
A SHORT HISTORY OF THE ICELAND DEFENSE FORCE

After receiving independence from Denmark in 191 8 with the signing of the 25-
year Danish—iceiandic Act of Union, Iceland followed a policy of strict neutrality.
ln 1939, with war imminent in Europe, the German Reich pressed for landing
rights for Lufthansa‘s aircraft for alleged trans-Atlantic ights. The Icelandic
government turned them down. A British request to establish bases in Iceland
for the protection of the vital North Atlantic supply lines after German forces
occupied Denmark and Norway in April 1940 also was turned down in

accordance with the neutrality policy.

Therefore, it was a rude surprise for the people of Reykjavik to awaken to the
sight of a British occupation force on May 10, 1940. The country's strategic
importance to the British was understood; what was annoying to Icelanders was
the lack of consultation.

Iceland protested the use of military force by Britain but immediately accepted
the fait accompli. Nothing could be accomplished by resisting. Newspaper
accounts from that period suggest that there was a certain feeling of relief.
Because of the historic links between Iceland and Britain, it was felt that if

someone had to invade the country it was better to see the Allies come, and not
the Axis.

Acceptance of the invasion, however, did not mean that nothing could be done
about the situation. If it were true that the country needed "protecting," couldn't a
neutral power provide that protection, thereby permitting a belligerent Britain to
do its fighting elsewhere?

In the late spring of 1941, there was strong support in Iceland for such a solution.
Following talks between British Prime Minster Winston S. Churchill and President
Franklin D. Roosevelt of the United States, Iceland agreed to a tri-partite treaty
under which the United States was to relieve the British garrison in Iceland on
the condition that all military forces be withdrawn from Iceland immediately upon
the conclusion of the war in Europe.

The U. S. Marines came ashore in Reykjavik on July 7, 1941 at the invitation of
the Government of Iceland, and were later followed by the U. S. Army and the U.
S. Navy. Most British Army personnel were withdrawn the following year, leaving
the Royal Navy and the Royal Air Force as the primary British presence. When
the United States mobilized in the wake of the Japanese attack upon Pearl
Harbor, Hawaii, the importance of Iceland as a staging post was greatly
increased. Hvalfjbréur (Whale Bay) and Seydisfjbrdur became the assembly
points for convoys making the Murmansk run to ports in Northern Russia, and
Meeks Field (later Keflavik Airport) was constructed for maritime patrol and
trans-Atlantic aviation.



The geographical proximity of Iceland to the convoy routes is underscored by the
fact that more German U-boats were sunk by aircraft based in Iceland than
anywhere else in the world.

This meant that a large military force was stationed in Iceland throughout the
war. At the peak there were 45,000 American servicemen in Iceland, in addition
to forces from Great Britain, Canada and other Commonwealth nations and
Non/vay. The civilian population of Reykjavik was almost outnumbered by
members of the various armed forces billeted in the city and its vicinity.

This disparity naturally led to social problems. Jealousies and grudges that were
initiated at this time were not forgotten by some for decades. Nevertheless, the
situation improved and there were offsetting material gains to the country. There
was a division in the national view over the stationing of the foreign forces on
Icelandic soil -- a division which remains to this day, colored by political ideology,
economic interests, nationalistic sentiment and, to a lesser degree, pacism.

At the end ofthe war in Europe, the British forces left Iceland. The United
States, however, requested long-term lease of base facilities. This request was
atly rejected by Iceland. In its view, the war was over and the forces must
leave. America countered by pointing out the importance of the Keavik Aireld -
- at the time one of the biggest facilities in the world with an important role in
U. S. strategic planning. Keavik, it was argued, was needed for the supply of
the Allied occupation forces in Europe. Few aircraft at that time could safely y
the Atlantic without a refueling stop en route.

A limited agreement was reached in 1946 for continued American military use of
Keavik Airport, which was then turned over to the Icelandic government. The

- U. S. government retained the right to operate the airport through an American
civilian contractor, and the last servicemen left the country in 1947.

In 1949 Iceland was approached to become a member of the North Atlantic
Treaty Organization. There was sharp division within the nation as to the
advisability of such a move. The war had ended less than four years earlier.
Although Icelanders as a whole were philosophically aligned to the West, there
were reservations about supporting anything military.

The problem facing Iceland's legislators was the same being faced elsewhere.
In the post-war posturing by the larger nations in the northern hemisphere, a line
was being drawn. Icelanders had no doubt on which side ofthat line they
wanted to live, but at the same time, they wanted to be sure they would not lose
their sovereignty again. The Republic was only five years old; it had not been
consulted before its sudden involvement in World War II, and military occupation
led to social upheaval.



