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Trausti Valsson has achieved an extraordinary
feat of scholarship: he has written the com-
prehensive, definitive, encyclopaedic account of
planning in one European country, from the
beginnings to the present day. True, Iceland is a
small country in terms of population, even
though respectably large in area. But that area
contains huge variations – in position, in terrain,
in natural resources – and Icelandic economic
and social development is as sharply diff-
erentiated in economic terms as that of other
European countries. Because however the
country is so distinctive in its relative
geographical isolation, it has developed in quite
special ways, though culturally part of the
Scandinavian or Nordic group as its strong
planning traditions reflect.

Until now, all too little was known of this rich
history. That is now definitively remedied.
Trausti Valsson not only tells the story in rich
detail, from the earliest origins of planning to
the present day; he also sets it firmly within a
rich geographical and historical context, so that
in important respects this is a definitive general
history of the development of social policy in a
very distinctive Northern European country,
with a distinguished story of positive inter-
vention in social matters. Little known outside
its homeland, this story needed to be written,
and it has found an exceptionally able chronicler.

Thorough in its research, comprehensive in its
scope, always highly readable, Trausti Valsson's
book sets a new standard in historical schol-
arship and provides a model for other scholars
in other countries to follow.

Sir Peter Hall
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INTRODUCTION

The scope of this book, Planning in Iceland – From
the Settlement to Present Times, is intentionally
broad. In order to understand the perspective
chosen, a description will be given of how the
subject is approached and what purpose it is
meant to serve.

The purpose is not to write the usual type of
historical account, even if the outer form of the
book follows an historical thread that is traced
from the beginning of the settlement of Iceland
in the late ninth and tenth centuries to the
present. Rather, the main purpose of the book
is to create an understanding of how settlement
and planning have evolved in Iceland – and
thereby to gain an understanding of settlement
and planning that may provide a broader
perspective than the development in Iceland. In
order to achieve this goal it helps to look back in
time and, since we possess a good description of
the origin of Iceland, it seems to be a good idea
to start the account at the very beginning with
the first Norse settlements.

People all over the world are inspired by the
clear account Icelanders have of the discovery
of Iceland and the origin of its habitation as
described, for example, in The Book of Settlements.
Furthermore, people are impressed by how
Iceland quite literally rose from the ocean – a
geological fact because this island was formed
by volcanic eruptions along the Mid-Atlantic
Ridge.

During the 1960s this story of creation
happened in miniature, south of the mainland
of Iceland, as the island of Surtsey crested the
ocean as the result of an eruption from the
ocean floor. This island has since been moni-

tored by scientists who have constantly
documented how added life forms have settled
there. The public is not yet allowed to set foot
on this new and evolving ecosystem because,
based on the magnificent laboratory of Surtsey,
a picture is being drawn of how a land forms
and develops without the interference of
humans. The main elements at work on the
island are erosion by wind and sea, followed by
how fauna and flora are in the process of colon-
izing the land. These processes have evolved
much faster than people had expected.

Modern ideas and planning theory include, in
many cases, the belief that humans should be
considered a part of an ecosystem. In cases
where we have an initial discovery and settle-
ment of an uninhabited country like Iceland, we
can, for theoretical purposes, examine the first
settlers´ search for the best conditions for their
habitation within a natural environment as a
parallel process of how various other life forms
search for the best places for their habitation in
a particular environment.

To put it briefly, humans, like other organisms,
have to conduct a search process, a process that
is in fact a trial and error process: people settle in a
place, and after undergoing the experience of
living there, they either move to another
location or find means to solve problems that
have emerged through the experiment and
difficulties of living there.

The story of the settlers´ search for a place in
Iceland is both fascinating and impressive. This
is not least because the environmental factors
are so distinct and dynamic in this country that
if a mistake was made in the selection of a site,
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people often learned it the hard way. If, for
example, a farmer settled too close to the slope
of a volcano or to flood areas along the coast,
nature was quick to teach him a lesson. The early
Icelanders could only learn from their, often
harsh, experiences and move to another place.
This trial and error process of over 1000 years
in Iceland gradually taught Icelanders how and
where a location was safe and profitable, a
lesson often paid for at a hefty price.

Not much was documented on how this co-
habiting of man and nature evolved. This
information was, however, salvaged in a differ-
ent way as this knowledge was passed on from
generation to generation. In modern times,
humans, in many cases, have lost this early
knowledge of how to live and work in this
country. Consequently, this loss of knowledge
and the frequent detachment from past exper-
iences – even if modern humans have acquired
a varied scientific knowledge of the land – has
meant that people have often made great mis-
takes in the selection of sites for construction.
Wrong decisions, such as settling in areas prone
to avalanches, have resulted in terrible accidents.
Much knowledge of the land has recently been
gathered in various scientific fields on, for ex-
ample, volcanism, weather patterns, avalanches

and floods. Connecting and harnessing this
scientific knowledge to help us better plan our
settlements has, however, in many cases been
lacking.

One purpose of this book is to create such a
connection: a bridge between the scientific
knowledge that has been amassed in the last 200
years and how to plan settlement. This type of
methodology has of late made progress within
the field of planning theory.

In the first two parts of the book we will trace
how the cohabiting of man and land evolved in
Iceland. The tracing of these patterns serves the
purpose of being an introduction to how to
become "literate" on what aspects of nature
matter the most, as we work on the planning of
settlements in this country. To state it clearly: It
is one of the main goals of the book to tell the
story of the cohabitation of man and nature in
Iceland in order to get practical lessons from the
experience as well as to understand more pro-
foundly why the settlements in Iceland evolved
the way they did.

As this story unfolds the reader will gain an
ever-clearer picture of how much the settlement
of Iceland has been formed by the various types
of natural features and processes. This exper-
ience has more value than simply being a guide
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to how settlement in Iceland has evolved or on
how past mistakes can be avoided. It should also
be a valuable lesson for most other countries
because we have gathered a great deal of
evidence to show that the cohabiting of man
and nature needs to be studied more closely to
avoid waste and environmental problems.

It will help to understand how the evolving of
this new knowledge about the nature-habitat
relationship can be seen as a language. Here a
condition in nature corresponds to a certain
type of habitat just as a certain word in a
language corresponds to a word in another
language. In Iceland this language of
relationships is easy to understand, not least
because on this island we are able to observe the
origins of the processes that are, or have been,
at work in shaping the land. The Icelandic
experience is especially impressive and clear
because wrestling with the forces of nature has
often been such a gigantic undertaking that it
might even be called epic.

This knowledge has been created over time in
a trial and error process and gradually became a
valuable asset in the collective memory of the
nation. With the advent of modernism,
however, much of this knowledge has been lost.
One of the purposes of this book is to revive
this ancient knowledge and categorize it in
order to make it applicable today. As we
progress into the book, this knowledge will be
schematised. The book will therefore function
almost like a textbook on how to live in this
country, or for that matter in many other
countries.

At the start of the book the very first steps in
the cohabitation of humankind and the land
will be traced. As the reader proceeds, the first
sprouts of urban structures start to appear. To
begin with, these developments in urbanization
were only in places where activities took place
for a limited period of time each year, places
such as parliamentary assemblies, fishing spots
used in the winter and spring or trading centres
used in the spring or autumn. Even if these are
very weak sprouts, merely suggestive of the
urban settlement structure that later developed
in Iceland, it is a fact that such early beginnings
can often influence future developments in a
profound way.

The study of the history of settlement and
the investigation of the basic reasons behind the
creation of urban areas can teach us much
about how the structure of settlement can come
to be and what its basic nature is. In the history
of Iceland certain historic patterns have been
decisive as to how certain locations have
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prospered or, vice versa, how certain locations
have declined. Examples include how
occupational changes have made locations pros-
per or decline. By studying these links between
types of occupational activity and settlement
structure, we can learn, for example, which ele-
ments of today's settlement structure are
probably going to fall into decline and which
structures or locations, on the other hand, pro-
bably have the future on their side. The location
of a place is critical in determining how it pros-
pers. A study of location, as well as the devel-
opment of transportation systems, will there-
fore be covered in this book.

The knowledge base presented in this book
should help us see more clearly how it is sensi-
ble, and in fact probable, which settlements in
Iceland will develop in the future. It is very
important that the leading forces in society –
whether they are the politicians, local
governments or employers – are able to evalu-
ate, to some degree, how settlements are likely
to develop in the future. Decisions that have to
be made, for example concerning the planning
and construction of transportation systems and
work centres, and the development of services
in a country should be based on a profound
understanding of the land and its man-made

structures. If we have a wrong picture in our
heads about how and where settlements will or
will not prosper, we are in danger of investing in
places where the investment is not optimally
used, or even not used at all.

Most often people talk about the task of
drafting a picture of the future development of
settlements and urban areas as the responsibility
of planners. It is certainly true that a certain
core of knowledge in planning matters can
guide us on which approaches are to be taken in
such development tasks, but on the other hand
it is a common misunderstanding that the task
of deciding what should be the future of certain
settlement areas and urban structures should
only be the responsibility of planners.

Contrary to this common opinion, features of
numerous disciplines should be integrated in the
task of creating and implementing a future
vision. Some of the most important disciplines
for this task are architecture, engineering,
planning, landscape architecture, geography and
ecology.

Besides realizing the importance of the multi-
disciplinary approach, we need to recognize the
fact that questions on how to live in a country or
in an area should be the task of the whole
society in question. Questions about the future
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should be a constant discussion topic, e.g., in
schools and in the media. Planning discussion in
Iceland has been lacking, but gradually areas
within the field of planning have been opening
up. Often these are confined to very narrow
subjects such as arguments on the naming of
streets or how to solve a traffic situation at a
certain junction.

The discussion on the future of the domestic
airport in Reykjavík, during the winter of 2000-
2001 was a groundbreaker in planning
discussion in Iceland. The discussion was so
thorough, and engulfed the media to such a
degree that almost the whole nation got
involved in arguments about the country's
domestic transportation systems. Discussions
on the airport took about four months in the
media and in meetings and actually, for the
public, constituted a very important course in
planning.

In Reykjavík people also started to think much
more about how they would like to live in the
future. For example, people started to discuss
whether it was more sensible to continue to
build more suburbs up on the heaths or if the
centrally located areas of Reykjavík should be
made better use of.

Here we have arrived at a certain core

concern: It is of utmost importance that both
the general public as well as various pro-
fessionals are in possession of a basic know-
ledge about the task of creating settlements and
towns. Only in this way can these actors take
their part in the creation of the future.

It is one of the tasks of this book to provide
this basic knowledge, and it is therefore almost
intended to be a textbook for the general public.
At the same time, however, it goes into con-
siderable depth on the subject of planning, so if
people read the book with care and attention,
they will be able to gather important basic
knowledge of the fascinating task of planning
settlements and urban areas.

A strong emphasis has been placed on pre-
senting the material of the book in as
straightforward a way as possible, though, of
necessity, a theoretical discussion has been
included at some points, along with some basic
theoretical concepts that will have to be
explained. Examples are given on how planning
ideas are created, both in Iceland and in other
countries. Furthermore, the subject of each
discussion is put into a wider context so that
people can more readily see how a multitude of
ideas influence the shaping of the built
environment.
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One of the most important goals in planning
is to get the public and politicians to participate
in planning matters. This is especially hard in a
society where there is a common misunder-
standing, and even prejudice, on what the nature
on planning is. This book attempts to correct
this misunderstanding.

The most common misunderstanding is that
to plan means that an attempt is being made to
fixate everything and to make arrangements
standardized and inflexible. This, however, is
simply bad planning. Good planning opens
opportunities, creates possibilities and makes it
possible to keep things open and flexible. Good
planning works against the ruler and softens the
appearance of the settlements.

Another common misunderstanding is that if
a decision is taken to approach things in a
planned manner, it must automatically mean
that power is taken from the people – that
planning means that there is some supreme
authority that is meant to rule, i.e., to usurp the
power of decision making. It is true that this has
often been the case with a planned approach,
but the modern understanding is that planners
should not be masters but servants, that
planners should listen carefully to what people
are saying and strive to meet the wishes and

longings and needs of their community. In this,
planners should take instruction from the
people on how they would like to see their
environment shaped.

The bad image of planning is probably
derived from the miserable experiences of
Eastern Europe under Communism, where
centralized and restrictive planning thrived and
has therefore made many people prejudiced and
unable to connect planning with freedom of
choice. Actually, the reverse is true, because
often full freedom results in lost opportunities,
and it often destroys possibilities and squanders
resources. Well planned actions, in contra-
distinction, can often certify freedom and create
an environment that maintains flexibility. And it
certainly puts a stop to the lack of foresight that
results from uncontrolled freedom.

The third misunderstanding often connected
with planning is that planning automatically
means an end to dynamic changes, i.e., that in
the process of planning, regulations and restrict-
ions are produced that obstruct future develop-
ments. This has certainly sometimes been the
case, but such examples are actually evidence of
the wrong and old-fashioned use of a good tool.

Modern understanding of planning is that this
is a method to produce workable solutions, to
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help simplify regulations and make them more
flexible, and to prepare the way for meaningful
future use of the built environment. Planning
works to help humans to discover possibilities –
not to limit choices.

An example of good planning at work in
Reykjavík was the Programme for Environment and
Outdoor Life of 1974, commonly called the Green
Revolution. This program proposed a community
picture commensurate with various future
tendencies recognized at that time, like the need
to improve opportunities for outdoor life and to
aim for improvement of the urban environ-
ment, thus making living in Reykjavík more
environmentally friendly and enjoyable.

