
Invitation à présenter des observations, en application de l’article 1 er , paragraphe 2, de la partie I du 
protocole 3 de l’accord entre les États de l’AELE relatif à l’institution d’une Autorité de surveillance 
et d’une Cour de justice, concernant le financement du centre de concerts et de conférences Harpa 

(2013/C 229/09) 

Par décision n o 128/13/COL du 20 mars 2013, reproduite dans la langue faisant foi dans les pages qui 
suivent le présent résumé, l’Autorité de surveillance AELE a ouvert la procédure prévue à l’article 1 er , 
paragraphe 2, de la partie I du protocole 3 de l’accord entre les États de l’AELE relatif à l’institution 
d’une Autorité de surveillance et d’une Cour de justice. Les autorités islandaises ont reçu copie de la décision. 

Par la présente, l’Autorité de surveillance AELE invite les États de l’AELE, les États membres de l’UE et les 
parties intéressées à soumettre leurs observations sur la mesure en cause dans un délai d’un mois à compter 
de la publication de la présente communication, à l’adresse suivante: 

Autorité de surveillance AELE 
Greffe 
Rue Belliard 35 
1040 Bruxelles 
BELGIQUE 

Ces observations seront communiquées aux autorités islandaises. L’identité des parties intéressées qui présen­
tent des observations peut faire l’objet d’un traitement confidentiel sur demande écrite et motivée. 

RÉSUMÉ 

Procédure 

En septembre 2011, l’Autorité de surveillance AELE (ci-après l’«Autorité») a reçu une plainte concernant le 
prétendu subventionnement par l’État islandais et la municipalité de Reykjavik de services de conférence et 
de services de restaurant et de restauration au centre de concerts et de conférences Harpa (ci-après le 
«Harpa»). L’Autorité a ensuite envoyé deux demandes de renseignements auxquelles les autorités islandaises 
ont répondu. 

Description de la mesure 

En 2004, l’État islandais et la municipalité de Reykjavik ont lancé une offre de partenariat public-privé en 
vue de la construction, de la conception et de l’exploitation d’un centre de concerts et de conférences d’une 
superficie de 28 000 m 2 . Le 12 janvier 2007, après la sélection de l’offre la plus favorable, la construction 
du centre de concerts et de conférences Harpa a commencé. Du fait de la débâcle financière en Islande, la 
construction du Harpa a été interrompue en 2008. Peu de temps après, le maire de Reykjavik et le ministre 
de l’éducation ont trouvé un accord prévoyant que l’État et la municipalité poursuivraient la construction du 
projet sans le partenaire privé. Le bâtiment a été officiellement inauguré le 20 août 2011. 

Le Harpa est destiné à abriter plusieurs services et activités. L’orchestre symphonique d’Islande et l’opéra 
d’Islande ont tous deux conclu des contrats de longue durée pour l’utilisation de certains locaux du Harpa. 
En outre, celui-ci accueille des conférences, avec quatre salles de conférence de différentes tailles. Il accueille 
également différentes manifestations artistiques, comme des concerts pop et rock d’artistes islandais et 
étrangers. D’autres activités exercées au Harpa, comme la restauration collective, les restaurants, un 
magasin de musique et un magasin de meubles sont exploitées par des entreprises privées qui louent des 
locaux à Harpa. Ces locaux sont loués aux opérateurs privés aux conditions du marché et ont fait l’objet 
d’adjudications publiques lors desquelles ce sont les offres les plus favorables qui ont été retenues. 

Le Harpa est détenu en totalité par l’État islandais (54 %) et la municipalité de Reykjavik (46 %), qui 
fournissent d’importantes contributions annuelles en fonction de leur participation au projet. Depuis son 
inauguration, le Harpa subit chaque année un important déficit d’exploitation, qui est couvert par les 
budgets de l’État islandais et de la municipalité de Reykjavik.
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Observations des autorités islandaises 

Selon les autorités islandaises, le financement du Harpa ne comporte aucun élément d’aide d’État, 
puisqu’elles ont correctement veillé à l’existence de comptes séparés pour les différentes activités exercées 
au centre de concerts et de conférences. Au soutien de cette affirmation, les autorités islandaises ont 
présenté des rapports établis par deux cabinets comptables concernant la séparation des comptes des 
entreprises qui participent à l’exploitation du Harpa. Elles ont également produit une analyse de prix, 
dans laquelle elles ont comparé les prix d’infrastructures de conférences à Reykjavik comparables sur le 
plan de la taille et de la capacité. Elles soutiennent, par ailleurs, que l’activité de conférences a une incidence 
positive sur les autres activités exercées au Harpa et que, sans cette activité, les coûts que devraient supporter 
les autres activités seraient considérablement plus élevés. 

Existence d’une aide d’État 

Avantages impliquant des ressources d’État accordées à une entreprise 

Dès lors que l’État islandais et la municipalité de Reykjavik couvrent conjointement le déficit d’exploitation 
annuel du Harpa en y consacrant chaque année un certain montant provenant de leur budget, des ressources 
d’État au sens de l’article 61 de l’accord EEE sont impliquées. 