This was the dilemma: The people of Iceland wanted to join hands with people
of like minds, yet not lose sovereignty or have a new culture imposed upon the
naon.

The solution was to compromise. Iceland became a charter member of NATO,
but with the understanding that this commitment would neither require the
establishment of its own armed forces -- for which there were no available
resources -- nor the basing of foreign forces on its soil in peacetime.

However, the Cold War and the Korean War changed Icelandic reluctance to

host foreign forces. As tensions between East and West grew, it was seen by
the Government of Iceland that membership in NATO was not, in and of itself, a
sufficient defense.

Accordingly, following a request from NATO for the establishment of a tangible
defense for Iceland, a Defense Agreement between the United States and
Iceland was signed on May 5, 1951. »

Under the agreement, the U. S. assumed the defense of Iceland and the areas
around the country on behalf of NATO, while Iceland was committed to providing

the land necessary to carry this out. In essence, the Defense Agreement
established the Iceland Defense Force on the condition that the impact of the
force be limited and not impose any adverse effects on the local population as it

did during World War II.

By virtue of the agreement, there is total coordination of U. S. and Icelandic
policies with regard to the operation of the Defense Force. Neither side can
impose policies upon the other. Both sides have equal rights and obligations. In

short, although there are different responsibilities, there is complete cooperation
between Iceland and the United States in meeting their joint responsibilities to

NATO.

The Defense Agreement permits either side to request changes caused by
national or international developments. Hence, in the early 19705 when Iceland
felt there should be some changes, discussions were held. These led to the
1974 Memorandum of Understanding under which manning levels and
contractual obligations were amended to bring them in line with the times.

The Iceland Defense Force's ofcial contact with the Government of Iceland is
through the Ministry for Foreign Affairs. Ofcials of the MFA Defense Department
and the bi-Iateral Iceland - U. S. Defense Council, meet on a regular basis to

identify and resolve issues related to military operations and the base population.

Icelandic members of the Defense Council include two senior government
officials and five appointed representatives of the prominent political parties. Five



senior military officers, including the Commander, and one civilian ofcer

represent the Iceland Defense Force on the Council.

In all policy matters the ultimate point of contact is between the Minister for

Foreign Affairs, Government of Iceland, and the American Ambassador to
Iceland. In this regard, the Commander, Iceland Defense Force has direct input

into any discussions as a member of the Ambassador's Country Team.

The make-up of the Defense Force has changed over the years in order to

remain responsive to defense requirements and technological developments.

The first contingent ofthe U. S. Army, U. S. Navy and U. S. Air Force
components forming the Iceland Defense Force arrived on May 7, 1951. The
force was commanded by an Army brigadier general who represented the

Supreme Allied Commander, Atlantic, for NATO operations, and the
Commander-in-Chief, Atlantic, for U.S. national command authority.

The first Army tactical unit in Iceland responsible for ground defense was the 3rd

Battalion (reinforced), 278th Infantry Regimental Combat Team. In 1954, this

responsibility was taken over by the 99th Battalion Combat Team of the 74th

Infantry Regimental Combat Team. The unit was re designated the 2nd Infantry

Battalion Combat Team on July 7, 1955. It consisted ofthe 2nd Infantry

Battalion; the 86th Field Artillery Battery; 95th Tank Platoon; the 52nd Infantry

Heavy Mortar Platoon; the 525th Engineer Platoon and a small aviation section

of helicopters and a liaison plane. The U. S. Navy Fleet Air Services Squadron

107 was the service unit for P-2 "Neptune" maritime patrol aircraft deployed to

Keflavik and together these made up Naval Forces Iceland. The Air Force
1400th Air Base Group was the controlling Air Force unit, until the Iceland Air

Defense Force was established in April 1952 and assigned to the Military Air

Transport Service (MATS), assuming all group operational and base support

responsibilities.

In June of that year command of the Iceland Defense Force reverted to an Air

Force brigadier general as the majority of the activities and buildup of the force

was to be air defense related.

Air defense activity commenced in 1952 with the arrival of the 932nd Aircraft

Control and Warning Squadron and the 192nd Fighter Squadron ying the F-51

"Mustang" aircraft. No jet fighter units were available until 1953 when the 82nd

Fighter Interceptor Squadron (FIS) arrived with F-94B "Starfire" aircraft and
‘ relieved the 435th FSQ that had assumed the responsibilities from the 192nd.

Both squadrons had been in Iceland on 90—day deployments. The 82nd FIS was

relieved by the 57th FIS flying F-89 "Scorpion" jet fighters in November 1954.