One of the proposals put forth in this report
was to make the island of Videy, which is in the
fjord north of Reykjavík and only a ten-minute
boat ride from the city, an attractive area of
outdoor life by renovating the ancient buildings
there and building a boating harbour in the
Sound.

A third proposal was to create a skiing area in
the Bláfjöll Mountains just outside of Reykjavík.
These, and many other projects initiated by this
programme have been of central importance in
creating enjoyment for the citizens of Reykja-
vík. If not for the thought, work and planning
that resulted in the Green Revolution, decades
could have passed until the citizens of Reykjavík
would have discovered the unique opportunities
that lie within the beautiful sites connected with
their city.

Today new developments and new wishes are
emerging. The code name to signify these trends
is the longing for a lifestyle. This has a foundation
in the need that people have to form a lifestyle
of their own, often centring on some type of
outdoor life.

The capital and its neighbouring areas offer
tremendous opportunities for this type of
planning. Boating harbours, for instance, can be
built with residential areas around them. We can
also build neighbourhoods with bridal paths for
riding horseback, and we can offer cultivated
areas connected to settlement areas if we place
such new development features at the edge of
town. The planning of such lifestyle
neighbourhoods has already begun, but we are
only just starting to recognize the possibilities.

A part of the fascinating nature-connected
opportunities that offer themselves in Iceland
are how close these areas are to town, and how
inexpensive they are. In cities like London, New
York or Tokyo, such areas are most often far
away and expensive.
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This section, like other sections of the
introduction, tries to shed some light on the
phenomenon "to plan" and the theory assoc-
iated with it. An attempt is made to show that
the common feeling that planning is too esoteric
and too formal for most of us to comprehend
or discuss actually has no basis in fact.

Although many fear the term "theory" itself,
the basic meaning of this word simply means
the gathering of knowledge and experiences in
order to be better able to tackle the things
humans occupy themselves with in daily life and
work.

Most theoretical disciplines have an ancient
foundation, and most of them have branched
into many subcategories as knowledge has
expanded and the tasks at hand have become
more varied. Some other theoretical disciplines,
however, are surprisingly recent.

One of the oldest of human concerns is the
effect of the forces of nature and the question
as to how shelter and housing can best be
constructed. It is also a very ancient task of
humankind to try to find the way best to plan
activities, whether hunting, agriculture, trans-
portation or selecting a site for habitation.

Formalized knowledge on how to plan for
activities and settlements is recent, even though
the first agricultural societies and the first large
cities made use of planning tens of thousands
of years ago.

The first large cities were built long before
Christ but the old rules that guided their layout
are not of much use today. As we come to the
Greek and the Roman cities, we are coming so

much closer to the nature of the modern city
that we can learn from how they are planned.
The first theoretical paper on the planning of
cities was written by Vitruvius in the heyday of
the Roman Empire.

Originally, towns were very much linked to
religious worship and took their form from that
function. Then towns became the seats of
secular chieftains, often having the form of a
fortress. The Greeks developed and introduced
democracy as a societal form. This democratic
structure meant that cities were then shaped in a
different way, moving towards the structure of
the modern city.

The best lessons learned from the cities of
antiquity are in the field of aesthetics – primarily
in architecture and sculpture. Many ancient cities
became aesthetical models in latter times.
Athens became a model for schools of planning
in the twentieth century, partly because of its
somewhat organic arrangement of buildings,
whereas Rome, following a more rigid geometry,
became a model, for example, in the eighteenth
century.

The modern city, on the other hand, can be
said to have emerged with the industrial re-
volution, as Sir Peter Hall describes it in his book
Cities in Civilization. At that time, most cities
became a place to carry out a multitude of trad-
es and disciplines.

The structure of government also became
much more complicated and thus started to
have much more influence on the function and
layout of cities. Until the industrial revolution
most people in northern Europe lived in rural
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areas or in small towns and villages. The
industrial revolution started a process of
creating large cities, and the common man,
workers and tradesmen, flocked to them for the
jobs that were now being offered there. This
revolution started first in England in the 1800's,
and after that engulfed one European nation
after the other.

A common feature of the first industrial cities
– modern cities – was that a large number of
problems surfaced: smog from the unclean
industrial factories that often polluted the
residential areas, and social unrest was common
because of social injustice.

At the time, hardly any regulations had been
put through to ensure human rights for the
workers. The owners of the factories and the
elite took advantage of this and worked
labourers to the bone.

The ruling class had no aspirations for or
interest in the comfort or safety of the workers
so that health and social problems were
rampant. From this it followed that writers and
politicians came onto the scene, wanting to help
these people and even developed ideas that the
workers themselves needed to gain political
power in order to bring about decent working

and living conditions for themselves.
In the areas of public health, doctors were

best equipped to recognize how large the
problem was. Some of them saw many
opportunities to better the health situation, not
least with measures in the field of planning.
Because of the huge problems of the towns,
many reform theories were created proposing
steps to alleviate some of the problems. Best
known of these theories is the concept of The
Garden City in which the main emphasis was put
on zoning, i.e., the separation of occupational
areas and residential areas. The theory also
stressed the need for open spaces and greenery
in residential areas as a central measure in
assuring the health of the habitants.

Iceland also had its messenger of these
theories – Gudmundur Hannesson, who was a
professor of medicine at the University of Ice-
land. In 1916 Hannesson published a book on
the subject called Skipulag baeja (On the Planning
of Towns).

Hannesson also had an important hand in
writing the draft for the first planning law that
was passed by the Althing (the Icelandic
parliament) in 1921. Following the imple-
mentation of the law the State Planning Com-
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mission was established. Besides Hannesson, the
members were the Director of Roads and the
State Architect. The commission was assigned
the task of helping create plans for all the main
towns in the country. Their first plan was the
1927 master plan for Reykjavík.

Even though the built environment has an
enormous influence on activities and livelihood
in Iceland, as in other countries today, research
into areas connected to planning is just in its
starting phases.

Publications in Icelandic include the study of
Páll Líndal of the town planning development
until 1938, and a series of articles by Haraldur
Sigurdsson in the AVS Magazine on early
developments in the planning of towns in
Iceland.

The Architectural Division of the Reykjavík
Art Museum and its director, Pétur H. Ár-
mannsson, have done fine research work on some
neighbourhoods in Reykjavík. This research has
been presented in various ways, e.g., through
exhibitions and with the publishing of booklets.

20

Part oof tthe RReykjavík mmain pplan oof 11927 sshows
front ggardens oon tthe ssunny sside oof tthe sstreet.

The ccover ppagge oof aa bbooklet sshowingg iideas aand ddeveloppment oof tthe nneigghbourhoods aaround SSund
and HHáloggaland. EEvaluatingg pprevious eexpperience iis aan iimpportant ttool ffor mmakingg iimpprovements.

The ffirst bbook oon pplanningg
ppublished iin1916.

Gudmundur HHannesson wwas
a ppioneer oof pplanningg.

PLANNING  IN  ICELAND



INTRODUCTION

This section describes some basic elements of
planning theory, starting with the levels of
planning. The division of the planning process
into levels begins with a general overview and
proceeds from there to the lower levels of
planning and execution. In this way activities on
the lower levels are in accordance with what has
been decided at the upper levels.

In many countries there exists a country plan
that is meant to give a general overview. In some
cases it only presents aspects of a country's
physical plan, such as transport systems, systems
of settlements and land use conceptions.

Lately, a new planning level above the country
plan of individual countries has been evolving,
for example the planning activities of the
European Union. This type of planning is called
a continental plan. In these plans the large trans-
portation infrastructures usually come first.

The agreements reached on world devel-
opment, e.g., at the two United Nations' con-
ferences held in Stockholm in 1972 and in Rio in
1992, were actually the first steps to some kind
of a global plan – at least as concerns the envir-
onmental field.

As of yet, there exists no country plan in
Iceland except for individual technical sector
plans, for example for roads, electricity, tele-
phone systems, harbours and airports.

The next lower level is the regional plan. This
type of plan embraces the main physical aspects
in a certain area. Regional plans are primarily
made for areas that have many things in
common, like the Capital Area of Reykjavík, the
Eyjafjördur Area and the Central Highlands. A
regional plan has, among other things, the ob-

jective of forming a union of the communities
involved and of reaching an agreement on the
main lines for future developments.

Below the regional plan comes the main
planning level in Iceland: the master plan, which is
the governmental plan of individual comm-
unities, rural or urban. The master plan of today
has become the main tool of local governments
to shape and guide the future developments of
the community in question. The master plan
decides all the main aspects that concern the use
of land and transportation and it also decides
the location of service and shopping centres as
well as new residential areas in the community.

The next lower planning level, the detail or local
plan, presents the working out, in further detail,
of the planning of areas and neighbourhoods
within a community. In this plan, individual
patches and building lots are shown, as well as
recreational areas and the elaboration of some
other aspects of the plan in some detail.

A person who intends to have a house
designed, or wants to embark on a building
venture, has to follow the guidance of these
planning stages. He has to be guided by the
decisions presented in the plans. Even though
the plans may limit his options in some ways, at
the same time it ensures that the environment
around him is formed according to certain rules.
This means, for example, that the house next to
his is not built higher than agreed in the plan,
which may, for instance, assure him privacy,
access to a view and ample available parking
space. To put it briefly, the purpose of a plan is
not least to guarantee the rights of people as
they are investing in an area or venturing on a
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construction of some sort.
Theory has been created that applies to all

these levels of planning and for all other aspects
of planning, like the planning of road systems,
distribution systems, social systems, and
commercial systems. Within the field of techni-
cal systems, engineers are the specialists, but
social scientists are the experts when it comes to
social concerns. All of these aspects come to-
gether in the master plan.

When the master plan has been conceived of
and issued, it becomes the foundation for the
execution of programmes for the community or
town in question. Master plans also mean bind-
ing obligations on the state level because the
state government also takes part in developing
certain infrastructures in local communities.

Besides these fundamental aspects of a
master plan, in recent times other branches have
been added to the master plan, in particular
within the environmental and recreational fields.
Specific programmes are now made for these
fields, and much attention is given to the
planning and designing of areas meant for re-
creational purposes.

Specialized plans or sector plans are often made
for cultural districts, areas for tourism, harbour
areas and airport areas. As can be seen from this
description, the master plan actually serves, to a
considerable degree, as an umbrella for the
specialized plans of the various fields.

A recent development is that planning acti has
started to move more away from the designing
and planning of new neighbourhoods and areas,
which was the main task of planners in Iceland
for the most part of the twentieth century.
Planning has now moved to deal more with the
re-development and renewal of towns and cities.

This development started much earlier in the
older countries of the world, such as Britain,
where the Industrial Revolution in the
nineteenth century led to a rapid increase in
larger urban masses. Therefore for some time,
planners in Britain have mostly been dealing
with the re-development of the cities of the
industrial age, which in many respects have
become obsolete, changing them into modern
cities or towns. It is quite understandable that
Britain, as one of the oldest of industrial
nations, has taken the leadership in the theory
on re-development of urban areas, and the
British report issued by a British government
Task Force, Towards an Urban Renaissance, has
become a model for work in this field in many
other countries.
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4 Interplay of Planning and Natural Features
The interplay of living, industries, occupations
and settlements with the forces of nature is
more prevalent in Iceland than in most other
countries. Because of this, planning projects in
Iceland are more focused on studying nature as
preparation for planning than is habitual in most
other countries.

Adjusting human living and habitation to the
natural environment is actually a universal trend
within the field of planning. This trend has
come to be, among other things, because the
world community has been discovering how
much need there is to aim for sustainability in
the building-up of societies. The idea of
sustainable development is characterized in part by
the aim of not putting more stress on the
environment than it can take, be it water, air or
vegetation. Even the social and economic
environments are planned with this idea in mind.

Unfortunately the necessary planning work
needed to remedy or avert some of the
environmental problems of today have in some
ways a bad image associated with them because
of the inescapable need to regulate things.
Therefore the public relations aspect of the
projects most commonly worked on by planners
has increased. Planners therefore often get the
task of explaining how some problems require
that certain limitations are put on, for example,
occupational activities in order to minimize
damage.

In some cases measures need to be taken to
avert greater mishaps and to assure
environmental quality. The public has to be
made to understand that, even though this
regrettably leads to limitations on certain types

of activities, the general purpose actually is most
often very positive.

This need to proceed in a planned manner
with all the larger projects of the society in
question is now widely recognized, for example,
in an EU directive which demands that most
large scale projects need to be submitted to an
Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA). This
process is meant to assure that the project in
question does not go too far in terms of altering
or putting stress on the environment.

It should be kept in mind that this EIA
evaluation process is also meant to be a guide on
how to plan and design from the very beginning
of conception, and recently another EU
directive has been issued which deals with
Strategic Environmental Assessment (SEA). This
procedure will be used to make an assessment of
what impact laws and regulations will have on
the environment.

The idea of making it a central issue in all
planning and development that planning should
be carried out in a responsible way in terms of
the natural environment is the fundamental
thesis of this book. As already outlined, the
description of Icelandic natural features will be
prominent in this book in order to make the
reader more capable of realizing how an
interplay of planning and natural features can
best be instrumented.