L’Autorité est d’avis que la construction et l’exploitation d’une infrastructure constituent toutes deux une 
activité économique en soi lorsque cette infrastructure est, ou sera, utilisée pour fournir des biens ou des 
services sur le marché ( 1 ). Certaines activités exercées à Harpa, notamment les conférences, les représenta­
tions théâtrales, les concerts de musique populaire, etc., peuvent attirer un nombre important de clients, 
alors qu’elles sont en concurrence avec des centres de conférences privés, des théâtres ou d’autres lieux de 
concerts. C’est pourquoi l’Autorité estime, à titre préliminaire, que les sociétés qui participent à l’exploitation 
du Harpa doivent, dans la mesure où elles exercent des activités commerciales, être qualifiées d’entreprises. 

En outre, l’Autorité considère que le financement public de la construction du Harpa constitue un avantage 
économique, et partant une aide, puisque le projet n’aurait à l’évidence pas été réalisé en l’absence d’un tel 
financement. Qui plus est, un avantage est conféré aux sociétés qui participent à l’exploitation du Harpa sous 
la forme d’un manque à gagner puisque l’État et la municipalité n’exigent pas de retour sur les inves­
tissements qu’ils ont consentis dans le centre de concerts et de conférences, dans la mesure où ces sociétés 
exercent des activités commerciales, telles que le fait d’accueillir des conférences ou des manifestations 
artistiques. L’appréciation préliminaire de l’Autorité montre donc qu’un avantage économique sélectif ne 
saurait être exclu à aucun niveau (construction, exploitation et utilisation). 

Distorsion de la concurrence et effet sur les échanges entre les parties contractantes 

Étant donné que le marché de l’organisation d’événements internationaux, comme les conférences et d’autres 
manifestations, est ouvert à la concurrence entre les fournisseurs de salles et les organisateurs d’événements, 
qui exercent généralement des activités donnant lieu à des échanges entre États de l’EEE, on peut supposer 
que les échanges s’en trouvent affectés. En l’espèce, l’effet sur les échanges entre certains États voisins de 
l’EEE est encore plus probable compte tenu de la nature du secteur des conférences ( 2 ). Par conséquent, 
l’Autorité estime, à titre préliminaire, que la mesure risque de fausser la concurrence et d’affecter les 
échanges au sein de l’EEE. 

Compatibilité de l’aide 

En vertu de l’article 61, paragraphe 3, point c), de l’accord EEE, tel qu’interprété par l’Autorité et développé 
par la Commission européenne dans le cadre de l’ex-article 87, paragraphe 3, point d), du TCE, devenu 
l’article 107, paragraphe 3, point d), du TFUE, peuvent être considérées comme compatibles avec le 
fonctionnement de l’accord EEE les aides destinées à promouvoir la culture et la conservation du patrimoine, 
quand elles n’altèrent pas les conditions des échanges et de la concurrence dans l’EEE dans une mesure 
contraire à l’intérêt commun. Les autorités islandaises ont déclaré que l’objectif principal de la mesure en 
cause était de promouvoir la culture grâce à la construction d’une salle de concerts qui puisse accueillir à la 
fois l’orchestre symphonique d’Islande et l’opéra d’Islande. L’Autorité a admis que, compte tenu de son 
objectif culturel, la construction et l’exploitation d’une infrastructure destinée à accueillir l’orchestre sympho­
nique et l’opéra puissent être qualifiées d’aides destinées à promouvoir la culture.
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( 1 ) Voir la décision de la Commission dans l’affaire SA.33618 (Suède), Financement du complexe polyvalent d’Uppsala (JO 
C 152 du 30.5.2012, p. 18), point 19. 

( 2 ) Voir l’ordonnance du Tribunal du 26 janvier 2012 dans l’affaire T-90/09, Mojo Concerts BV et Amsterdam Music 
Dome Exploitatie BV/Commission européenne, point 45, publiée au JO C 89 du 24.3.2012, p. 22.



L’Autorité admet qu’une infrastructure telle que le Harpa puisse également être utilisée pour abriter diffé­
rentes activités commerciales comme des restaurants, des cafétérias, des magasins, des conférences et des 
concerts populaires. Cependant, pour que la concurrence ne soit pas faussée, il convient de mettre en place 
des garanties destinées à éviter les subventions croisées entre les activités commerciales et les activités 
culturelles subventionnées. L’Autorité estime que les autorités islandaises n’ont pas mis en place les garanties 
nécessaires pour éviter de telles subventions croisées. En conséquence, à l’issue de son évaluation prélimi­
naire, l’Autorité émet des doutes quant au fait que la construction et l’exploitation du Harpa puissent être 
considérées comme compatibles au sens de l’article 61, paragraphe 3, point c), de l’accord EEE. 

Conclusion 

À la lumière des considérations qui précèdent, l’Autorité a décidé d’ouvrir la procédure formelle d’examen 
conformément à l’article 1 er , paragraphe 2, de la partie I du protocole 3 de l’accord entre les États de l’AELE 
relatif à l’institution d’une Autorité de surveillance et d’une Cour de justice en ce qui concerne le finance­
ment du centre de concerts et de conférences Harpa. Les parties intéressées sont invitées à présenter leurs 
observations dans un délai d’un mois à compter de la publication de la présente décision au Journal officiel de 
l’Union européenne. 

Conformément à l’article 14 du protocole 3, toute aide illégale peut faire l’objet d’une récupération auprès 
de ses bénéficiaires. 