Four radar stations of the Iceland Air Defense System were operational by early

1958 in northwest, southwest, northeast and southeast Iceland. Air rescue



service was provided by the 53rd Air Rescue Squadron stationed at Keavik
between 1952 and 1960, operating a variety of rescue aircraft and HH-19
helicopters. -

The period 1960-61 saw several changes in the structure of the Iceland Defense
Force. All Army units returned to the United States in March 1960, as a result of
the implementation of new concepts in rapid deployment by air, thus making the
stationing of ground forces in Iceland unnecessary. The Iceland Air Defense
Force was re designated Air Forces Iceland on January 1, 1960.

Barrier Force, Atlantic was established in Argentia, Newfoundland in 1955, ying
the WV-2 (EC-121) "Warning Star" on radar early-warning missions in the North
Atlantic from 1957. These aircraft made frequent deployments to Keavik.

On July 1, 1961, Commander Barrier Force, Atlantic moved from Argentia to
Keavik and, as a result -- for better logistical and operational control together
with the increased emphasis on maritime strategy in the region -- the Navy
relieved the Air Force as host military service in Iceland and Naval Station
Keavik was established. The duties of Commander, Iceland Defense Force
were assumed by the rear admiral commanding Barrier Force Atlantic.

The 19608 saw considerable increase in Soviet military activity in the Iceland
area. With the conversion of the 57th FIS from F-89D "Scorpion" to F-102A
"Delta Dagger" aircraft in 1962, interceptions of Soviet military aircraft within
Iceland's Military Air Defense Identication Zone (MADIZ) became frequent.

The two radar sites in northwest and northeast Iceland were closed in 1960 and
1961 because they were too difficult to maintain and the Barrier Force Atlantic
was deactivated in 1965. Thus, as Soviet penetrations of the Iceland MADIZ
showed a marked increase in 1968, a permanent deployment of Air Force EC-
121 "Warning Star" early warning aircraft from the 551st AEW&C Wing, Otis Air
Force Base, was established at Keavik. In September 1978 this mission was
assumed by the new Boeing E-3A "Sentry" Airborne Warning and Control
System (AWACS) aircraft.

This was their first operational deployment outside the United States. The F- A

102A aircraft of the 57th FIS were replaced by F—4C "Phantom II" aircraft in 1973
that, in turn, were relieved by the F—4E model in 1978. The current McDonnell
Douglas F-15C/D "Eagle" aircraft took over the intercept role in 1985.

Naval aviation has always played a large role in the operations at Keavik,
especially with regard to the enormous build-up of the Soviet Navy. Deployment
of patrol squadron detachments, and later entire squadrons, started as early as
1951, with the P-2 "Neptune" maritime patrol aircraft succeeded by the Lockheed



P-3 "Orion" in the mid-19603. Fleet Air, Keavik was established at the
deactivation of Barrier Force Atlantic for command of naval operations in Iceland.

Upon the arrival of the Defense Force in Iceland in 1951, housing and support
facilities were quite limited. At the peak of the Second World War, thousands of
troops were stationed at Keflavik in temporary Quonset huts camps. During
1947-51, while the base was operated by a U. S. civilian contractor company
(Lockheed Aircraft Overseas Service) as an international airport most of these
temporary structures were salvaged or badly deteriorated.

The airfield complex, one of the largest in the world during the war, also required

upgrading to accommodate modern aircraft. The contractor company had

extended one runway, constructed a new passenger terminal and hotel building,

one aircraft hangar, a hospital, housing units and other facilities for the staff. But

this was not sufficient for the new Defense Force, so additional facilities had to

be provided quickly. A crash reconstruction program was initiated and temporary
housing was erected during the construction of permanent housing. The aireld

was extended and two new aircraft hangars were constructed. Most of this work
was completed by 1957.

A U. S. contractor company undertook this project using Icelandic subcontractors
at rst. Later. as the Icelandic contractors acquired the experience and know-

how required for military construction, it was agreed that the work would be
assumed completely by Icelanders with the formation of the Iceland Prime
Contractors (IPC) in 1954 and the Keavik Contractors (KC) in 1957. These
contractor companies operated under a single source arrangement with
allocation of new construction projects to IPC and most major maintenance
projects undertaken by KC. Construction projects have centered on

modernization of the military facilities, and expanded and improved housing and

living conditions for Defense Force members and their families to lessen the
impact on the Iooai community. Single source contracting has largely been
replaced by competitive bidding.