The story of the interplay of the human
habitat with nature is a very dramatic aspect of
Icelandic history and therefore much can be
learned from it. The material presented is
therefore good as study material on the new
ideology of the sustainable adjustment of
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settlements to natural features.
To make the reader more able to understand

this aspect of the story of the cohabiting of
people and nature, Book One, following this
Introduction, will introduce the various aspects
of nature and describe how much the forces of
nature have shaped the history of settlement in
Iceland. Nature, first, is a shaping force in the
sense that it has created the land itself, and
secondly, the dynamic natural forces are
continually shaping and changing that land. In
the first ages of the habitation of Iceland, as
people still almost wholly lived on what nature
and the country provided, the natural features
were by far the most important factors in how
the settlement structures developed.

Norwegians were among the first to take
account of natural features in modern planning.
The reason for this is the difficult geography of
the country. In some cases the Norwegians even
have to plan settlements in steep fjord terrains
where there is danger of avalanches and
landslides. Moreover, important features to map
in Norway are areas where sunlight can be
enjoyed in this northern fjord landscape in the
winter. In the United States, California has been
at the forefront in this development because in
California various types of natural hazards such
as earthquakes, sea erosion, and landslides are
common.

Within the universities, the departments of
landscape architecture have been in the
forefront of developing the methodology of
how to adjust settlements to natural features.
There is a simple reason for this, as in landscape
architecture departments the students get basic
training in analysing natural features, and also
because the teachers are often specialists in
disciplines needed in environmental planning,
e.g., in hydrology, stability of slopes, and soil
types.

An evaluation of natural features – as
preparation for planning – has occasionally
been carried out in Iceland. However, which
natural features are the most important for the
plan in question varies a great deal and differs,
for example, according to the scale of the
project as well as what types of settlements are
to be planned and the conditions of the
planning site. Such preparatory studies are
greatly concerned with earthquakes, most
importantly in south Iceland, whereas mapping
of avalanche and landslide areas are the most
important features in the West Fjords, the East
Fjords and Tröllaskagi. This book tells about
various planning projects of this type and will
produce maps that have been drawn up to
analyse the different types of natural features.
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5 The Importance of Man-Made Environments
In ancient times, when humankind lived in
nature and as part of it, harmony with natural
conditions was of greatest importance. This was
also the case with habitation for the first thou-
sand years of settlement in Iceland, up to the
mid-nineteenth century – and the nat-ural fea--
tures actually formed the settlement structure.

In spite of this, several man-made social
structures entered into the forming of this
system, e.g., the system of priest-chieftains and
assemblies, and later the system of commerce
and fishing harbours. Most aspects concerning
the shaping of settlements as well as where and
how it was easiest to travel, on land or at sea,
originated directly from naturally given condi-
tions. Finally the shortest distance, on the aver-
age, to a place that needed a central location was
of importance.

Even though the first settlement structures
did not require much building or constructing,
they are classified as a man-made environment.
Later, man-made technical systems were devel-
oped, e.g., irrigation systems, fences for live-
stock, roads, and finally the first year-round
villages started to emerge. These first develop-
ments towards man-made infrastructures were
limited in scope and only existed in limited
spaces in the country. Later the man-made
systems started to extend to regions and later
still, with the advent of the twentieth century,
these systems started to cover the whole country.

Cities and towns had already started to emerge
in Europe 2500 years ago. The cradle of modern
urbanization in the Western part of Europe was in
Greece. The Greeks were a great commercial,
military and navigation-oriented nation. There-

fore they were exposed to cultural influences
from far away, from the Orient, Egypt and
northern Africa. The city-states of the Greeks
were the principal crucibles of modern times,
and there many modern academic disciplines,
like law, sociology, philosophy and the arts, had
their origin. Later the Roman Empire took over
and became the power structure of the Medi-
terranean, extending into continental Europe
and as far as the British Isles. The man-made
structures of the Romans often reached over
wide distances, their roads, aqueducts and
protecting walls being the first large infra-
structures in Europe.

As these large man-made structures had
begun to be built for the first time in history a
considerable need for large-scale planning
emerged. The need for planning became ever
greater as an ever bigger percentage of the
population moved into cities and towns. What
followed was a huge increase in the expansion
and importance of the built environment.

As urbanization occurred, to a considerable
extent, in northern Europe with the advent of
the industrial revolution in the nineteenth
century, only about 10% of the population lived
in cities, towns and villages, but 90% in rural
areas. The duration of the urbanization process,
i.e., the migrating of people from the coun-
tryside into urban areas was different in different
countries, but in most countries it ended by
reaching about 90% of the population. Thus
usually only about 10% remained in the
countryside to produce the food needed. Today
some of the food processing plants in Iceland
are still located in the rural areas, and fish
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processing plants are also mostly located in the
countryside.

The urbanization process in Iceland took
about 100 years. It started at the end of the
nineteenth century and had reached about 90%
at the end of the twentieth century. Because
most Icelanders now live in the man-made
environment of towns, the way this
environment has been, and is still being,
planned and designed has, become very import-
ant. Unfortunately, planning and designing have
not yet become widespread or compelling issues
in the media and the schools of this country.

In order to make it clearer how an important
new subject area has recently developed within
Icelandic society, we can review the evolution of
studies of the natural environment. Such studies
of nature have been a part of the educational
system during the whole of the twentieth
century, and they have been greatly promoted
within the University of Iceland in the last three
decades. To give an example of its coverage, the
university has educated over 800 biologists, as
well as many hundreds of geologists,
geographers and civil engineers who are also
partly working on the natural aspects of the
environment. On the other hand, academic
study in planning, architecture and landscape
architecture have hardly existed within the
Icelandic educational system. In the University
of Iceland only one teacher is employed in this
field, but no degree is given. In recent years,
however, there has been some increase in
interest in the problems and issues involved in
planning, as evidence by the establishment of
the Urban Study Centre in 2001 and an in-
creased offering of courses that have a link to
the built environment and the rather new
Iceland Academy of the Arts now offers a
course in architecture.

Planning of the built environment has to be
adjusted to the society and the environment.
Therefore disciplines that play a part in planning
settlements can be collectively designated as the
detailed and caring study of a specific region.
This kind of study is hard to develop to serve
Icelandic society, except with prolific work
within the educational system. Therefore these
disciplines should be given priority.

This subject area is quite different from aca-
demic disciplines such as mathematics and dent-
istry, which are basically the same the world
over. Such disciplines are well presented at the
University of Iceland, but not the subjects that
are necessary for the shaping and development
of the man-made environment in Iceland.
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6 The Need to Dig Down to the Roots

The built environment, as we experience it
today, is complicated and multifaceted. To
understand how it has come to be, it is necessary
to dig down to many roots to find out what has
shaped it and why it is as it is.

Because people in general have acquired good
knowledge of the natural environment with
years of study of fields such as geography,
botany, and zoology, it is advantageous to use
the natural environment as a parallel to the man-
made environment in order to visualize the need
for theoretical enquiry.

As we reflect on our experiences with the
natural sciences we certainly realise that we
often have to dig deep to reach a profound
understanding of the subject at hand.

It is easy to realize that, without the assistance
of the knowledge gained in the natural sciences,
we can never reach down to a deep level of
understanding of how the natural environment
works, and without such an understanding we
get into trouble in our coexistence with nature.

It is therefore of use to review Icelandic ex-
periences with various choices, e.g., of areas for
power plants, power lines or other construction.

In spite of this extensive knowledge of nature
and the natural hazards in Iceland, we have of
late been thrown into great difficulties in co-
habiting with the natural forces in Iceland, as
attested by the effects of recent avalanches, mud
flows, ocean and river flooding, and earthquake
damage.

All these disasters could, without a doubt,
have been mitigated or even avoided if we
Icelanders had applied scientific knowledge in

the planning of the settlements and areas in
question.

Something similar can be said about the built
environment where difficult and frequently
complicated problems often surface. An
example is the deterioration of the old City
Centre of Reykjavík, which we have a hard time
coming to grips with.

Much knowledge exists about some of the
deeper reasons for the problems that have sur-
faced in the City Centre, but we have not made
good use of this knowledge.

As a rule, the first primitive reflex of
politicians is to try to wipe out or suppress
symptoms rather than digging deep to unde-
rstand the problem.

Examples of such measures are to increase
the police force or to limit the opening hours of
the clubs and bars. If, on the other hand, we
were to take a more structured view and study
the root of the problems, we could often solve
the problems without having to further limit
activity or to resort to added costs of law
enforcement.

In the case of the problems of the City
Centre, we certainly have planning measures at
our disposal, like moving the most problematic
venues out of the area and in general dispersing
the amusement spots over a larger area.

These are examples on how a deep
understanding of what leads to these problems,
in this case too much congestion, can provide us
with opportunities to solve the problems with
planning measures without limiting ourselves
further with regulations or a larger police force.
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It is a regrettable fact that banning something
is most often the first thing that Icelanders think
of as a solution to a problem. This urge to
constrain things is very much akin to the
tendency in many Nordic countries to use
public authority to beat down the public and
owners of services.

From this example of the City Centre
problem in Reykjavík, we realize that in fact
most social and operational problems have their
roots deep down in the very foundations of the
planning of a city.

Often the only sensible approach to solving
these problems of modern society is therefore
to dig down to the roots of planning in an area,
that is, down to the basic structure of the city
and the various city systems, and to solve the
problems at the source. To cover up the
symptoms does not help – it is like sweeping the
dust under the rug.

Fortunately there is an increasing willingness
to dig down to the roots of problems. This
means that some cities have started to work on
their planning tasks at this level of the inner
structure of society.

This kind of planning is most often carried
out in development plans. The most common
characteristics of a development plan are that it
is either aimed at encouraging or reducing
certain aspects – for example, by enhancing
commercial activity in a certain area or field or,
on the other hand, by reducing social problems
with the aid of stimulating inputs.

Results are most likely to be achieved by do-
ing this at the very foundation of the social
structure, i.e., in the structure of the city itself.
This kind of approach to city problems has
made development planning one of the most
important fields today.

This new vision of the running and planning
of a city means that many more disciplines have
to enter the planning process of a city than is
now the case. Sociologists and criminologists,
for example, need to be involved as social
problems surface. The method most applied
until now, of merely covering up the symptoms,
is not likely to produce the desired or effective
results

Sppeed rreduction iis mmore eeffective tthrouggh
pplanningg tthan wwith ssppeed bbumpps.

Disturbances oon NNew YYear’’s EEve wwere aavoided
by hhavingg bbonfires iin tthe ssuburban aareas.

Social sstudies iinfluence
pplanningg iissues.
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Nature: The Forces that Shape it

Book One





This first chapter of this book drafts a picture of
how Iceland was created. This first section deals
with the internal processes that built up the
mass of Iceland. Following is a section on the
external processes, weathering and erosion, that
scrape and shape the landmass after it has been
created.
These processes took millions of years and they
are still at work. Internal forces are exceptionally
active in this island and new small islands and
volcanoes are being created at rather regular
intervals.

Familiarity with the nature of these forces
helps in understanding what are the main
characteristics of the landscape of Iceland. The
different geological zones of the country have
different characteristics and by understanding
the individual features we are better able to
understand why the human settlements were
constructed in this country as they were as the
centuries have passed.

Furthermore, this kind of knowledge helps in
placing new settlements and construction in a
logical manner.

Let us now look at a fundamental aspect of
geology called continental drift. This theory
explains how the surface of the earth is made of
solid crustal plates atop a semi-liquid ball. These
plates are on the move and are either converging
– as evidenced by the great mountain chains of
the world – or moving away from each – other,
as is the case with the North American and the
Eurasian plates.

The junction of these two plates is a rift that
runs along the bottom of the Atlantic Ocean.
This crack is constantly widening, making the
liquid magma, deep in the earth, able to surface
in eruptions and lava flows. This happens
mostly on the bottom of the ocean but in places

where islands have been built up on the ridges
of this crack, as is the case with Iceland, these
eruptions are visible to everyone.

Other geological phenomena, besides erup-
tions, also happen along the edges of the
tectonic plates, including geothermal activity
and earthquakes and also various types of tect-
onic movements that can create different types
of changes in the land. The central area of
Thingvellir, for example, has subsided, as can be
seen by the fact that the eastern brink of the
Almannagjá Gorge is much lower than the
western brink

As new layers of lava are erupted up through
the mid-Atlantic ridge, the lava belts on each
side of the ridge are pushed outward so that the
oldest best are farthest from the ridge centre.
On average, one metre is added in each direction
in a century, totalling 2 metres per century and
making 20 metres in a thousand years and 20
kilometres in a million years.

It is therefore possible to measure with a ruler
out from the rift as it goes through the centre of
Iceland and read from the ruler how much the
land has aged in each direction.

This makes the East Fjords, which are about
130 -150 kilometres distant from the rift – about
13-15 million years old. See figure on next page..

Because these oldest parts of Iceland were
created so long ago the external forces have had
ample time to form the landmass, creating deep
valleys and fjords.

Various types of soils and gravels have been
created in this scraping of the land, often
leaving thick layers of sediments in the bottoms
of valleys and fjords. These deep valleys create
shelter from wind, and the deep fjords are
almost natural harbours that proved to be very
positive for the start of fishing in Iceland.
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Another specific and important consequence is
that Iceland is an old landmass and that the
natural hazards linked to the internal forces are
less prevalent than they were long ago.