EFTA SURVEILLANCE AUTHORITY DECISION 

No 128/13/COL 

of 20 March 2013 

to initiate the formal investigation procedure into potential State aid involved in the financing of 
the Harpa Concert Hall and Conference Centre 

(Iceland) 

THE EFTA SURVEILLANCE AUTHORITY (‘THE AUTHORITY’), 

HAVING REGARD to: 

The Agreement on the European Economic Area (‘the EEA Agreement’), in particular to Article 61 and 
Protocol 26, 

The Agreement between the EFTA States on the establishment of a Surveillance Authority and a Court of 
Justice (‘the Surveillance and Court Agreement’), in particular to Article 24, 

Protocol 3 to the Surveillance and Court Agreement (‘Protocol 3’), in particular to Article 1 of Part I and 
Article 4(4) and Articles 6 and 13 of Part II, 

Whereas: 

I. FACTS 

1. Procedure 

(1) On 19 September 2011, the Authority received a complaint, dated 13 September 2011 (Event No 
608967), concerning the alleged subsidising by the Icelandic State and the City of Reykjavík (‘the 
City’) of conference services and restaurant/catering services in the Harpa Concert Hall and 
Conference Centre (‘Harpa’) ( 3 ). 

(2) By letter dated 14 October 2011, the Authority requested additional information from the Icelandic 
authorities (Event No 609736). By a letter dated 30 November 2011 (Event No 617042), the 
Icelandic authorities replied to the request and provided the Authority with the relevant information. 

(3) The case was the subject of discussions between the Authority and the Icelandic authorities as well as 
the lawyer representing the holding company responsible for Harpa’s operations, at the package 
meeting in Reykjavík on 5 June 2012. Shortly after the meeting, the Authority sent a follow up 
letter, dated 9 July 2012 (Event No 637627), to the Icelandic authorities inviting them to provide 
information on certain outstanding issues.
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( 3 ) For the purposes of this Decision, ‘Harpa’ will refer to the building itself and its facilities.



(4) By letter dated 21 August 2012 (Event No 644771), the Icelandic authorities submitted additional 
information. By letter dated 27 September 2012 (Event No 648320), the Icelandic authorities 
submitted a memorandum concerning the separation of accounts as well as a statement from the 
accounting firm PWC. 

(5) Finally, the Icelandic authorities submitted information by e-mail dated 11 February 2013 (Event No 
662444) and by letter dated 7 March 2013 (Event No 665434). 

2. The complaint 

(6) The complainant has alleged that unlawful State aid is being provided by the Icelandic State and the 
City to the companies involved in the operation of Harpa. The complainant referred to the State 
budget for the year 2011 where the Ministry of Finance allocated ISK 419 400 000 to the operation 
of Harpa and additional ISK 44 200 000 for building costs and maintenance. The Municipality’s 
budget foresaw a substantial allocation of funds to the Harpa project for the year 2011 amounting to 
a total of ISK 391 526 000. Furthermore, the Municipality contributed a substantial amount to the 
project in the years 2009-2010. 

(7) The complainant claims that the contribution from both the Icelandic Government and the City is 
partly being used to subsidise the conference service and the restaurant/catering services in the music 
hall and conference centre. The contributions in question are fairly high and according to the 
complainant, there is no transparency in how they are being used. The complainant maintains 
that this State aid affects the market for the conference business in the European Economic Area 
(‘EEA’) as a whole and is not limited to competitors on the Icelandic market. It therefore constitutes 
an infringement of Article 61 of the EEA Agreement. 

(8) The complainant provided the Authority with extracts from the Icelandic State budget for the year 
2011 as well as an extract from the City’s budget for the same year. Furthermore, the complainant 
provided a purchase agreement for Harpa and general information on the conference market in 
Iceland. However, the complainant noted that due to the lack of transparency it was difficult to 
gather detailed information on the obligations of the Icelandic State and the City to contribute funds 
to the companies involved in the operation of Harpa as well as information on Harpa’s business 
model and on the separation of accounts. 

3. Harpa Concert Hall and Conference Centre 

3.1. Background 

(9) In 1999, the Mayor of Reykjavík along with representatives of the Icelandic Government announced 
that a concert and conference centre would be constructed in the centre of Reykjavík. In late 2002, 
the Icelandic State and the City signed an agreement regarding the project and the following year the 
company Austurhöfn-TR ehf. was founded with the purpose of overseeing the project. 

(10) In 2004, the Icelandic State and the City initiated a public-private partnership (‘PPP’) bid concerning 
the construction, design and operation of the concert hall and conference centre. There were four 
companies that bid for the contract. In 2005, the evaluation committee of Austurhöfn-TR ehf. 
concluded that the offer from Portus ehf. was the most favourable one and subsequently the 
Icelandic State and the City entered into a contract with Portus ehf. for the construction and 
operation of a concert and conference centre ( 4 ). The construction of Harpa began on 12 January 
2007. 

(11) Due to the financial collapse in Iceland in October 2008, the construction of Harpa was put on hold. 
However, shortly after the collapse, the Mayor of Reykjavík and the Minister for Education reached an 
agreement which entailed that the State and the City would continue with the construction of Harpa 
without the private partner. After an amended and restated project agreement was concluded, the 
construction project continued (hereinafter referred to as ‘the project agreement’) ( 5 ). On 20 August 
2011, Harpa was formally opened. The building is 28 000 square meters and is located at 
Austurbakki 2, 101 Reykjavík. 