In the 19705 there were signs of a greatly increased capabilities in the Soviet
Northern Fleet to operate effectively in the North Atlantic. Meeting the increased
threat required considerable upgrade of operational as well as command and

control facilities in Iceland. As a result, a new defense upgrade program was
initiated in the early 19803, largely funded by the NATO Infrastructure Fund.
This program included the construction of a new fuel storage and harbor facility

- near the Keflavik base, an upgrade of the air defense radar system with two new

radar stations on the north coast, hardened facilities for the new F-15 ghter

interceptor aircraft, communications, command and control as well as expansion
of the airfield and separation of the international civil aviation from the military
operation.



The "real time" operations of the Iceland Defense Force, i.e. the tracking of
Soviet submarines and surface ships and the interception of their military ights

in the vicinity of lceland continued to increase in the 19703 and the 19803. In

1985 it was agreed to station a Royal Netherlands Navy P-BC Orion maritime

patrol aircraft at Keflavik. This aircraft as well as MPA aircraft of other NATO
countries that regularly deploy to Keavik operates as a part of the assigned
maritime patrol forces.

The great social and political changes in Eastern Europe in the late 19803 which
spelled the dissolution of the Warsaw Pact, fall of the Soviet Union, and end to

the Cold War resulted in a sharp decline in this trafc. A3 a result, it was
possible in 1991 to decrease the number of assigned F-15 ghter aircraft from 18

to 12 as a part of an overall USAF reconstruction and the permanent deployment
of an E-3 AWACS aircraft was done away with in June 1992 and replaced with

periodic training deployments.

Given the significant changes in the security environment in Europe and in the

North Atlantic area caused by the end of the Cold War, and in accordance with

the bilateral Defense Agreement of 1951, the United States Government and the

Government of lceland completed consultations concerning appropriate force
levels at Keavik in January 1994. The United States reafrmed its commitment

to the Defense Agreement, and lceland afrmed that U. S. and allied forces
should remain in lceland. The number of ghter aircraft would be reduced to a

minimum of four but the capability and infrastructure for the operation of ghter

aircraft at Keavik were to be maintained, and two small naval communications

units, NSGA and NAVFAC, were to cease operations.

In January 1995 the 57th Fighter Squadron was relieved of its longstanding air

defense mission in lceland by the rst in a series of rotational deployments of at

least four F-1 5 aircraft provided by fighter units in the United States.

A second “agreed minute” signed in April 1996 addressed the continued stability

in the defense relationship between the two countries for the next ve years.
Additionally, this document provided for continued effort to reduce, as much as
possible, the cost of operating and maintaining the Defense Force and its

infrastructure. This included a phased plan to reach competitive bidding for all

military construction by the year 2004.

The fundamental structure of the lceland Defense Force has not changed much

since 1961 when the U. S. Navy took over as host service. The U. S. Naval
Station, Keavik, renamed U. S. Naval Air Station, Keavik in 1986, provides
logistical support for the Defense Force, while the assigned maritime patrol

forces under Task Unit 69.8.1 maintain surveillance and anti-submarine warfare

capability, and the 85th Group - Air Forces lceland provides for air defense.
Contingency plans provide for the augmentation of the peacetime force level in
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Iceland with the deployment of earmarked air and ground units appropriate to the
threat at hand.

'

As described earlier, the end of the Cold War and subsequent reduction of “real
world” activities in this region provided for a reduction in operational forces in
Iceland. Starting with the departure of one of two permanently deployed E-3
AWACS aircraft in 1990, the total number of aircraft assigned to lceland was
decreased by one half (37 to 18) and the number of military personnel by one
third (3,300 to 2,200) between 1990 and 1996.

Afterthe withdrawal ofthe U. S. Army ground forces from lceland in 1960 the
ground defense mission shifted between Army and Marine forces to be deployed
from the United States together with other contingency reinforcement forces.
Army Forces lceland (ARICE), a U. S. Army headquarters element, was
established in the United States in the early 19805 as the Army component of
the lceland Defense Force for the coordination of deployed forces assigned the
ground defense mission. Between 1980 and 1993, he brunt of his mission was
borne by the 187th Separate infantry Brigade and supported by the 167th
Support Group, both from the U. S. Army Reserve.

ln 1993 the combat portion ofthe ground defense mission was transferred to a
Brigade Task Force from the 29th Light Infantry Division, Virginia Army National
Guard. Subsequently, in 1994 the mission was transferred from the 29th
Division to the 27th infantry Brigade, New York Army National Guard. Support
for the ground defense role remained the responsibility ofthe 167th Support
Group, U. S. Army Reserve.