The younger part of Iceland is characterized
by flat lavas, ash and pumice deposits, volcanoes
and hills made of volcanic breccia. The volcanic
breccia is formed in sub-glacial eruptions and is
especially unstable and easily eroded. The soil is
generally rather shallow in these new areas and
the bedrocks rather porous.

This part of the country gathers a lot of
rainwater that is easy to recover from wells or
natural springs. These areas are therefore more
suitable for extracting both cold and hot water
than the tectonically older, and more solid, parts
of the country.

The plateau that covers the central part of the
country from the south-west to the north-east is
also relatively easy to traverse because of how
flat it is. In addition, various other aspects of
modern living are easier there. Farming, for
example, is rather easy with the exception of
where the newest lava is found closest to the
centre of the active volcanic zone, as on the
Reykjanes Peninsula.

These new lava fields are either barren or are
covered with only a very shallow soil layer and
therefore have little vegetation, so little that they
are not even suitable for grazing.

The field of geology called geomorphology deals
with the structure of the land and how to
interpret the structures to show how the land
was formed and shaped.

A similar theory is being created in envir-
onmental planning. This theory consists of how
the various types of landscapes or surfaces are
fit for various types of activities and settlements.
A mapping technique has been created for ana-
lysing and interpreting these features of the
land, a method that will be presented in this
book.

Earlier, because of their closeness to nature,
people were much more open to the meaning of
these messages from nature. Therefore they
often placed their buildings intuitively in very
sensible locations.
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THE  LAND  –  AND  WHAT SHAPES  IT

The external forces of weathering and erosion
are first and foremost driven by energy that
comes from the sun. It is this solar energy that
sets winds and ocean currents in motion. It also
creates vapour out of water that then rises up to
the skies where it condenses and forms clouds,
which then fall again down to earth as rain –
often in areas of high elevation.

It is this energy cycle that is made use of, for
example, in hydropower plants. These plants are
therefore actually solar and gravitational power
plants. The gravitational powers of the sun and
the moon also have an effect on the external
forces. These primarily are the tidal forces. In
union these weather and tidal forces work on the
land, both from the ocean, lakes, and rivers and
are forces of erosion.

In a country like Iceland, where most of the
settlements are located along the coast, tides and
ocean floods have a great effect. In order to be
able to assess where these forces could become
most active there are basically two main
methods: on the one hand, using the principles
of physics to analyse these forces and on the
other hand, collecting empirical or historical
data to reveal their actions. In the latter case data
are, for example, taken from old annals that
often record when the biggest floods have hit
the coast and the settlements.

Using the principles of physics to ascertain
what causes ocean floods is more complicated.
The first observation encountered is that ocean
floods are very much affected by the tides,
although various factors and conditions can also
influence the height of the sea level at maximum
high tide. In cases where many such factors
work together a catastrophic flood can result,
often creating much damage, where primarily
harbour construction and settlements closest to
the coast suffer damage.

In the text box in the corner various factors
are listed that have an effect on how big an
ocean flood can become. These factors include
low air pressure, which adds to the height of the
flood, and also the wind direction, if it has the
same direction as the flood. The shape of the
bottom of the ocean also has some effect on the
strength of the flood.

In some cases the shape of the land
influences the height of a flood. Examples of
this are narrow fjords because then they can
almost function as a funnel where the flood is
higher the farther into the fjord it flows. It also
matters how well the coast is naturally protected
against the advances the onslaught of such
floods, such as how flat and how low the coast
is. In some cases where the coastline is unstable,
the coastline can give way under the pressure of
the flood. If this natural wave defence bursts it
allows a flood to reach the inland area behind
the coastline, as if a dam has broken. As this
outer defence line of the country opens up, the
floods sometimes reach much further inland
than otherwise would have been the case.

Ocean floods are one of the most dramatic
natural hazards in Iceland and have frequently
caused much damage. The book Íslensir
sjávarhaettir (Icelandic Coastal Living), for
example, traced how the settlements on the
south and west of the Reykjanes Peninsula have
been pushed further inland by the floods as
people gradually acquired knowledge of how far
the floods could reach. In 1799, one of the
largest floods in Iceland´s history took place,
named after a trading station that was destroyed,
Básendar, located on the western part of the
Reykjanes Peninsula. In this gigantic flood large
coastal parts of the peninsula, near the present
Keflavík airport, went under water and also the
lowest parts of the small Seltjarnarnes Peninsula
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where Reykjavík is located.
The strength and frequency of heavy winds as

well as ocean floods and other types of floods
have been very high and therefore erosional
activity and the effect on settlements has been
great in Iceland. The most powerful of the
erosion forces, however, were the forces of the
Ice Age glacier as it moved across the country
during the last glacial period. As most of the
landmass of Iceland had already been formed
before the last Ice Age began, the oldest part of
the country in many areas has been thoroughly
eroded by glacial action that has, for example,
dug out most of the bigger fjords and valleys in
the country. Fjords and valleys formed by
glaciers are U-shaped, whereas if there has only
been water erosion they are V-shaped.

This whole spectrum of landscape forms in
Iceland has been useful to Icelanders for various
types of activities. Harbour construction, for
example, has been easy in many sheltered
locations and many of these are actually natural
harbours, for example, in the deep fjords.

An understanding of external forces therefore
creates a foundation for being able to
understand how the landforms that are
characteristic of the various parts of the country
have been influential in forming certain basic

types of settlements. Because of this, ocean
settlements are located in the sheltered fjords in
the West Fjords, the central part of the north
coast and in the East fjords. The earth and
gravel that are produced by the scraping of the
erosion forces inland are carried down to a
lower level with the rivers, sometimes all the way
down to the coast.

These transport agents are of two types: clear
water rivers and glacial rivers. The glacial rivers
transport much more material because they
come from underneath glaciers. These glaciers,
as they slide downwards, are very effective in
scraping the underlying bedrock and the loose
material is carried by the glacial rivers down to
the fjords and into the ocean. This means that
the fjords, where the glacial rivers meet the
ocean, are in many places half full of these
sediments, much more than in the case of the
clear water rivers. One can spot the difference
between these two types of fjords on maps. On
the one hand there are the fjords where the
glacial rivers meet the ocean; there the bottom
of the fjord has a square form. On the other
hand, the fjords where the clear water rivers
enter the ocean reach further into the land and
commonly have a sharp narrow end.
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The first two sections described the geophysical
and meteorological aspects of the shaping and
the ever – dynamic forming of land. It is how-
ever not only these forces that shape the land,
but also humans, animals, vegetation and indeed
micro-organisms and chemical processes as well
that are also constantly at work.

The type of occupational activities in the
country, at each given time, has a great effect on
how the land is being changed, and the
appearance that is created by culture and
habitation has been given a specific name:
cultural landscape. In some cases this can be a
landscape that is characterized by a beautiful
countryside, farms, pastures and fences. Today,
there is a widespread opinion that this cultural
landscape needs to be preserved, just like other
cultural remains.

The admiration for changes is the land
produced by the culture of earlier generations is
in stark and bizarre contrast to the fact that
most changes that modern culture produces in
the environment are seen as negative. To put it
bluntly: modern cultural landscape, for example
that of energy production, is unpopular,
whereas people often think highly of changes
that farming, for example, have produced.

How people have perceived some culture-
related aspects has varied considerably. For ex-
ample, earlier people did not realize that over-
grazing was the main reason for the erosion of
pasture land and forests. As Iceland further
developed the mechanization of agriculture in
the twentieth century people started to regard
this loss of vegetation as negative and ever since
then there have been plans to regain the land
with revegetation and reforesting.

At the end of the twentieth century, however,
some people started to regard the totally eroded

land – the desert that almost everywhere char-
acterizes the central highlands – as being
magical. The older view, that this wasteland is an
image of bad treatment, has the prevalent aim
of restoring the highlands by revegetation, for
example, with fertilizer spread from airplanes.
To others the deserts are beautiful and they want
to preserve the highlands as they are today.

From these examples we can see that what are
regarded as positive actions in agriculture
change a great deal according to the period of
history in question. In the first part of the
twentieth century there was a great lack of
grazing land and it was therefore almost seen as
a national necessity to flatten the land with
bulldozers and drain it with power shovels and
draglines in order to be able to harvest hay from
the land.

Later in the twentieth century, as trans-
portation had improved to such a degree that
sufficient food could be imported from abroad,
Iceland was no longer dependent on what it
could produce. Then the attitude towards what
had been called “improvements”, such as
digging ditches and flattening pastures, changed
so that what had earlier been seen as a sign of
progress and glorious improvement, almost as
cultural achievement, people now started to
regard as some of the worst environmental sins
of Icelanders in that century.

The cohabitating of the nation with the land
has, frequently, in the course of history, been
disastrous. Often the critical factor was the
limited hay production. Especially in the cold
years and in years of great eruptions and ash
fall, almost no hay could be harvested.

Because of the lack of grazing land, farmers
in Iceland drove their livestock, into the
highlands, but people have realized that this led
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to erosion in high-lying and sensitive areas.
Today pasturing the flocks in to the highlands is
no longer a necessity because of the reduction
in herd sizes but the farmers still do this, mostly
for traditional reasons. Many scientists have
pointed out that if this highland grazing – this
grazing of the most sensitive vegetation of the
highlands – were to be stopped, nature itself
would, for the most part, be able to regain its
earlier productive capacity. Today, the majority
of the Icelanders want to reclaim the earlier
vegetative cover and another large group of
people want to remedy the loss of forest land.

Because of this ideology of replenishing the
vegetative cover, plans are being carried out, on
behalf of the Icelandic government, to reforest
large areas of the country. The institution in
charge of these programmes is the Icelandic
Forestry Service, stationed in the east at
Egilsstadir. There, research is being carried out
to find out what types of trees are best adapted
to reforesting Iceland. The most recent de-
velopment in reforesting is that people now
want a part of the forestry activity to be guided
towards producing industrial forests. The govern-
ment has of late been offering grants for this
type of forestry and there already exist regional

programmes to realize this goal in most parts of
the country.

Various good things can come from these
programmes but many people are worried that
this type of forestry will considerably change
both the land and the flora and fauna. People
point out that industrial forests are not suitable
for outdoor activities and that land used for
such forests will in fact not be used for anything
else. Oddly enough, however, at the start of the
reforestation programmes, the forests were
intended to be a hybrid of agricultural and
recreational forests. Lately, it has come to light
that tax regulations are creating problems
because only the lumber producing aspect of
the forest is regarded as tax deductible. This
means that loans and tax privileges are only
available in cases where people are planting pure
industrial forests. If people intend to shape
some part of the forest to serve recreational
uses they destroy this possibility. This is a rather
harsh example of how regulations can have an
effect on how land is used – in this case it is
guiding the development of forestry into a
worse pattern.
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The review of the previous sections on the
forces of nature and their constant dynamism
shows us that, contrary to common belief,
nature is not static but constantly undergoing
changes. Let us take an example from changes in
climate; in this case the vegetation fluctuates,
both seasonally and in response to colder and
warmer years. In cold periods the vegetative
cover retreats down from the mountains to a
lower level. In these periods of cold spells
settlements at the edge of the highlands are
usually eroded.

The edge of the coast provides another
example of fluctuation. At this land/sea interface
many types of dynamics are at work. In some
cases ocean floods have caused disasters, for
example, as large areas are being washed away as
the natural breakwaters of the coast are eroded
away. The south of Iceland, on the other hand,
is characterized by a sandy coastline with hardly
any rocky edge or cliffs. These sandy beaches
fluctuate constantly and take a form produced
by the equilibrium of forces. The input on the
sand-interface is primarily the material
transported by the glacial rivers. At the other
side of the interface ocean currents and wave
activity transport the material. The balance
between these forces along the coast and partly
out to sea determines where the coastline is
located at each given time.

At times the coastline moves outwards but
later, if there is a reduction in the material
carried down to it, the ocean first eats away at
the coast and then approaches the inner-lying
areas. This erosion of the sand is the reason why
the bridge over the Jökulsá River at
Breidamerkursandur is now in danger, and
probably also the town of Vík in Mýrdalur. In
both cases this is happening because of the lack
of sediments in the glacial rivers. An

understanding of this equilibrium provides
valuable information as to how planning and
construction along the south coast of Iceland
should be approached.

These examples demonstrate how important
it is to understand which processes are at work
in nature and enable us to estimate what could
happen. The static worldview of today
constantly confuses us. The outline of the sandy
south coast, for example, is shown as a static line
on maps, whereas in actuality the coast is a
dynamic line that is constantly moving back and
forth, often many kilometres.

The same can be said about the edges of the
glaciers: they move out to surrounding areas or
retreat according to fluctuations in temperature
and precipitation. In this process they transform
the landscape around them in a profound way
and in some cases the glacial tongues have
carved out fjords and valleys and have often
scraped the bedrock to produce curved forms
that resemble the backs of whales.

The material that was produced by this
scraping of the bedrock as well as by the activity
of wind and water erosion has been carried out
to the lower lying areas and formed a multitude
of landscape forms. The ever-changing channels
of the braided rivers in the flat alluvium and
sand plains also play a big part in further shaping
these sands. Knowledge about the laws of the
dynamic forces that have been at work here can
help us understand why certain types of gravel
and sand can be found in specific places as well
as where it is most likely that the rivers will
change their channels next. This knowledge can
be used for deciding where it is advisable or
profitable to construct, for example, a road or,
on the other hand, where it should not be built.