(12) Harpa is meant to accommodate various services and operations. Both the Icelandic Symphony 
Orchestra and the Icelandic Opera have entered into long-term contracts for the use of certain 
facilities within Harpa. Moreover, Harpa accommodates conferences and there are four conference 
halls of different sizes. Harpa also houses various other events such as pop and rock concerts with 
both Icelandic and foreign artists.
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( 4 ) Project agreement between Austurhofn-TR ehf. and Eignarhaldsfelagid Portus ehf, signed on 9 March 2006. 
( 5 ) Amended and restated project agreement between Austurhofn-TR ehf. and Eignarhaldsfelagid Portus ehf, signed on 

19 January 2010.



(13) Other activities in Harpa such as catering, restaurants, a music shop and a furniture shop are operated 
by private companies who rent the facilities. According to the Icelandic authorities, these facilities are 
leased on market terms and were subject to public tenders, where the most favourable offers were 
accepted. 

3.2. The ownership and corporate structure of Harpa 

(14) Harpa Concert Hall and Conference Centre is owned by the Icelandic State (54 %) and Reykjavík City 
(46 %) and therefore constitutes a public undertaking. The entire Harpa project has been overseen by 
Austurhöfn-TR ehf. which is a limited liability company, established by the Ministry of Finance on 
behalf of the Icelandic State and the City in order to take over the construction and running of the 
Harpa project ( 6 ). 

(15) Until recently there were several limited liability companies involved in Harpa's operations, namely: 
Portus ehf., which was responsible for Harpa real estate and operations, and Situs ehf., which was 
responsible for other buildings planned in the same area. Portus had two subsidiaries: Totus ehf., 
which owned the real estate itself, and Ago ehf., which was responsible for all operations in Harpa 
and leased the property from Totus. Situs also had two subsidies: Hospes ehf., which would have 
owned and operated a hotel which is to be constructed in the area, and Custos ehf., which was to 
own and operate any other buildings in the area. 

(16) However, in order to minimise operational costs and increase efficiency, the board of Austurhöfn-TR 
ehf. decided in December 2012 to simplify the operational structure of Harpa by merging most of 
the limited liability companies involved in its operations into one company. The State and the City 
therefore founded the company Harpa — tónlistar- og ráðstefnuhús ehf. which is to oversee all of 
Harpa's operations. Simplifying the infrastructure of Harpa is a part of a long-term plan to make 
Harpa’s operations sustainable. 

(17) The following chart explains in broad terms the organisational structure of Harpa after the changes to 
its corporate structure entered into effect ( 7 ):
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( 6 ) Further information on Austurhöfn-TR ehf. can be found on their website: http://www.austurhofn.is/ 
( 7 ) Information available online at: http://en.harpa.is/media/english/skipur-1.jpg

http://www.austurhofn.is/
http://en.harpa.is/media/english/skipur-1.jpg


3.3. The financing of Harpa’s operations 

(18) As previously noted, Harpa is fully owned by the Icelandic State and the City through Austurhöfn-TR 
ehf. The obligations of the State and the City are regulated by Article 13 of the project agreement 
from 2006 ( 8 ). The annual payments of the State and the City are covered by their respective budgets. 
According to the State budget for 2011, the annual State contribution was expected to amount to 
ISK 424,4 million. For the year 2012, the expected amount to be contributed by the State was ISK 
553,6 million. In the year 2013, there is expected to be an increase in the public funding of Harpa as 
the City and the State have approved an additional ISK 160 million contribution. All public 
contributions to Harpa are borne in accordance with the participation in the project, i.e. the State 
pays 54 % and the City 46 %. The contributions are also indexed with the consumer price index. 

(19) In addition to the contribution provided for in the State and the City’s budgets, the Government and 
the City have undertaken an obligation to grant a short-term loan for the operation of Harpa until 
long-term financing necessary to fully cover the cost of the project is completed. As from 2013, the 
total amount of the loan was ISK 794 million with an interest rate of 5 % and a 200 bp premium. 
The Icelandic authorities have however announced their intention to convert the loan into share 
capital in the companies operating Harpa ( 9 ). 

(20) The State and the City allocate funds on a monthly basis in order pay off loan obligations in 
connection with Harpa. Since the project is meant to be self-sustainable, the profits must cover all 
operational costs. The funds from the owners are therefore, according to the Icelandic authorities, 
only meant to cover outstanding loans ( 10 ). 

(21) According to the project agreement, there is to be a financial separation between the different 
companies involved in the operation of Harpa and between the different operations and activities: 

(22) 13.11.1 The private partner will at all times ensure that there is financial separation between the real estate 
company, the operation company, Hringur and the private partner. Each entity shall be managed and 
operated separately with regards to finances. 

(23) 13.11.2 The private partner will at all times ensure that there is sufficient financial separation, i.e. separation 
in book-keeping, between the paid for work and other operations and activities within the CC. The 
private partner shall at all times during the term be able to demonstrate, upon request from the client, 
that such financial separation exists. 

(24) The operations of Harpa are divided into several categories: 1. the Icelandic Symphony Orchestra; 
2. the Icelandic Opera; 3. other art events; 4. conference department; 5. operations; 6. ticket sales; 
7. operating of facilities; 8. management cost. All these cost categories now fall under Harpa — 
tónlistar- og ráðstefnuhús ehf. and the revenue and costs attributed to each of these categories are 
included in the budget under the relevant category. Common operational costs such as salary, 
housing (heating and electricity) and administrative costs are divided among the categories 
according to a cost allocation model ( 11 ). 

