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Brief historical background 

• 1920s-1930s: Debates over 
formation of „state police‟ or 
auxiliary forces 

• 1932: Street battles over pay 
reduction leave Reykjavík 
police force out of action 

• 1939: Talk of establishment of 
„security service‟. Letters 
inspected 

• PM Jónasson main proponent 

• British and US forces in WWII  

Hermann Jónasson, chief of police 

1929-34, prime minister 1934-42 

(and 1956-58) 



Odense, 11 Januar 2007 

Times of fear ... 

 „When the lackeys of the USA put 

the new act of treason before 

Parliament, the people of 

Reykjavík will gather in tens of 

thousands and protest, and 

prevent MPs – who the nation will 

get rid of – from passing it and 

ensuring that the case will be put 

to the whole nation.‟ 

 Socialist organ Thjódviljinn, 25 

March 1949 
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Surveillance operations begin 

 „Since the quoted statements 

of Thjódviljinn indicate that 

Parliament is to be prevented 

by violence to perform its 

duties, the conclusion is 

reached that, for the time 

being, conversations in the 

following telephones here in 

town shall be observed, and 

the contents noted, for further 

use by the police.‟ 

 Court order, 26 March 1949 
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„Security Service‟ from 1950 

Árni Sigurjónsson (extreme left), immigration 

officer (later head) and member of the ‘Security 

Service’ 
Pétur Kristinsson, appointed 

to the ‘Security Service’ upon 

its formal foundation,1 March 

1950 
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Tasks of the „Security Service‟ 

• Collect information about communists and communist 

sympathisers 

• Special emphasis on employees at airports, harbours, 

telephone exchange, radio, customs, power stations, herring 

factories. 

• Special emphasis also on Eastern bloc diplomats. 

 Undated memorandum, probably from 1950-1951. 

• „There were no personal details there or anything like that ... 

[but rather] participation in politics and social activities. This 

wasn‟t unique in Iceland, it was all based on the precedent 

from Scandinavia where everything was on a larger scale 

than over here; one could easily see that.‟ 

 Interview with police officer B. Elíasson, 2004. 
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Tasks of the „Security Service‟ 

• Initially a small unit (Sigurjónsson and Kristinsson, 

sometimes other „trustworthy‟ police officers) 

• Two phone tapping operations in 1951 

– Dwight D. Eisenhower visit, January 1951 

– Return of US troops to Iceland, May 1951  

– Both cases, well-known socialists/communists and opponents of US 

presence 

• Phone tappings permitted: 

– To investigate „serious crimes‟ 

– When „the security of the state‟ is at risk 

– Suspicions but no evidence of long-term phone tappings 

• Legal basis of the „Security Service‟: 

– No specific law on its foundation and existence, no observatory role 

– Secret funding, but costs examined by state auditer  
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The „leftwing-regime‟, 1956-1958  

 „I told the [foreign] minister 

that the department had 

actually continued its work, 

albeit on a reduced scale, as 

it was unclear to me what the 

government wanted, since 

the ministers had not 

discussed these matters with 

me, but I did not want to be 

responsible all by myself or 

act solo in these matters.‟ 

 Sigurdsson memorandum, 

23 January 1957 
Sigurjón Sigurdsson, chief of police 

1947-1985 (picture taken in 1972) 
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Unrest in 1968 
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Urban guerrillas in a land of no „urbs‟ 

• Tupamaros in 

Uruguay ... 

• The small town of 

Kópavogur, near 

Reykjavík ... 

• „Kópamaros‟ 

• The „Wild Left‟ 
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„Detailed and efficient card index‟ 

 „The “Security Section” collect what information they can 
about Soviet Bloc Diplomatic Mission Staffs, Icelandic 
Communists and Communist sympathisers. They keep 
a detailed and efficient card index of such names.‟ 

 „One of two lecturers at the University are known to be 
communist sympathisers as are a number of 
headmasters of schools. The Director of the News 
Deparment of the Icelandic State Radio … is a well-
known communist sympathiser, but there is surprisingly 
little evidence of this in the radio news programmes.‟ 

 ‘The State of Security in Iceland’. Report for the British 
Cabinet Security Policy and Methods Committee, 1972 
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Sources and public debate 

• Situation during the Cold War and 
afterwards: 

– Suspicions and allegations but no 
confirmation or public knowledge of the 
existence and activities of the Icelandic 
„security service‟ 

• Revelations in 2006: 

– Sources on phone tapping, registration of 
subjects and surveillance of Warsaw Pact 
embassies 

– Lack of sources still a problem! 

– „The “Great Fire” of 1976 or 1977‟... 
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Summary and conclusions I 

 The Security Service was formed when the Cold War 

had begun, to protect the internal security of Iceland, 

to watch the activities of Eastern Bloc representatives 

in Iceland and to keep an eye on „suspicious‟ 

individuals, that is communists and communist 

sympathisers. From the early Cold War period and 

well into the 1970s, the Security Service collected 

information of this kind. Furthermore, phone tappings 

were permitted on six occasions, based on fears for 

the security of Parliament or prominent visitors to 

Iceland. No written proof has been found of systematic 

long-term political phone tapping in the country.  
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Summary and conclusions II 

 The Security Service was small, a group of two to five 
individuals with a limited amount of the necessary 
equipment. The legal status of the Security Service 
was not obvious. Registration of citizens with certain 
political affiliations was not permitted by law and while 
requests and court orders for phone tappings look 
understandable from the authorities‟ point of view, 
they do seem excessive at times. Thus, there were 
cases in Iceland during the Cold War when the state‟s 
fear for its own security violated the rights of its 
subjects. 
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Summary 

• 6 cases of authorized phone tapping: 

– 1949 (NATO membership) 

– 1951 (Eisenhower visit) 

– 1951 (Arrival of US troops) 

– 1961 (Cod War I) 

– 1963 (LBJ visit) 

– 1968 (NATO summit) 
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Summary 

• Overall, phone tapping of 8 organizations 
and companies 

– The Socialist Party 

– Newspaper Thjódviljinn 

– Labour union Dagsbrún 

– Socialist Youth Organization 

– Organization against the Occupation 

– Icelandic Labour Union 

– Socialist bookstore „Mál og menning‟ 

– Iceland-USSR Friendship Society 
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Summary 

• Over 30 private phones tapped 

– 8 MPs 

• On average, phone tappings probably 

lasted around 14 days 

• Altogether, phone tapping for around 3 

months in total during the Cold War? 