A new development has been taking place
recently in terms of the dynamic balance along
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the south coast, where the construction of
reservoirs in the large glacial rivers from the
highlands drastically reduces the sediment load
carried by the rivers to the coast because so
much of the sediment settles in the reservoirs.
The amount of material that is no longer carried
by the glacial rivers down to the coast can be
seen in the 3 million tons of material collected
in the reservoirs of the Thjórsá River
catchments every year. In the Kárahnjúkar
reservoir in eastern Iceland – that is now under
construction – the amount of material is going
to be even greater, or about 8 million tons each
year.

The consequences of these reservoirs are that
the dynamic balance of the coast is changed in
some way. It is thus expected that the erosional
forces of the ocean – both at the estuaries of
the Thjórsá River on the south coast and
Lagarfljót-Jökulsá á Dal Rivers in Héradsflói
Bay in eastern Iceland – will be more active and
in due time the ocean will eat itself further
inland than now. Fortunately in both these
estuaries no expensive man-made constructions
or settlements have been built, but in planning
for these areas a new line of equilibrium of the
coast needs to be kept in mind.

The theory of global warming – if it turns out
to be true – will mean that the glaciers in Iceland
will disappear in due time. Consequently, the
glacial rivers will change into clear water rivers
and the glaciers will stop scraping the underlying

bedrock with their heavy load. This will mean
that the sediment loads of the rivers will only be
a small fraction of what they are now. As a result
the amount of material brought down to the
sandy south coast from today's glaciers will be
largely reduced. It can even be expected that the
glacial fjords that are located under the edge of
the glaciers will be washed out over a long
period of time, so perhaps the eastern part of
the south coast may end up being cut by fjords,
as in other parts of Iceland. The melting of the
glaciers will therefore considerably alter the
dynamic balance of nature.

As the large map above shows, the heavy load
of the Ice Age glacier covered the land for a
long time and the Vatnajökull Glacier especially
is actually the remains of this large Ice Age
glacier. The Vatnajökull, larger than any glacier
in Europe proper, is now receding and thinning
which means that a considerable rise of the land
in southeast Iceland will follow. This can result
in serious consequences as concerns the
harbour of the town of Höfn in Hornafjördur,
where the coastal waters are already very
shallow. The melting of the polar ice could
however counteract this rising of the land as the
ocean levels of the world will rise up to 5 metres
on the average from global warming, according
to some scientists.
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What is considered to be a natural resource
changes very much from one period to another.
During the settlement of Iceland various types
of natural benefits were highly important. The
reason for this was, among other things, that
initially there was not enough livestock to sup-
port the population. As a matter of fact natural
benefits have been, through the centuries, of
great importance in this country, i.e., during all
the period when people almost wholly lived
from what nature could provide them with.

The most important types of these resources
were collecting birds' eggs, shellfish, fishing,
mountain herbs, etc. These resources counted
for huge quantities of food that are not much
made use of today.

After the livestock had been established in the
country, pastures and natural hay areas like fields
and moors were valuable land resources. Later,
land that could easily produce hay became
highly treasured.

In assessing what was good grassland,
meteorological factors like high mean temp-
erature and sunny and dry weather during the
haymaking period were of great importance.
Some of the same meteorological features are
also held in high regard today in terms of leisure
activities and tourism.

As an area is to be assessed and evaluated – in
the preparatory stages for planning – one of the
first steps is to write down a list of the factors
that are judged as being positive as concerns
suggested activities in that area, and then also a
second list containing features that are
considered to be negative.

Such lists differ greatly according to what uses
are meant to be planned for in the area. If a
planner is evaluating an area for its suitability for
summerhouses factors like brush cover, the

beauty of the land and shelter from wind are
considered to be of high value in Iceland.

On another set of maps the planner defines
features that are considered to be negative for a
summer housing settlement, features such as
total shadow, areas close to traffic, areas where
the soil is not fit for cultivation, etc. Making
such maps showing areas of positive features in
the early times of settlement helps draft a
picture of the aspects that governed the shaping
of the early settlement structures.

The features that were of most importance in
selecting sites for settlements, as fishing started
to develop, are easy to define on maps. An ex-
ample of such distinctive criteria is nearness to
good fishing grounds as well as sheltered,
natural harbours.

Examples of resources that are of central
importance today are the various types of
materials that can be found on land, for ex-
ample, good sand and gravel for concrete and
various other types of earth materials for road
building and other construction.

One valuable land quality today is the question
of whether an area is good for building roads.
Other vital questions of a material nature are
whether there is a good, conveniently located
freshwater supply and can geothermal water be
found there. These factors are of great im-
portance in the economic sense and are there-
fore considered important land resources today.

Icelandic scientists have for a long time been
working on researching and mapping the
various types of natural features. Often this
research only covers limited spaces and is
therefore not broad enough in scale to be used
as a foundation for planning. In some cases,
intended planning provides an opportunity to
start a new study of the natural features of an
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II The Land: Uses and Dangers
1 Types of Natural Resources

Exampples oof wwhat uused tto bbe
essential ffor ggood lland.

Today tthe eempphases aare
very ddifferent.

Bird ccliffs wwere aa ggreat ssource oof ffood iin mmany
reggions, bboth iin ssummer aand wwinter.

Diversity iin vveggetation aand iin tthe aanimal
kinggdom mmeant ddiversity iin ffood  ssupppply.

Good turf terrain
Enough peat
Driftwood beaches
Abundance of seaweed
Good fishing options
Lake and river fishing
Woods
Good grazing land
Good haymaking land
Birds and eggs

Beautiful landscape
Terrain with scrubs
Sheltered areas
Lake and river fishing
Water sport facilities
Good skiing country
Good hiking country
Good riding country
Geothermal areas



area with the aim of creating a sufficient
database for the planning.

The first all-encompassing preparatory work
of this kind in Iceland was the making of a
series of maps interpreting natural features in
preparation for a master plan for the areas north
and east of Grafarvogur in Reykjavík in the mid-
1970's.

The maps reprinted here are from this series.
The map work was carried out using the overlay
method. The first step was to divide the natural
features into positive and negative aspects. The
maps were drawn on transparencies and the
positive features were interpreted as shaded
spaces, where the best conditions were pre-
sented by the darkest shading. By laying these
transparencies over each other it came out as
darkest where the best conditions were for each
given aspect.

On the negative transparencies a different
method was applied. There those areas that were
considered to be almost unacceptable for the
projected activities in the planning area were
coloured black. These negative transparencies
were laid over each other and then ultimately the
collective spaces with negative features were
added together to produce darker shading.

This method of mapping and evaluating the

land makes it rather easy to put the various
activities in the right locations during the
planning work. Another positive feature is that
this method makes the decision process easily
traceable and explainable. This is of high
importance as planning alternatives are pre-
sented to the public or to the politicians who
ultimately carry the responsibility of the
decisions taken in the planning work.

The two other maps below are examples of
suitability transparencies. These transparencies
show darkest where the best shelter is and where
there is the least precipitation in the area. The
big maps on the following page also show some
of the best conditions. The one above presents
the areas where the depth of soil is most
suitable.

The making of this map was based on two
methods. First, geological maps were used to
mark out the bare bedrock, "the little spots on
the map". The second map was made on the
basis of echo sounding in order to determine
the depth of the soil. These methods are only
mentioned to give examples of the methods
employed in making these maps.
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The ccalmest aarea iis iin tthe rriver vvalley oof KKorppa.
The wwindiest aares aare aat tthe ttopps oof hhills.

Positive ffearures tthat wwere
mapppped iin tthe aarea.

The llimitations tto lland uuse
were aalso mmapppped.

Black: nnoise aareas aalongg rroads, aas wwell aas
prooteectioon aareeas aat rriveer, ccooast aand iin tthee islands.

Areas wwith lleast pprecippitation aare iin tthe llee oof
hills tthat ttake tthe mmoisture oout oof SSE wwinds.

Black ddanger aareas iin ccase oof eexplosion iin GGuufuunes
fertilizer pplant.. AAlso bblack; nneighbouur ccommuunities..

Positive transparencies:
Calm areas
Little precipitation
Suitable depth of soil
Good direction for view
Good exposure to the sun
Nearness to a coast
Nearness to a mountain
Nearness to a river or a
lake

Negative transparencies:
Noise areas
Danger areas
Areas already in use
Reserve areas
Water protection areas
Nature protection areas
Too steep slope
Deep coastal waters
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The mmost iimpportant eeconomic ffactor –– vvalued iin tthe ffeasibility ttranspparencies –– wwas tthe eevalu-
ation of wwhich aareas hhave tthe mmost ssuitable ddepth oof ssoil. TThey aare mmarked  wwith tthe ddarkest sshade.

Ligght cconditions eevaluated: TThe bbest ((the ddarkest aareas),are wwhere tthe lland ssloppes ttowards tthe ssuunn
aanndd tthheerree iiss nnoo sshhaaddee.. NNeexxtt bbeesstt hhaavvee ssoommee nnoorrtthh ssllooppee.. TThhee wwoorrsstt aarreeaass aarree iinn tthhee sshhaaddooww ooff hhiigghh hhiillllss..

The mmapps iin tthis ssppread
were mmade iin pprepparation
for tthe pplanningg ffor tthe
Úlfarsfell aarea. 
They wwere mmade uusingg tthe
overlay mmethod, wwhere vvisual
addingg uupp wwith tthe
transpparencies pproduces aa
concentration oof ppositive oor
neggative ffeatures.
This wwas tthe ffirst ttime tthis
method wwas uused iin
pplanningg iin IIceland.

A ffertilizer pplant iis uunppleas-
aanntt cclloossee ttoo iinnhhaabbiittaatteedd aarreeaass..

Grafarvoggur wwas tthe ffirst tto
be bbuilt iin tthe aarea.



Today, Iceland has become highly urbanized so
the earlier need of the agricultural society to use
almost every patch of the country for
settlements – even very close to the volcanic
areas – is no longer needed. Because of this,
many of the natural hazards are not a threat any
more and in some cases one could even talk
about them as a resource because they do have
some positive features. They draw attention to
the country and are therefore in that respect an
asset for the tourism industry in Iceland.

Because the various internal and external
forces are active in Iceland they can, if the
planning is not carried out in the right way, cause
various types of problems. Let us start with the
external forces. One of the features that result
from them are the earthquakes that can reach a
degree of magnitude that a mapping of earth-
quake probability should be considered primary
work in preparing plans in earthquake areas. In
order to clarify further the effect of earthquakes
on buildings and constructions the main faults
in the bedrock should be mapped as well as the
various types of soils in the area because soil
characteristics affect how much power reaches
the building. Once this mapping has been done,
a policy should be created, giving guidance on
what types of construction should not be
erected in the most dangerous areas, and most
of all it is important to prevent construction or
infrastructures to be planned across or close to
the faults that are identified.

The second feature that follows from the
forces is volcanism itself and what comes with
it; lava flows, pumice falls, floods from beneath
glaciers and mud flows down mountain slopes,
as happened for example in the Öraefajökull
eruption in 1362. All these types of volcanic
hazards do happen in Iceland and therefore they
need to be taken into account in planning work.

The first settlers that came from Norway were
not familiar with these types of hazards and
therefore they built their farms, quite unaware,
on or near the slopes of volcanoes. Sub-
sequently, some of these early settlements were
destroyed, for example in the Öraefi and under
Mt Hekla.

In the planning of power plants and power
infrastructures these hazards have not been
taken sufficiently into account. Here the main
planning objective is to keep a safe distance
from hazards. The power plants in the Thjórsá
area are in the danger zone of Mt Hekla.

Good planning can help avoid most of these
hazards. In studying the hazardous features one
also has to keep in mind that certain positive
things are linked to the volcanic areas, like geo-
thermal water and also valuable minerals like
pumice and sulphur. We have now started to
consider these aspects as precious elements of
nature and as assets.

In earlier times many aspects of weather were
also a great threat to people and their well-being,
such as cold spells and heavy winds. In general,
these features are not seen as threats any more
because of better buildings and better clothing.
To be outside in very bad weather has even be-
come a kind of leisure sport. In a theoretical
sense, many scientists question whether it is
right to define any aspects of nature as a hazard 

They only become hazards if you are not
careful and do not plan in the right way. If this
is done, even the most extreme forces of nature
need not limit human activity.

The text boxes to the left contain lists of
analytical maps that the author of this book
worked on around 1980. These maps were
conceived of as a foundation for the making of
a country plan for Iceland. The first list spells
out the positive aspects of the land that need to

42

2 Types of Natural Hazards

Neggative aasppects llinked tto
volcanic aactivity aand wweather.

Areas aat rrisk oof ttepphra ffallingg. HHiggh ooccurance
rates mmeans hhiggher rrisk.

The mmapp sshows tthree ttyppes oof llava, tthe nnewest
areas bbeingg tthe mmost aactive aand ddanggerous.

Warm areas
Areas with little snow
Sunny areas
Calm areas
Enough building
materials
Enough cold water
Enough hot water
Good cultivation areas
Near to fishing grounds

Earthquake danger areas
Pumice danger areas
Lava flow danger areas
Floods beneath glaciers
Flood plains of rivers
Flood plains at the coast
Avalanche danger areas
Landslide areas
Wind gust areas
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What aare cconsidered ppositive
asppects ooften cchangges.
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The BBúrfell pplant iis uuncom-
fortably cclose tto MMt HHekla.