(25) According to the projected annual account of Austurhöfn-TR ehf. for the year 2012, the company 
was expected to sustain a significant operating loss corresponding to a total negative EBITDA of ISK 
406,5 million. The conference part of Harpa's operation was run at a negative EBITDA of ISK 
120 million in 2012 and the same goes for ‘other art events’ (negative EBITDA of ISK 131 million). 
The projected annual accounts and earning analysis for the year 2013 also foresee a considerable 
operating loss, a total negative EBITDA of around ISK 348 million, with both the conference 
activities and ‘other art events’ operating at a loss ( 12 ). 

(26) As previously noted, the operation in Harpa is now overseen by a single company, Harpa — 
tónlistar- og ráðstefnuhús ehf., which is devoted to making the Harpa project as profitable as 
possible. According to the Icelandic authorities, the overall aim is to make the operations 
gradually sustainable. Nevertheless, Harpa has since its opening been operated with an annual
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( 8 ) As amended and restated in 2010. 
( 9 ) The Icelandic authorities have not yet outlined the particulars of this arrangement. 

( 10 ) See memorandum issued by the Director of Harpa, dated 24 September 2012 (Event No 648320). 
( 11 ) See report by KPMG, dated 7 February 2013 (Event No 662444). 
( 12 ) Ibid.



deficit that has been covered over the budgets of the Icelandic State and Reykjavík City ( 13 ). 
According to projections submitted by the Icelandic authorities, the conference activities in Harpa 
are expected to become gradually sustainable and by the year 2016 the authorities project that 
Harpa’s conference operations will run at a positive EBITDA of ISK 3,5 million ( 14 ). However, by 
the year 2016 the ‘other art events’ are still expected to run at a negative EBITDA of around ISK 
93 million. 

4. Comments by the Icelandic authorities 

(27) The Icelandic authorities argue that the financing of the companies involved in the operation of 
Harpa does not involve State aid since they have properly ensured that the companies keep separate 
accounts for the different activities within the concert hall and the conference centre. 

(28) The Icelandic authorities have claimed that revenues from conference and concert activities have been 
accounted for separately from other activities, while costs had not been accounted for separately up 
until now. The Icelandic authorities have acknowledged the need for accounting for conference 
activities separately from concert activities, as well as costs associated with these activities, and 
they aimed at having such a separation functional in January 2012. 

(29) Furthermore, the Icelandic authorities claim that there is now a sufficient separation of accounts. In 
order to validate this claim, they have put forward statements from two accounting firms, PWC and 
KPMG. According to PWC, the separation of accounts for the companies involved in the operation of 
Harpa is sufficient. The profits are attributed to the relevant operational category and the common 
operational costs are divided between all operational categories. According to the report from KPMG, 
the property management team of Harpa has divided the building’s square meters based on function 
and usage and the related costs are allocated accordingly. 

(30) With regard to the conference operations, according to the Icelandic authorities, Harpa — tónlistar- 
og ráðstefnuhús ehf. is not itself active on the conference market. The company however leases 
conference rooms either to one-off conference organisers or to specialised conference businesses. 
Furthermore, the Icelandic authorities have noted that that there are no competing conference centres 
in Iceland capable of hosting large-scale conferences like Harpa. According to the Icelandic auth­
orities, the conference business positively contributes to other activities in Harpa. If Harpa — 
tónlistar- og ráðstefnuhús ehf. would not operate the conference business, the costs other activities 
would have to carry would be considerably higher. In order to show that the conference aspect of 
Harpa is not being subsidised, the Icelandic authorities submitted a pricing analysis from KPMG 
where they compared the prices of comparable conference facilities, based on size and capacity. 
According to KPMG’s analysis, the price for a full day, the price per guest and the price per square 
meter are on average much higher for the facilities in Harpa than for comparable facilities offered in 
competing conference facilities. 

(31) Lastly, the Icelandic authorities maintain that the financial contributions from the State and the City 
are fully allocated for payment of outstanding loans and are not used in order to subsidise the 
conference hosting aspect. 

II. ASSESSMENT 

1. The presence of State aid within the meaning of Article 61(1) of the EEA Agreement 

(32) Article 61(1) of the EEA Agreement reads as follows: 

(33) ‘Save as otherwise provided in this Agreement, any aid granted by EC Member States, EFTA States or 
through State resources in any form whatsoever which distorts or threatens to distort competition by 
favouring certain undertakings or the production of certain goods shall, in so far as it affects trade 
between contracting parties, be incompatible with the functioning of this Agreement.’
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( 13 ) According to the Icelandic authorities, Harpa’s losses mostly stem from high real estate taxes. 
( 14 ) The key factor in this revenue growth is the expected increase in the conference business.



(34) In the following chapters the financing of the companies involved in the operation of Harpa Concert 
Hall and Conference Centre will be assessed with respect to these criteria. 

1.1. State resources 

(35) According to Article 61(1) of the EEA Agreement, a measure must be granted by the State or 
through State resources in order to constitute State aid. 

(36) At the outset, the Authority notes that both local and regional authorities are considered to be 
equivalent to the State ( 15 ). Consequently, the state for the purpose of Article 61(1) covers all bodies 
of the State administration, from the central government to the City level or the lowest administrative 
level as well as public undertakings and bodies. Furthermore, municipal resources are considered to 
be State resources within the meaning of Article 61 of the EEA Agreement ( 16 ). 

