Government, responsible for 
implementing laws regarding specific topics. In Iceland, the Prime 
Minister is head of the Government, which is today composed of 
11 Ministers at 10 Ministries.

Ministry B LS 1 0 ,  1 1

A government institution under the direct authority of its Minister, 
with the role of implementing the Minister’s obligations and 
responsibilities.

Municipality B LS 11 , 21

A local government which has certain administrative roles and a 
degree of independence from the national Government, although 
it’s existence is based on laws enacted by the Parliament (Althingi). 
Municipalities in Iceland are currently 72 (in the year 2020).

National Planning Strategy B LS 11 ,  21

The Icelandic Government’s national-scale planning strategy which 
provides coordination for smaller-scale planning strategies. It is 
divided into four parts for different regions and aspects: 1. The 
Central Highlands, 2. Planning in Rural Regions, 3. Planning for 
Residence Patterns and Settlements Distribution, 4. Planning for 
Coastal and Marine Areas.

National Youth Council of Iceland  B LS 1 6 
(L AN DSSAM BAN D U NG M E N NAF É L AGA ,  LU F)

An umbrella organization for youth-led organizations in Iceland. The 
National Youth Council’s goal is to support its member organizations, 
which are currently 33 (in the year 2020).

Non-Governmental Organizations B LS 6 ,  8 ,  9 ,  
1 1 ,  1 6 ,  1 9 ,  2 2

See “Third Sector / Non-Governmental Organizations”.
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Public Administration B LS 1 0 ,  1 1 ,  21

Activities relating to the government’s implementation of laws.

Regulation B LS 9 ,  1 0 ,  1 1 ,  21

Rules providing further details on how specific laws or law articles 
should be implemented.

Spatial Planning Strategy 

In Iceland, municipalities are responsible for land-use planning within 
their jurisdiction. A strategy for the entire municipality (aðalskipulag) 
is mandatory, but strategies for specific areas within their jurisdiction 
(deiliskipulag) and regional strategies in cooperation with other 
municipalities (svæðisskipulag) are optional. All municipal planning 
strategies are available online.

Stakeholder B LS 8 ,  9 ,  1 9 ,  2 0 ,  23

An actor (e.g. individual, organization, business or institution) who 
has something at stake regarding a particular topic or subject. 
Examples include land-owners where powerplants have been 
proposed, and environmental organizations when nature might 
become affected by human activities.

State (of Iceland) B LS 11 ,  1 2 ,  21

The national authorities in Iceland, which are comprised of Althingi, 
the President, the Government (Ministers) and the Judicial System.

Third Sector(Non-Governmental Organizations) B LS 9 ,  1 0 ,  1 5 

Operations which are neither part of the government nor the private 
sector. Examples include environmental organizations, residents 
associations, workers unions, sports clubs, charities and other 
volunteer organizations. In other words, the third sector is comprised 
of the activities of people who cooperate towards non-profit goals.

Non-partisan Approach B LS 1 9

Making sure not to support any specific political movement, neither 
directly nor indirectly, and remaining impartial towards political 
competition.

Parliamentary Resolution B LS 21

A resolution by the Parliament (Althingi), which serves as a guideline 
for government policy. Despite their content not being mandatory 
as is the case with laws, they can nonetheless have a big impact 
on government policy and governance in general. As an example, 
parliamentary resolutions can dictate that a particular legislative 
proposal should be drafted.

Performance Measurements B LS 1 5

Results which can be measured, such as the number of members, 
presentations at upper-secondary schools, public comments 
submitted, the ratio of successful administrative appeals and 
number of mentions in news media.

Politics B LS 6

Activities and topics relating to how decisions are taken and enforced 
within groups such as organizations, national states and the global 
community.

Presidential Decree B LS 1 0

A binding decision of the President, regarding topics such as what 
individuals are Ministers of the Government and what topics fall 
under the supervision of each Ministry.

Private sector B LS 9 ,  1 0 ,  1 6 ,  2 2

Businesses and other for-profit activities which are not owned or 
controlled by the government.

Transparency B LS 1 2 ,  1 5 ,  21

A way of operating where information about activities is easily 
accessible to those not involved directly. In the case of the 
government, it means providing the public with access to information 
and documents relating to the government’s activities and decision 
making. This enables the public to scrutinize the government’s 
activities, which is one of the prerequisites for a government’s 
democratic legitimacy.

United Nations (UN) B LS 9 ,  1 2 ,  1 5 ,  2 2

An international organization and a cooperative platform for the 
world’s national states, which currently has 193 members (in the 
year 2020). The United Nations were founded in 1945 after the 
Second World War, with the aim of preventing war in the future. 
The organization is comprised of six institutions: General Assembly, 
Security Council, Economic and Social Council, Trusteeship Council, 
International Court of Justice, and Secretariat.
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