Presentation oof tthree aassessment ttranspparencies, ii.e., wwarm aareas ((best iin SSE IIceland), pproximity tto
bbuuiillddiinngg mmaatteerriiaallss ((aatt sshhoorreess aanndd rriivveerrss)),, aanndd hhiigghh tteemmppeerraattuurree aarreeaass ((mmoossttllyy iinn SSWW aanndd NNEE IIcceellaanndd))..

This ooverlappppingg oof ttwo ttranspparencies sshows tthe llimits tto uuse, ii.e., nnature cconservation aand
ppossible rreservoir llocations. IIt iis vvery uunfortunate iif tthese aasppects cclash.
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be mapped and the second the negative features,
both of them covering the whole country.

The large map on page 43 shows an overlay of
various maps from the map series. The upper
map shows positive features and the lower one
an adding up of some of the negative features
that are shown in this map series.

Natural features that have an importance on a
smaller scale also need to be mapped, which in
most cases is rather easy to do. The smaller scale
natural hazards can come into the planning
procession the lower level of the planning, such
as in regional planning and master planning for
urban areas in the country.

The figures below show four maps from this
map series. All of them involve rather small
areas in terms of hazards but they are im-
portant, however, in the general overview on a
country scale.

These maps show four types of floods. Three
of them are connected to meteorological
factors. The first one, in contrast, is a result of
volcanism: "floods from beneath a glacier" or a
glacial surge. Ever since a road was built across
the flood sands south of the Vatnajökull Glacier
– as the Ring Road was opened with bridges in
this area of Skeidarársandur in 1974 – this type
of natural hazard has frequently been discussed

within the Icelandic community.
The map to the right shows with small black

spots the areas that can be flooded by rivers, for
example in the case of heavy rainfall. River
floods can however have many and different
causes and characteristics, and the list in the
margin presents seven types of river floods.

The third map shows the areas subject to
ocean floods as they are known from history
and experience in the last few decades. This type
of natural hazard will probably be one of the
most serious in Iceland in the future if, as
predicted by many, the global temperature rises
to such a degree that glaciers and polar ice will
melt, resulting in a higher sea level.

The fourth map shows areas in Iceland where
there is the greatest danger of avalanches.
Understandably these are first and foremost
areas where the slopes of mountains are very
steep, but the map designates primarily those
areas where there is some habitation in Iceland.
Today it is very easy to map where there is a
great danger of avalanches but nevertheless this
danger has, until recently, not been much
recognized in planning.
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Floodingg ffrom bbeneath gglaciers iis mmainly iin tthe
south. RRare ggiant ffloods ooccur iin tthe JJökulsá.

The mmapp sshows aareas iinfluenced bby oocean
floodingg: mmainly iin tthe ssouth aand iin ffjords.

The ddark aareas sshow wwhere rriver ffloodingg ccan
cause lland tto bbe ssubmergged.

Areas iin IIceland aat tthe hhigghest rrisk oof
avalanches.

SSeevveenn ttyyppeess ooff rriivveerr ffllooooddiinngg,,
–– aanndd tthheeiirr ccaauusseess..
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Precipitation floods. In Iceland these
are not the biggest floods, except in a
few small rivers.

Floods from thawing. In the spring
because of thawing of  the snow.

Floods from rain and thawing and
thaw floods. In the autumn and
winter because of a sudden thaw or
exceptional rainfall. The autumn
floods are biggest as the lows enter
the country and bring the most water.

Glacial floods. Are by far the largest
floods (see special chapter on them).

Flooding in steps. Sudden floods in
frosty weather. Ice dams per-
pendicular to the direction of the river
back up the water. If one of the dams
breaks, one dam can give way after
another and a large flood wave
develops.

Construction floods. Often happen
as dams give way.

Event floods. Caused by unex-
pected, fast natural disasters like
eruptions, earthquakes and land-
slides.
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The previous sections have dealt with the
various positive and negative aspects of nature –
how they should be evaluated and how they can
be mapped so they can be made readable and
understandable in terms of their influence on
planning. As we have now researched various
aspects of nature it is logical to start to study
how they influence each other. An example of a
positive influence of natural aspects on other
aspects of nature is that trees and forests
provide shelter from the wind. Trees also can
lower the ground water level, can bind soil
together, and can reduce maintenance costs of
buildings because of the shelter they provide
and thus lessen the effect of erosion on the
surface areas of the buildings.

One of the things that planners need to
analyse and register is the effect of certain nat-
ural movements on other aspects of nature. An
example of such a secondary effect is that the
avalanches and the landslides are often triggered
by earthquakes and these secondary effects
therefore add to the damage that the earth-
quakes themselves cause directly.

Besides this effect of earthquakes on loose
material they can also lead to various changes in
rock formations, for example in the bedrock.
They can cause movement along faults or the
fissures can become clogged, altering the
geothermal and cold water systems in the
bedrock. In one place, the flow of water can
disappear at least temporarily, only to be
increased in other areas. The text boxes below
give examples of direct effects of earthquakes
and in the table on the following spread an
attempt is made to give an overview of both
direct and secondary effects of the most
important types of hazards in Iceland.

On the left side of the table there is a list of

eleven types of hazards and the vertical columns
have been divided between various important
natural features that are prone to be affected by
these hazards. Texts in the boxes in this matrix
explain how hazards can affect these natural
aspects.

This is of course a simplified overview, and in
many cases there exists quite a body of theory
on how the effects of certain types of natural
hazards are mediated. These theories often also
deal with the complex interplay that can occur
and what types of conditions can amplify the
effects.

Let us now go back to how people work with
the evaluation of the danger of the risk of the
various types of natural hazards. The figure on
page 48 gives an overview of the most
important data needed to carry out such an
evaluation. The subjects that appear in the
uppermost line are the value of assets, the map
base, and the data on natural hazards that are the
basic input for the methodology. The next line
shows how an evaluation of how well the
properties and construction can withstand
potential natural disasters. Next comes a box
signifying a map base for thematic maps, often
geological in nature. These theme maps show,
for example, loose materials, soils, or areas that
have steeper slopes than are deemed safe. The
last box in the second line of the picture points
out that, as the data on natural hazards are
collected, a statistical analysis of the danger has
to be carried out.

In the third line of the figure there is only one
box i.e. the estimation of danger, which is
carried out by using the thematic maps and the
statistically evaluated danger in question. Here a
picture is created as to where the danger is and
how the danger could occur.

3 The Interplay of Natural Features

This mmudslide iin FFljótsdalur
damagged aa fforestry aarea.

Damagge tthat ccan ooccur iin aan eearthquake. MMore
impportant, hhowever, iis ddamagge tto ppeopple.

Damagge aas aa rresult ffrom ggreat pprecippitation. IIt
affects bbuildinggs, wwork aand tthe aaccident rrate.
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DAMAGE mostly happens in old buildings,
unreenforced houses and brick buildings.
Experience shows also that many modern
buildings with irregular shapes are sensitive to
earthquake stress.

DAMAGE TO INTERIORS can be considerable,
even in cases where the damage to the
buildings has not been great.

ENDANGERED FUNCTIONS, e.g.,
communications, as roads are closed and
bridges break. Electrical malfunctions happen if
dams break. Field harvests are destroyed
destroyed. 
DAMAGE TO CONSTRUCTION can amount to
billions of euros if a dam breaks, e.g., in the
Thjórsá area. Damage occurs to roads and
bridges that are sometimes swept away, as in
Skagafjördur. Damage of this kind can amount
to millions of euros and a large flood in the
town of Selfoss could amount to hundreds of
thousands of euros.
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A bbasic ppoint iin pplanningg iis
to kknow tthe nnature aand
frequency oof tthe vvarious
typpes oof hhazards. 
The pplanner aalso hhas tto
know wwhat iinfluence eeach
typpe oof hhazard ccan hhave oon
other nnatural pphenomena.

This mmatrix sshows tthe
influence oof vvarious ttyppes oof
hazards oon nnatural ffeatures
of ddifferent kkinds.
Some oof tthese iimppacts aare
pprimary iimppacts, bbut oothers
are ssecondary oor ttertiary
imppacts.
Exampples oof tthis aare
accidents aand ddisturbances
in tthe rrunningg oof ccomppanies.
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As this step in the evaluation process has been
worked out we proceed to the fourth line in
order to conduct the next step, namely, to
estimate the risk that would be taken by bringing
certain types of construction into a certain area.
Here the statistical evaluation of the danger
continues to show how frequently the danger
can be expected to occur, together with an
estimation of how much structures and
technical infrastructures can withstand as the
natural hazard in question occurs. It is
theoretically possible to build a construction in
such a way that it can withstand the stress. In
such cases the evaluation of risk is low and
planners do not need to exclude this type of
activity from the danger area in question.

If the evaluation of the staying power con-
cludes, however, that the structures in question
cannot withstand the stress, the next step is to
estimate the risk of going into the area by using
a statistical analysis of the frequency of the
hazards. If the risk of extensive damage or
hazards is infrequent, the findings can tell us
that it is acceptable to take the risk because the
frequency is low and the lifetime of the
construction, as well as the value of the con-
struction in question, is not so high. The risk

that the construction will be considerably
damaged within a certain time span is therefore
acceptably low.

Both the risk assessment and the conclusive
findings in the lowest box are, however, not
sufficient for estimating the full costs of dam-
age. It is also necessary to estimate the social and
economic damage that can occur, as well as the
costs of rebuilding.

An example of a risk that is readily taken in
Iceland is to build in earthquake-prone areas.
Here one needs to keep in mind that earth-
quakes in Iceland never are of the highest
magnitudes. It also is of importance that the
design of buildings and infrastructures has
reached such a degree of security that most
often they suffer little damage from earthquakes.

In spite of these better design methods it is
unwise to locate relatively fragile structures and
sensitive functions in the most active earthquake
zones, as for example in the long earthquake
zone that extends through the towns of
Hveragerdi, Selfoss and Hella in the south of
Iceland. Too many easily damaged constructions
gave way in the earthquakes in the south of
Iceland in the summer of 2000.
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A ssppecial iissue oof AVS on
natural hhazards.

DDaattaa aanndd pprroocceesssseess eemmppllooyyeedd iinn mmaakkiinngg ddaannggeerr aanndd rriisskk aasssseessssmmeennttss.. VVaalluuee aanndd ssttrreennggtthh ooff pprrooppeerrttyy
eenntteerr tthhee rriisskk aasssseessssmmeenntt,, bbuutt eevvaalluuaattiioonn ooff ddaannggeerr ddeeffiinneess aarreeaass tthhaatt aarree ssuubbjjeecctt ttoo ddaannggeerr..
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Value of Assets:
Tax base of real state, insurance rates, 

value of furniture etc.

Estimation of Strength
of constructions, technical infrastructure

that are hit by an earthquake

Map base:
Land-use and topography

Geological maps
and soil maps

Danger assessment:
Outlining how and where the 

hazard would happen

Risk Assessment:
Evaluation of probable damage

Results:
Damage to constructions

Solid and economic losses 
Costs of rebuilding

Statistical Assessment of Danger
because of heavy winds, earthquakes,

avalanches etc.

Data of Natural Hazards:
Empirical Data and Measurements



In early times, when humans still lived off what
the land could provide, people had to adapt to
the natural conditions that were prevalent in the
area in question.

In Iceland people first of all had to locate
farm sites where it was easiest to have livestock,
where they could use boats for fishing, and
where it was easy to get fresh water.

The tools people had were so few for carrying
out heavy labour that even to bring the water for
the livestock from a well was very difficult if the
well was not close enough to the farm.

The conditions on the narrow strip of land in
Reykjavík between the coast and the Lake were
quite good for the first settlers. The distances
were short, both to the ocean as well as to the
fresh water in the Lake. In addition the location
offered many other positive features.

As people started to become freer in the
choice of habitation, for example, because of
the use of engines, they gradually forgot how
important it is to adjust settlements to natural
and local conditions. Because of this forgetting,
modern humans of late have been hit more by
natural disasters like lava flows, ocean floods,
and avalanches.

The lack of sensitivity towards the
environment has reached such a degree that for
the most part people have lost any natural feel
for what nature is saying.

In the praxis of planning for most of the
twentieth century the arrogance of modern
humans towards nature had developed to such a
degree that people were not at all willing to
listen to nature. This arrogance and disrespect
have frequently been the primary cause of the
difficulties in coexisting with nature.

In response, in the latter part of the twentieth

century there surfaced a planning ideology
characterized by humbleness and submission. It
was based on the idea that it is a necessary first
step in all planning to study the location and
adjust the planning to it.

One of the most eminent theoreticians is this
field was Ian McHarg, who wrote the book Design
with Nature. The theoretical concept is taken
directly from nature, where the harmony of
location and life forms has been perfected to
such a degree that one can translate from one to
the other as, for example, ornithologists do.

The knowledge about this harmony is applied
in such a way that an investigation is made into
what are the best conditions for human
habitation in an area. This method can also be
applied in the study of history in order to
establish an overview of where the best
conditions for human habitation were earlier.
This is done in the next section, where a series
of maps, produced by students, points out that
the Kvosin area in Reykjavík was exactly the best
location for the settlement in its heyday.

Today this ideology of harmony is viewed as
increasingly more important because of the
demands for an improved harmony between
humans and nature.

Earlier this ideology of harmony was often
based on ethical or aesthetical foundations, but
today the practical need caused by increased
problems and environmental concerns appears
even in hardcore economic arguments on how
important it is to seek this harmony in planning.