(37) Since the Icelandic State and the City of Reykjavík cover jointly the annual deficit of the companies 
involved in the operation of Harpa by annually contributing a certain amount from their budgets, 
State resources are involved. Furthermore, the converting of loans into share capital also entails a 
transfer of State resources since the State and the City would forgo their entitlement to receive a full 
repayment of the outstanding loans. Therefore, the first criterion of Article 61(1) of the EEA 
Agreement is fulfilled. 

1.2. Undertaking 

(38) In order to constitute State aid within the meaning of Article 61 of the EEA Agreement, the measure 
must confer an advantage upon an undertaking. Undertakings are entities engaged in an economic 
activity, regardless of their legal status and the way in which they are financed ( 17 ). Economic 
activities are activities consisting of offering goods or services on a market ( 18 ). Conversely, entities 
that are not commercially active in the sense that they are not offering goods and services on a given 
market do not constitute undertakings. 

(39) The Authority is of the opinion that both the construction and operation of an infrastructure 
constitute an economic activity in itself (and are thus subject to State aid rules) if that infrastructure 
is, or will be used, to provide goods or services on the market ( 19 ). In this case, the conference hall 
and concert centre is intended for e.g. hosting conferences as well as music, culture and ‘other art 
events’ on a commercial basis, i.e. for the provision of services on the market. This view has been 
confirmed by the Court of Justice of the European Union in the Leipzig/Halle case ( 20 ). Consequently, 
in infrastructure cases, aid may be granted at several levels: construction, operation and use of the 
facilities ( 21 ). 

(40) As previously noted, Harpa Concert Hall and Conference Centre hosts concerts by the Icelandic 
Symphony Orchestra, the Icelandic Opera, various other art events as well as conferences. In the 
view of the Icelandic authorities, only the conference aspect of Harpa’s operation constitutes an 
economic activity. All other activities should therefore be classified as non-economic. However, the 
Authority has certain doubts in this regard. 

(41) Some of the activities taking place in Harpa, notably conferences, theatre performances, popular 
music concerts etc., can attract significant numbers of customers while they are in competition with 
private conference centres, theatres or other music venues. Therefore, the Authority takes the view
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that the Harpa Concert Hall and Conference Centre and the companies involved in its operation, in 
so far as they engage in commercial activities, qualify as an undertaking ( 22 ). The companies involved 
in the operation of Harpa must be regarded as vehicles for pursuing the common interest of its 
owners, that is to support cultural activities in Iceland. 

1.3. Advantage 

(42) In order to constitute State aid within the meaning of Article 6l of the EEA Agreement, the measure 
must confer an economic advantage on the recipient. 

(43) Regarding the financing of the construction of Harpa, State aid can only be excluded if it is in 
conformity with the market economy investor principle (‘MEIP’) ( 23 ). According to the Icelandic 
authorities, the State and the City had initially hoped that a private investor would finance the 
realisation of the project. However, due to the financial crisis, it became impossible to carry out 
the project without public funding. The direct grant by the State and the City is thus claimed to be 
necessary, as without it there were not enough funds to finance the project. The Authority therefore 
considers, at this stage, that the public financing of the construction of Harpa would constitute an 
economic advantage and thus aid, since the project would admittedly not have been realised in the 
absence of public funding and the participation by the State and the City was essential to the Harpa 
project as a whole. 

(44) It follows from the Authority’s decisional practice that when an entity carries out both commercial 
and non-commercial activities, a cost-accounting system that ensures that the commercial activities 
are not financed through State resources allocated to the non-profit making activities must be in 
place ( 24 ). This principle is also laid down in the Transparency Directive ( 25 ). The Directive does not 
apply directly to the case at hand. However, the Authority is of the opinion that the principles of 
operating economic activities on commercial terms with separate accounts, and a clear establishment 
of the cost accounting principles according to which separate accounts are maintained, still apply. 

(45) As described in Section I.3 above, the operations of Harpa are divided into several categories, e.g. 
hosting the Icelandic Symphony Orchestra and the Icelandic Opera as well as other art events and 
conferences, which can be divided into economic and non-economic activities (i.e. cultural activities). 
The Icelandic authorities have however not properly ensured, through either amending the 
organisational structure of Harpa or by other administrative action, that there is a clear and consistent 
separation of the accounts for the different activities of the concert hall and conference centre. Simply 
dividing the losses associated with the operation of the building and common administrative costs 
between the different activities of Harpa, both the economic and non-economic, based on estimated 
usage and other criteria cannot be seen as a clear separation of accounts under EEA law. This 
situation therefore may lead to cross-subsidisation between non-economic and economic activities. 

(46) Additionally, an advantage is conferred on the companies involved in the operation of Harpa in the 
form of foregone profits when the State and the City do not require a return on their investment in 
the concert hall and conference centre, in so far as those companies engage in commercial activities, 
such as the hosting of conferences or ‘other art events’. Any business owner or investor will normally 
require a return on its investment in a commercial undertaking. Such a requirement effectively 
represents an expense for the undertaking. If a State- and municipally-owned undertaking is not 
required to generate a normal rate of return for its owner this effectively means that the undertaking 
benefits from an advantage whenever the owner foregoes that profit ( 26 ). 

(47) The Authority considers that the announced conversion of loans, in the amount of ISK 904 million, 
could also constitute an advantage, should the conversion not be concluded on market terms. 
However, since the Authority has not received a detailed description of the loan conversion 
agreement it is not in the position to assess whether an advantage is present or not.
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(48) The preliminary assessment of the Authority thus shows that an economic advantage cannot be 
excluded at any level (construction, operation and use). 