With the 2002 US. Unified Command Plan, the regional responsibility forthe
lceland Defense Force shifted from the U.S. Joint Forces Command in Norfolk,
VA, to the U.S. European Command in Stuttgart, Germany. At the same time,
the Navy command structure in lceland was transferred from the Commander in
Chief, Atlantic Fleet to U.S. Naval Force Europe, and the 85th Group from the
U.S. Air Combat Command to U.S. Air Forces Europe. In May 2003 the 5O
strong Marine Corps Security Force Company Keflavik (originally established in
1961as Marine Barracks Keflavik) was re-designated and transferred to the
United States due to a lack of operational requirement in lceland.

Prepared by: Fridthor Kr. Eydal June 2003
DeputyPublic Affairs Ofcer
lceland Defense Force



there instead of Keflavik. After Operation Desert Storm in 1991 some C—130 Hercules

transport aircraft came through Germany and Keflavik on their way back to the U.S.

Thus, the number of military flights coming through Keflavik only doubled during 18

months in this period, still a comparatively small traffic since the regular number is so

small. Similarly, no significant increase occurred during NATO operations in the

Balkans in the spring of 1999 or the recent operations in Afghanistan and Iraq.

Number of Soviet/Russian militamaircraft intercegted by IDF aircraft 1980-2003

1980 120
1981 125
1982 155
1983 140
1984 7O

1985 170
1986 165
1987 139
1988 120
1989 65
1990 45
1991 1O

1992-1998 O

1999 2
2000-2002 O

2003 2

ICELAND ECONOMY NET INCOME FROM THE ICELAND DEFENSE FORCE

Includes contracting (new construction, maintenance and service),

shipping, communications, labor and personnel private spending.

Year: Million $2 % of GDP: % of exports:

1990 158.6 2.6 7.2

1991 159.9 2.5 7.3

1992 169.6 2.5 7.7

1993 133.8 2.3 6.4

1994 138.8 2.2 5.9

1995 137.3 1.9 5.4

1996 148.8 2.0 5.4

1997 154.6 2.1 5.5

1898 145.9 1.8 4.9

1999 144.2 1.7 4.7

2000 147.0 1.7 4.8

2001 120.2 1.6 3.7

2002 124.0 1.5 3.5

Iceland Defense Force Public Affairs Office, June 2003



Changes in the Iceland Defense Force 1990 - 2003

The basic natue of the activities of the Iceland Defense Force did not change with the
collapse of the Soviet Union and the end of the Cold War. The Iceland Defense Force
operates the Keflavik airfield and U.S. Naval Air Station for the defense of Iceland and
the Iceland area as well as in support ofthe movement of reinforcement forces to
Europe in times of tension or War. The structure and size of the operational forces
assigned to Iceland for this task varies in accordance with the situation at any given
time. During the Cold War, this force which consists of Air Force units for air defense
and Naval Aviation units for maritime patrol and anti-submarine warfare, was constantly
busy monitoring the movements of Soviet aircraft, surface combatants and submarines
in the Iceland area. The size and composition of the force varied as dictated by the job
at hand. The end of the Cold War saw a great reduction in such military trafc and the
required number of operational forces was reduced accordingly. Thus, the number of
aircraft at Keflavik has been reduced by half, from 37 in 1990 to about 18, and the
number of military personnel by 42 percent, from 3,276 in 1990 to 1,900 in 2003. At the
same time the number of Icelanders directly employed by the Defense Force declined
by only 18 percent from 1100 — 900. A considerable number of these jobs were
transferred to contractors.

As stated above, the number of aircraft assigned changes from time to time depending
on the military requirements. Currently, the force consists of:

F-1 5 fighter aircraft
P-BC Orion Maritime Patrol aircraft, including 1 from the Royal
Netherlands Navy
HH-60 Pave Hawk Rescue helicopters of the U.S. Air Force
KC-1 35 Tanker Aircraft for air refueling the ghters
HC-130 Rescue aircraft which refuels the helicopters in the air
UP-3 Utility (passenger) aircraft
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AII but the ve helicopters and the single passenger aircraft are rotated to Iceland from
squadrons in the United States for economy and convenience. A number of additional
aircraft deploy to Iceland for a short time during periodical exercises.

The diminished military aviation and greatly increased civilian trafc at Keavik in the
last 13 years has brought the military air trafc down from 64 percent to less than 30
percent of the total air traffic activity at the dual use airfield. Similarly, the transfer of
military aviation fuel has been reduced by two thirds.

The Keavik base and the Iceland Defense Force did not play a part in recent conicts
in the Persian Gulf, Afghanistan, and the Balkans. However, since Keavik is the only
place in the North Atlantic, except the Azores, where short ranged military aircraft can
land for rest and refueling, there was a slight increase in the general military air trafc
here prior to and after these conicts. Since the Azores are closer to the shortest route
between the U.S. and the Mediterranean and the Middle East, most of the trafc went