Another important issue supporting this
ideology of adjustment is also increasing in
importance, and that is that humans certainly
invite unnecessary risks in planning if the
natural forces are not taken into consideration.
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III Adaptation of Settlements to Nature
1 The Ideology of Designing with Nature

A ppond wwith rreeds iindicates sshallow wwater, aan
thus aa ssource oof ffood tto wwetland bbirds. 

The llongg lleggs aand bbeak sshow hhow tthe bbird hhas
evolved tto tthrive iin mmarshland.

Ian MMcHargg wwas aa ppioneer iin
readingg nnature.

The ffirst bbook oon tthe
“desiggn wwith nnature” ttheory.



The best-known examples of these natural
hazards in Iceland are earthquakes, volcanism
and flooding. All these forces are varied and
active in Iceland, which means that it is more
important to apply the ideology of adaptation in
the planning of settlements in Iceland than in
most other countries.

Iceland has such a unique position in this field
that one could even suggest that it is good for
scientists and planners to use this country as a
model and the praxis of such work can be used
to demonstrate how one can logically plan ac-
cording to the ideology of adaptation.

Today there already exists a rather complete
theory about the adaptation of settlements to
nature. This theory however differs somewhat
according to which disciplines have a part in it.

The methodology developed in architecture,
for example, works primarily with mete-
orological features like solar exposure, methods
to create shelter, and methods to reduce the im-
pact of buildings on the local environment.

And last but not least there already exists a
theory of how it is possible to let buildings and
the environment work together so well that the
building becomes better because of the envi-

ronment and the environment also better
because of the building.

Civil engineering theories deal mostly with
features such as adaptation to geological
features and the effect of the construction on
the surrounding hydrology. It should also be
noted that the bedrock and the soils can play an
important role when it comes to the selection of
a site.

Within the field of planning, the theory of
adaptation of settlements to nature first devel-
oped within landscape architecture. One of the
reasons was that the scientific knowledge
needed to think through a project in this way
was already available in this field. Today the
ideology of adaptation has been integrated into
all planning programmes to some degree.

Examples of countries where natural features
are very important in planning include Norway,
because of the steep slopes in the Norwegian
fjords, and California, because of earthquakes,
erosion and landslides.
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A mmapp sshowingg mmany oof tthe bbasic ttyppes oof nnatural hhazards. TThe ddangger zzones iin tthe hhigghlands
are mmainly aareas oof hhiggh wwinds aand aareas aat rrisk oof ttepphra ffrom aactive vvolcanoes.

The wworld’’s llarggest mmural
shows mman aand nnature.
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ADAPTATION  OF  SETTLEMENTS  TO  NATURE

In 874 Ingólfur Arnarson arrived from Norway
with his band of followers with the intent of
settling this new land of Iceland. To choose the
site he threw his high-seat timbers into the sea:
where they came ashore he would make his
home. He sent his slaves Vífill and Karli on a
three year expedition all along the south coast of
Iceland to find where the timbers had come to
shore. They had washed up where the centre of
Reykjavík is today. Reykjavík proved to be an
excellent choice of location then, as it has been
ever since.

In 2001 students at the University of Iceland
made a series of maps for analysing what would
have, in Arnarson's time, been the best areas for
farming in the Reykjavík region. The result
showed that Arnarson's choice of place was one
of the best imaginable for many different
reasons. The four maps below are from this
series. They analyse the natural conditions that
were most important for the farm of the first
settler. The maps were made in a way similar to
those a modern planner uses to analyse a region
in terms of suitability, only the importance of
the various features are somewhat different
today than they were then. Then, as now, certain

conditions were of a positive value and others
negative. The four maps deal with various
factors involved in choosing Arnarson's site.

The first two maps show two important
aspects concerning the suitability of habitation
in the Kvosin area; i.e., a sloping beach to pull
the boats ashore and the availability of a good
supply of fresh water. Good conditions for
boats at this time included finding a place that
was not too close to the head of the fjord so as
to avoid the danger of sea ice in the winter. This
danger zone is shown in black in map four.
Additionally, the Kvosin area was of value for a
farmer who would also like to earn his living
from fishing because it was sheltered by the
Grandi narrow strip of land all the way out to
Örfirisey Island.

On map three we can see that the areas most
sheltered from wind are at the heads of the
fjords and in the valleys. Obviously, in view of
the other requirements it was best to sacrifice
and select the coast for habitation.

The islands north of the Reykjavík Peninsula
provide shelter from wind and waves – positive
aspects in terms of anchorage, sailing and
fishing. The numerous islands by Reykjavík, -
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however, were also very valuable for other
reasons and are close to the mainland. In con-
trast, there are almost no islands or even
indentations in the coastline along the south
coast of Iceland.

The islands near Reykjavík provided op-
portunities. First and foremost they could be
used to isolate types of activities, which was
important in a country with no walls or fences.
The names of these islands point to these early
uses: "Field Island", "Pasture Island", "Woods
Island", "Island of the Geldings".

Another example of a mapping was the

mapping of various features of the land that are
either positive or negative in terms of being able
to travel in Iceland at the time of the settlement.
The four maps are from this map series. The
first shows lava fields that were a great hindr-
ance to travel in earlier times. Map two is marked
black to show areas of very steep terrain that
were hard to traverse. The third map shows in
black wetland areas that were hard to cross, and
the fourth map shows with dark shading those
parts of the country were large rivers were
almost impossible to cross in the early days.
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The greatest mistake the settlers made in this
new country was to settle in low-lying areas
open to the ocean, e.g., on the Reykjanes
Peninsula. It was also a great mistake to settle
too close to the flanks of volcanoes and far up
in the highlands.

These early Norse settlers did not know the
dangers and were caught unawares by nature
but, as the climate turned colder, volcanoes
erupted and coastal areas flooded, nature
gradually taught them a lesson and they had to
pull back from these areas.

There are many stories telling how farms were
moved, step by step, away from the ocean as
people gradually experienced the bitter taste of
what it meant to be open and unprotected to
ocean flooding.

Various scientists have carried out studies on
why farms have been abandoned in Iceland. For
her Ph.D. thesis Gudrún Sveinbjarnardóttir
selected certain areas in Iceland for special
investigation. The two maps below are taken
from her thesis.

The first map shows farms in the East and
West Valleys of Skagafjördur that had to be
abandoned. There were various reasons for this
but the main one was that farming conditions
were not good because the sites were too far
inland and at too high an altitude.

The other map shows farms close to the
Eyjafjallajökull Glacier in south Iceland that
have been abandoned. Some of the farms are in
the Thórsmörk area and it is likely that the high
altitude pumice and ash fall caused the farms to
be abandoned.

On the sands below the glacier there have
been other reasons at work. Along the coast
itself, probably the shifting of the coastline and
erosion have had the most effect, but further

inland it is not unlikely that floods from beneath
the glacier and erosion of grazing lands have
had a considerable effect.

Disasters that settlement areas suffered
because of eruptions include the famous
examples from the Thjórsárdalur Valley and the
Öraefi area. In the first centuries of settlement
there was quite a large settlement in Thjórs-
árdalur Valley close to the slopes of Mt Hekla.

The gigantic eruption of 1104 threw out a
huge amount of volcanic ejecta and the area was
covered with a layer of pumice and ash, in some
places several metres in depth.

This is comparable to how the towns of
Pompeii and Herculaneum in Italy were de-
stroyed and covered when Mt Vesuvius erupted.
There the eruption came so suddenly that
people were unable to escape but died instantly
as they breathed in gas and were covered by ash
and mud.

It has not been established whether anything
similar happened in the Thjórsárdalur Valley but
it is likely that the eruption took place slowly
enough for people to be able to escape with
their livestock.

Around the mid-twentieth century one of the
farms in the Thjórsárdalur Valley, Stöng, was
excavated. The walls of the farmhouses that
appeared then are very well preserved but the
roofs had collapsed.

Later, new roofs of corrugated iron were built
over these walls and the buildings have at times
been open to the public.

As the National Power Company built the
Búrfell Power Plant in this area it was considered
to be right that the company would honour the
history of the area. The artist and scholar,
Hördur Ágústsson, was given the task of
producing drawings of how the farmhouses at
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Stöng had probably looked. These hypothetical
drawings were primarily based on the wall layout
of the Stöng farm. These drawings were later
used as a basis for designing and building a Saga
Age Farm not far from the generating plant at
Búrfell, which was opened in 1974 in com-
memoration of the 1100th anniversary of the
settlement of Iceland.

The largest ash fall in the history of Iceland
was in the Öraefajökull Glacier area in 1362.
The largest part of the ash was carried by wind
out to sea but to the south-west of the glacier
there had been a settlement called Litla-Hérad,
which was destroyed by this eruption. Later this
area got the chilly name of Öraefi – meaning
wasteland.

Another feature of nature that drove settlers
away from certain areas was the coming of
drifting polar ice to Iceland. Most commonly
this pack ice reached the land at Hornstrandir in
the north-west and Melrakkaslétta in the north-
east.

Even though the twentieth century was rather
warm, Iceland experienced pack ice in 1968.
Because of the weather stations all over Iceland
a map can be drawn that shows how much the
temperature was lowered in that year (see the

map above). The most lowering of temperature
was at Melrakkaslétta, where the average
temperature became 3.6°C colder than in a
normal year. This lowering of temperature
decreased as one moved further inland. In spite
of this the average temperature in the south,
where there was no pack ice, was lowered to
about minus 1°C.

History records many stories of how much
various troubles in farming were connected to
the coming of the pack ice. Fishing grounds
were closed, the sailing of coastal ships could
not be continued, hay production was reduced,
etc.

The considerable lowering of the average
temperature of course meant that there was a
large reduction in grass and hay production.
Understandably, the greatest problems were in
areas that were already at a critical stage of grass
production, e.g., at higher altitudes. In these
years of disaster people that lived in these
difficult areas had few choices available other
than to abandon their farms and go down to the
coast to try to save their lives with the food that
could be found there.
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The lessons of experience are valuable, but
often bought at a dear price. Therefore it is
highly regrettable that modern man has
forgotten many of the lessons of nature learned
by earlier generations. In spite of all the modern
means of communicating knowledge, there is
little connection between these old experiences
and how we plan and implement things.

In addition there are few links between the
knowledge of those who have specialized in
some of the aspects of this natural history and
those who are doing the planning and designing.

In order to remedy this we have to create
systematic approaches or theoretical schemes
that can help us in adapting settlements to
environmental factors.

There are many applicable branches of
science to assist us in this task of adapting the
settlements to local features, not least geology,
volcanology, botany and hydrology. Even
though today there exists a great amount of
knowledge in these fields the channels to
connect this base of knowledge to how to plan
in the best possible manner are often missing.

One of the central tasks of planning theory –
something the planner has constantly to keep in
mind – is to define accurately what conditions
suit the planned activity best and, conversely, to
define what conditions can be a threat to
settlement or can result in added costs.

The planner has to search for scientific data to
help him to interpret the data as preparation for
his planning. In many cases he has to be
instrumental in seeing that such an analysis of
the natural conditions in the area is carried out.

This kind of research often requires a great
deal of time and therefore the foresight and
long-term thinking which planning should be
able to foster are so important. Only by thinking

ahead in this way can people make the time
required for this kind of basic research to
provide the information that has to be there
before starting to work on the actual plan.

Many scientists contributed greatly in the
twentieth century to interpreting and defining
the natural features that have been the most
dangerous in Iceland in the past.

One of these men was the geographer and
geologist Sigurdur Thórarinsson. In choosing
his research subject, Thórarinsson constantly
bore in mind the question: what geological
factors have had the most influence on
settlement in Iceland. Therefore his research
into such aspects as the area covered by ash
from the various volcanoes in Iceland has more
practical value than the research of many other
fine scientists.

Without the fundamental work of the natural
scientist, planners would not be able to proceed
to interpret what type of conditions are the
most suitable for settlement because their work
normally starts where the natural scientist's
ends, that is, the planner takes the basic data on
the natural features and interprets them on
special maps made for analysing the influence of
the natural features on settlement and
construction.

On the next page there is a table that gives an
overview of the time required for preparation,
as well as the finances needed to produce solid
preparation for planning – in this case the
planning for building a hydropower plant. As
can be seen in this table, it is necessary to allow
five years for the basic research work, then come
three years for primary design research and
primary design.

After that there follow another three years for
the research needed for the design and then the
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planner finally arrives at preparing the building
of the power plant itself, where again various
kinds of research are needed in order to prepare
the bid documents. This normally takes about
two years.

Then, finally it takes five years to build the
power plant. In total this type of project takes
18 years. Some extra time might be needed for
conducting an environmental impact assess-
ment. Clearly, in the preparation of large pro-
jects foresight is essential and the original idea of
the project has to have been developed long
before it is possible to start to build it.

In the planning of human settlements in Ice-
land, we know of no comparable examples in
terms of research work carried out to prepare a
plan. However, as new settlements are being
prepared and planned in the Reykjavík area, the
planners have the great advantage over other
regions in the country that the Capital Area is by
far the most researched area in Iceland.

In many cases most of the initial natural
science research needed already exists for the
Capital Area. Unfortunately the same does not

hold true for most places in the countryside.
People therefore often start too abruptly with
planning so that the time needed for conducting
the necessary primary research for the plan
simply is not there.

In addition to geological and hydrological
research – the most important research in
preparing hydropower plants – there is in
addition a variety of research that needs to be
carried out for the planning of human habit-
ation.