1.4. Selectivity 

(49) In order to constitute State aid within the meaning of Article 6l of the EEA Agreement, the measure 
must be selective. 

(50) The Icelandic authorities provide funding to the companies involved in the operation of Harpa. The 
funding is used to cover the losses stemming from the different activities within Harpa, including 
economic activities such as the hosting of conferences. This system of compensation, under which 
cross-subsidisation may occur, is not available to other companies that are active on the conference 
market in Iceland or elsewhere. 

(51) In light of the above, it is the Authority’s preliminary view that the companies involved in the 
operation of Harpa receive a selective economic advantage compared to their competitors on the 
market. 

1.5. Distortion of competition and effect on trade between contracting parties 

(52) The measure must be liable to distort competition and affect trade between the contracting parties to 
the EEA Agreement to be considered State aid within the meaning of Article 61(1) of the EEA 
Agreement. 

(53) According to settled case law, the mere fact that a measure strengthens the position of an under­
taking compared with other undertakings competing in intra-EEA trade is considered to be sufficient 
in order to conclude that the measure is likely to affect trade between contracting parties and distort 
competition between undertakings established in other EEA States ( 27 ). The State resources allocated 
to the companies involved in the operation of Harpa, in order to cover their losses, constitute an 
advantage that strengthens Harpa’s position compared to that of other undertakings competing in the 
same market. 

(54) As the market for organising international events is open to competition between venue providers 
and event organisers, which generally engage in activities which are subject to trade between EEA 
States, the effect on trade can be assumed. In this case, the effect on trade between certain neigh­
bouring EEA States is even more likely due to the nature of the conference industry. Moreover, the 
General Court has recently, in its Order concerning the Ahoy complex in the Netherlands, held that 
there was no reason to limit the market to the territory of that Member State ( 28 ). 

(55) Therefore, in the preliminary view of the Authority, the measure threatens to distort competition and 
affect trade within the EEA. 

1.6. Conclusion with regard to the presence of State aid 

(56) With reference to the above considerations the Authority cannot, at this stage and based on its 
preliminary assessment, exclude that the measure under assessment includes elements of State aid 
within the meaning of Article 61(1) of the EEA Agreement. Under the conditions referred to above, it 
is thus necessary to consider whether the measure can be found to be compatible with the internal 
market. 

2. Compatibility assessment 

(57) The Icelandic authorities have not put forward any arguments demonstrating that the State aid 
involved in the financing of the companies involved in the operation of Harpa could be considered 
as compatible State aid.
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(58) Support measures caught by Article 61(1) of the EEA Agreement are generally incompatible with the 
functioning of the EEA Agreement, unless they qualify for a derogation under Article 61(2) or (3) or 
Article 59(2) of the EEA Agreement and are necessary, proportional and do not cause undue 
distortion of competition. 

(59) The derogation in Article 61(2) is not applicable to the aid in question, which is not designed to 
achieve any of the aims listed in this provision. Further, the aid under assessment in this case cannot 
be considered to qualify as public service compensation within the meaning of Article 59(2) of the 
EEA Agreement. 

(60) The EEA Agreement does not include a provision corresponding to Article 107(3)(d) of the Treaty on 
the Functioning of the European Union. The Authority nevertheless acknowledges that State aid 
measures may be approved on cultural grounds on the basis of Article 61(3)(c) of the EEA Agree­
ment ( 29 ). 

(61) On the basis of Article 61(3)(c) of the EEA Agreement, aid to promote culture and heritage conser­
vation may be considered compatible with the functioning of the EEA Agreement, where such aid 
does not affect trading conditions and competition in the EEA to the extent that is considered to be 
contrary to the common interest. The Authority must therefore assess whether granting aid to the 
various activities in Harpa can be justified as aid to promote culture on the grounds of Article 61(3)(c) 
of the EEA Agreement. 

(62) It should be noted that the principles laid down in Article 61(3)(c) of the EEA Agreement have been 
applied to cases somewhat similar to the case at stake ( 30 ). The Icelandic authorities have stated that 
the primary objective of the measure in question was to promote culture through the construction of 
a concert hall that could house both the Icelandic Symphony Orchestra and the Icelandic Opera. 
Similar multipurpose cultural centres already exist in most other European cities. Harpa is to be 
Iceland’s national concert hall, providing a necessary cultural infrastructure that was missing in 
Iceland and it will act as the focal point for the development and advancement of those performance 
arts in Iceland. The concert centre will therefore contribute to the development of cultural knowledge 
and bring access to cultural educational and recreational values to the public ( 31 ). 

(63) In view of the above, the Authority considers that, given its cultural purpose, the construction and 
operation of a Symphony and Opera facility would qualify as aid to promote culture within the 
meaning of Article 61(3)(c) of the EEA Agreement. However, the Authority has doubts as to whether 
aid granted to subsidise conference and other art events, on a commercial basis, can be justified 
under Article 61(3)(c) and this aid must therefore be assessed separately. 

(64) Concerning necessity, proportionality and whether the measure is likely to distort competition, the 
Authority has the following observations. As previously noted the main reason for constructing 
Harpa was the apparent need for a suitable concert hall to accommodate both the Icelandic 
Symphony Orchestra and the Icelandic Opera. Given the scale of the project it is understandable 
that an infrastructure such as Harpa would also be used to house various commercial activities such 
as restaurants, coffee shops, stores, conferences and popular concerts. However, in order not to 
distort competition, safeguards must be put in place to ensure that there is no cross subsidisation 
between the commercial activities and the heavily subsidised cultural activities. This can be achieved 
by either tendering out facilities for the commercial activities, thereby ensuring that the economic 
operator pays market price for the facilities and does not benefit from cross subsidisation, or by 
sufficiently separating the economic activities from the non-commercial activities by establishing a 
separate legal entity or a sufficient system of cost allocation and separate accounts that ensures a 
reasonable return on investment. The Icelandic authorities have already taken the former approach 
with regard to the restaurants, catering services and shops within Harpa. The same approach has 
however not been taken with regard to the hosting of conference and ‘other art events’ which are 
currently overseen by a company owned by the State and the City, Harpa — tónlistar- og 
ráðstefnuhús ehf., and run at a considerable negative EBITDA. The Authority therefore cannot see 
that the Icelandic authorities have put the necessary safeguards in place to ensure that cross 
subsidisation does not occur between the cultural and the purely commercial activities within Harpa.
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(65) Consequently, following its preliminary assessment, the Authority has doubts whether the proposed 
project could be deemed compatible under Article 61(3)(c) of the EEA Agreement, at this stage at all 
three levels of possible aid (construction, operation and use) in accordance with the above. 

(66) At this stage, the Authority has not carried out an assessment with respect to other possible 
derogations, under which the measure could be found compatible with the functioning of the 
EEA Agreement. In this respect, the Icelandic authorities have not brought forward any further 
specific arguments. 

3. Procedural requirements 

(67) Pursuant to Article 1(3) of Part I of Protocol 3, ‘[t]he EFTA Surveillance Authority shall be informed, 
in sufficient time to enable it to submit its comments, of any plans to grant or alter aid. […] The 
State concerned shall not put its proposed measures into effect until th[e] procedure has resulted in a 
final decision.’ 

(68) The Icelandic authorities did not notify the aid measures to the Authority. Moreover, the Icelandic 
authorities have, by constructing and operating Harpa, put those measures into effect before the 
Authority has adopted a final decision. The Authority therefore concludes that the Icelandic 
authorities have not respected their obligations pursuant to Article 1(3) of Part I of Protocol 3. 
The granting of any aid involved is therefore unlawful. 

4. Opening of the formal investigation procedure 

(69) Based on the information submitted by the complainant and the Icelandic authorities, the Authority, 
after carrying out the preliminarily assessment, is of the opinion that the financing of the companies 
involved in the operation of the Harpa Concert Hall and Conference Centre — within the context of 
the project as outlined above — might constitute State aid within the meaning of Article 61(1) of the 
EEA Agreement. Furthermore, as outlined above, the Authority has doubts as regards the compati­
bility of the potential State aid with the functioning of the EEA Agreement. 

(70) Given these doubts and the impact of potential State aid on the investments of private operators it 
appears necessary that the Authority opens the formal investigation procedure. 

(71) Consequently, and in accordance with Article 4(4) of Part II of Protocol 3, the Authority is obliged to 
initiate the formal investigation procedure provided for in Article 1(2) of Part I of Protocol 3. The 
decision to open a formal investigation procedure is without prejudice to the final decision of the 
Authority, which may conclude that the measures in question are compatible with the functioning of 
the EEA Agreement or that they do not constitute aid. 

(72) The opening of the procedure will also enable interested third parties to comment on the questions 
raised and on the impact of the Harpa project on relevant markets. 

(73) In light of the foregoing considerations, the Authority, acting under the procedure laid down in 
Article 1(2) of Part I of Protocol 3, hereby invites the Icelandic authorities to submit their comments 
and to provide all documents, information and data needed for the assessment of the compatibility of 
the measures within one month from the date of receipt of this Decision. 

(74) The Authority must remind the Icelandic authorities that, according to Article 14 of Part II of 
Protocol 3, any incompatible aid unlawfully granted already to the beneficiaries will have to be 
recovered, unless (exceptionally) this recovery would be contrary to a general principle of EEA law. 

(75) Attention is drawn to the fact that the Authority will inform interested parties by publishing this 
letter and a meaningful summary of it in the Official Journal of the European Union. It will also inform 
interested parties, by publication of a notice in the EEA Supplement to the Official Journal of the 
European. All interested parties will be invited to submit their comments within one month of the 
date of such publication, 

HAS ADOPTED THIS DECISION: 

Article 1 

The financing and operation of the Harpa Concert Hall and Conference Centre constitutes State aid within 
the meaning of Article 61(1) of the EEA Agreement. The Authority has doubts as regards the compatibility 
of the State aid with the functioning of the EEA Agreement.
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Article 2 

The formal investigation procedure provided for in Article 1(2) of Part I of Protocol 3 is initiated regarding 
the aid referred to in Article 1. 

Article 3 

The Icelandic authorities are invited, pursuant to Article 6(1) of Part II of Protocol 3, to submit their 
comments on the opening of the formal investigation procedure within one month from the notification of 
this Decision. 

Article 4 

The Icelandic authorities are requested to provide, within one month from notification of this Decision, all 
documents, information and data needed for assessment of the measures under the State aid rules of the 
EEA Agreement. 

Article 5 

This Decision is addressed to Iceland. 

Article 6 

Only the English language version of this Decision is authentic. 

Done at Brussels, 20 March 2013. 

For the EFTA Surveillance Authority 

Oda Helen SLETNES 

President 

Sabine MONAUNI-TÖMÖRDY 

College Member
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