This includes research on the microclimate as
well as research on various economic and social
factors, especially if the area to be built is
located within an already existing settlement
area. A common feature of this type of research
is that it can be characterized as research on a
specific local territory, i.e., a study of all
important and specific characteristics of a
location in the planning area.
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First Steps in the Shaping of Settlements

Book Two





Book One included an explanation of the
fundamental reasons and the influential factors
in how the topography and terrain of Iceland
have been shaped. Book Two takes these ideas
further and explains how it is possible to read
from the environmental features of the country
how settlement developed and why settlement
survived in certain areas while it perished in
others. The first factor affecting the
development of settlement was that the settlers,
sailing from Norway and the British Isles, had
good ships and were good sailors. It was also
important that the settlers did not bring much
livestock with them when they emigrated from
Norway because their ships were small.

The first settlers therefore had to live from
what the ocean and the land could give them
directly. The natural advantages existed primarily
along the coast such that, for travel and food,
the first step in the formation of the settlement
structure of Iceland was characterized by travel
on the ocean and settlement along the shore.
The terrains that offered fertile lowlands, good
fishing grounds and areas protected from waves
therefore suited quite well this very first period
in the development of settlement in Iceland.

Soon however the best areas along the coast
were taken. At the same time the livestock had
increased so that many could live almost wholly
from husbandry. Then some of the first settlers
started to move further inland. As this process
continued and the best inland areas filled up,
many even moved up to the edge of the high-
lands. To put up a farm in that zone had certain
advantages; the woods were not as thick and
grazing of animals therefore easier.
Furthermore it was an advantage for these
farms on the edge of the highlands to be able to
allow the livestock to graze freely in the
uninhabited highlands. The first centuries of

settlement in Iceland occurred during a warm
climatic period, as shown in the diagram on the
next page. During that period the settlements
could therefore easily survive at the edge of the
highlands. Because of the cooling of the
temperature, the fragile vegetation at the highest
altitudes soon started to retreat and there was
considerably less grazing land. Living in these
upland settlements was often characterized by
flight, or relocation, of people down to the
lower areas, especially in periods of cold spells.

One can easily visualize that the overfill of the
lowlands caused by this migration led to
increased clashes, even though the fight for land
is not considered to have been an important
factor in the skirmishes in the Age of the
Sturlungs. The internal strife of that period
reduced the strength of the nation and the
Norwegians started to exert their influence and
finally ruled Iceland in 1262.

Fishing started to increase around the mid-
thirteenth century with the consequence that an
increased number of people lived along the
shore. In the latter part of the fourteenth
century Icelanders became a part of the
commercial system of northern Europe as
Bergen was then the capital of both Norway and
Iceland and a part of the commercial network of
about 80 Hanseatic towns. As a result, the
importance of fishing in the structure of the
coastal settlement was again strengthened.

The advent of fishing not only benefited the
coastal areas but also the countryside because
idle time on the farms in late winter and spring
could be made productive by sending the farm
workers to the fishing stations. When they
returned to their farms they had their horses
laden with stockfish at the start of the spring
season. Soon after that the hay harvesting
commenced. Workers from the countryside
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moved inland during the haymaking period to
be employed as day workers on the farms. Some
stayed there until the flocks of sheep had been
gathered from the highlands.

This tradition continued into modern times as
city people sent their children and youngsters
into the country during the summer to work on
farms. This co-operation between coastal and
inland habitations provided both parties with
benefits, especially in the late Middle Ages. This
overview shows us that the features of the land
are the most important ones in directing where
settlement was formed in Iceland and, together
with the occupational activities and transpor-
tation techniques of each period, were the de-
cisive factors.

The previous account also makes it clear that
climate has greatly influenced changes in the
settlement structure. In examining the history of
Icelandic settlement patterns one important and
remarkable thing is clear and that is that the
settlement structure has been constantly
changing, a lesson that is often forgotten in the
study of modern settlements.

In later periods many of those that have
written about this period have interpreted the
problems associated with this flux in settlement
much too negatively. In doing so, they

unconsciously place this era in the rather static
world view of today and do not open
themselves up to the positive features of
fluctuating and dynamic settlement that was
characteristic all over the globe earlier in history.

In the geological history of the earth, the
coming and going of Ice Age glaciers, as a result
of the cooling and warming of the climate, were
then not considerable problems because people
simply moved from place to place. Earlier this
was easier than it is today because there were not
that many people and because many could easily
move their habitation as necessary.

Today there is much talk about the danger that
a warming climate would bring with it.
Definitely this is going to lead to troubles, both
because of the large number of people today
and because we, for the most part, have been
creating static societies. But we still have some
leeway. This has been made possible, for
instance, by creating a Europe with fewer border
restrictions. If the southern part of Europe
becomes less liveable, perhaps even a desert
because of global warming, the living conditions
will improve in northern latitudes and people
could move to these northern areas such as
Iceland.
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BASIC  FACTORS  IN  THE  SHAPING  OF  SETTLEMENTS

Fishing and the advantages of living on the
coast were what saved people in the desperate
years when they were driven from the highlands
and did not have access to farming areas in the
lowlands. These uprooted people, however,
often managed to settle on a croft close to the
biggest farmers, who operated fishing boats.
This development became partly a foundation
for the formation of villages later on.

The settlements of cottages around the lands
of the seagoing farmers also provided support
for the farmers and in some of the best fishing
places seasonal fishermen's huts were
established. Workers from the countryside
flocked there during the winter and spring
fishing seasons in order to get a place on the
boats of the sea farmers.

Except for the sands in the south and the
north-east, these fishing spots were equally
distributed over the country, as the map on the
next page shows clearly. The most productive
fishing centres were located in the south-west
on the Snaefellsnes Peninsula, and in the West
Fjords where the schools of fish were abundant,
as they still are today. Some of the workers even
came across the central highlands from the
north of Iceland to go to the fishing centres, as
shown on a map on page 66.

An increased number of fishing boats as well
as the method of processing saltfish induced the
formation of settlements and as schooners
arrived in the late nineteenth century the
development sped up. With the schooners,
people needed better harbours and in places
where such conditions were available, as in
Hafnarfjördur, Reykjavík, Flatey, Ísafjördur and
Seydisfjördur, the fishing villages started to
grow. This finally led to the formation of
Iceland's first urban areas to speak of and
people increasingly started to move to the coast.

This new development in trade, with
increasing fishing, resulted in strengthening and
increasing various other supporting trades and
occupations, such as processing fish, old
methods of drying fish, and above all the
production of salted fish. Many people took fish
home for processing. Later, fish processing
work stations were established, next to fields laid
with flat stones for drying the fish. Cooking the
liver was also important.

Vegetable gardening came to the country in
the eighteenth century, which made it easier for
people with little land to survive in the small
fishing villages. Because of the drying patches
and the cabbage and potato patches around the
cottages, the settlements were spread out.
Vegetable gardening also became an important
addition to farming in the countryside.

Later, as horse drawn carriages arrived in
Iceland, the transportation of agricultural
products from the countryside to the urban
areas created conditions for the further increase
in population in urban centres. Again, this was
an impetus for activating the fishing industry
still further.

This short overview shows how much the
development of trade has had an influence on
the settlement structure of Iceland. It also
shows how villages developed and later, how
their planning evolved.

Looking at the development of the settlement
structures in a schematic way we see that
originally there was a structure of coastal
settlements. With increased livestock and
improved conditions for land transport the
settlement structure moved towards inland
settlements. As fishing started to develop the
direction of migration turned around and the
people again began to move to the coast.

Improved harbour facilities and better ships
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2 The Fundamental Importance of Trades

Bird ccliffs wwere aan eexcellent
source oof ffood.

Cottagge ppeopple ttook ffish
home ffor pprocessingg.

When ssteamshipp ssailed aaround tthe iisland aand
mmooddeerrnn ffiisshhiinngg bbeeggaann sseettttlleemmeenntt mmoovveedd oouuttwwaarrdd..

Men ddrawn tto tthe ffishingg sseason llived iin
temporary ccamps. SSome bbecame ccoastal towns.
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A mmulti-vvolumed wwork
tracing tthe hhistory oof ffishing.

The ffishingg oorigginally ttook pplace aalmost eeverywhere aalongg tthe ccoast lline, eeven ddeepp iinside ffjords. WWhen tthe aamount oof ffish aavailable
on sswallow ggrounds, ddecreased ddue tto oover-ffishingg, ppeopple hheaded ttowards oouter ppeninsulas iin ssearch oof ffish.

meant a great improvement in coastal
transportation. Increased production in the
country required heavy transport which could
only be handled by boats. This added to the
strength of the coastal zones around the middle
of the nineteenth century and continued all
through the twentieth century.

Now, after the advent of the year 2000, a
change in various prerequisites of the settlement
structure is again taking place. Fishing is no
longer the main work that leads to creating other
industries. In addition Iceland now has a rather
good road system which has meant that ocean
transportation has been on the decline. Because
the road system is still being improved this
development has not reached completion.

The inland areas of Iceland are at a higher
latitude and therefore colder and snowier than
the coastal areas. Historically this climate had an
influence on keeping the settlements close to the
shore. If, however, the world climate is going to
become warmer, the problems of cold and
snow in central Iceland will decrease, with the
consequence that it will be easier to live and

travel in the central highlands. If the warming is
substantial, the highlands will be automatically
revegetated and thus be as suitable for
settlements and transportation as any high-lying
areas in northern Europe today.

If people take the predictions of global
warming seriously we can conclude that it is
unwise and unnecessary to spend the huge
effort that is now being made, under poorer
climatic conditions, to revegetate the highlands.
It is a better idea to wait and see if nature cannot
do the work itself. This would save the Icelandic
state the 50 million euros that have been
estimated that revegetation of the highlands will
cost.

The scenario of global warming also changes
the very foundations of all types of
environmental impact assessments because, for
example, many of today's vegetative
communities will disappear and others will come
in their place.

PLANNING  IN  ICELAND
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3 Assets:  A Basis of the Power Structure

Inggólfur AArnarson’’s ssettlement aarea wwas
ggradually ddivided bbetween oother ssettlers.

Skálholt aacquired aa llot oof nnearby lland aand
therefore iin eeffect ggoverned tthe aarea.

The cchurch bbecame aa ppart oof
the ppappal ppower ssystem.

The discussion so far has covered the funda-
mental features that have influenced the
forming of settlement structures. We have
already reviewed the importance of the features
of the land. Now we have arrived at an aspect
that in most other countries is the most
important influence on how settlements are
shaped: who owns or controls the land.

Historically the church or monarch has
frequently controlled most of the land and have
had a decisive influence on where and how
settlements have developed.

Regional development in Iceland has been
somewhat different from this because nobody
owned the land when the first settlers came to
the country. They had therefore a free hand in
choosing land for settling – free from the point
of view of the rights of ownership.

As time passed, both the church and the
foreign monarchs acquired a great deal of land
in Iceland but because of how big the country is
and how few inhabitants there were, the price of
land never became very high in Iceland
compared to other densely settled countries.
Therefore land ownership did not become a
very decisive factor in where villages or
settlements developed.

Let us now start by reviewing how the power
structure patterns in Iceland evolved. In this
respect it is of basic importance that the old
land claims and settlements from the time of
colonization continued to some degree as basic
governmental units in the settlement structure.

Let us first look at the settlement area claimed
by Ingólfur Arnarson, as shown in the map
below. The lines in this figure show how his
original area of settlement later became divided
among more people.

The very large scale of the area that the first

settlers claimed, like Ingólfur Arnarson's claim
to the whole of the Reykjanes Peninsula, is a
surprise to many. This came to be because the
first settlers understood that their power, and
that of their descendants, would partly be based
on how much land they owned because they
would have some hold on the people living in
their area of settlement.

The first settlers probably also envisioned that
their settlement area could become a small state
like those that were common in Norway at the
time. This attitude was borne out in later
developments and some of the first settlers
became powerful chieftains, who allocated good
settlement areas to relatives and other followers.

Later the two bishoprics in Iceland as well as
the monasteries became powerful owners of
land, and the tenants and servants of the church
also took possession of land widely in Iceland.
The priest-chieftains called godar also enhanced
their power through the possession of land,
even though their power structures were not
permanent because the geographical units were
loosely defined.

In addition, the power structure of the church
and the monarch was strengthened, a power
structure that sometimes worked against that of
the chieftains of certain areas, often weakening
their power. The Catholic Church in Iceland of
course was a part of the hierarchical power
system of Europe with the Pope in Rome as its
head.

Already in 1056 a bishopric was established in
Skálholt and a half century later at Hólar in the
north. Skálholt therefore became the centre of
the power structure of Catholicism in Iceland.
The church soon started to take over social
functions and people began to be required to
pay a tithe to the church to carry the cost of its
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Stepps iin ccrystallazition oof aa ppower ssystem: FFirst
ppoowweerrlleessss,, tthheenn aa ssyysstteemm ooff ggoovveerrnnmmeenntt..

Sites oof Godar offices iin tthe 110th ccentury. TThe llarggest aand mmost ppowerful ppropperty oowners bbecame
the Godars in ttheir ddistrict. TTherefore tthese ooffices wwere llike ttheir oown pprivate kkinggdoms.

The rroyal hhierarchy iin tthe
first hhalf oof tthe MMiddle AAgges.

System oof ppower ppresented aas aa ttree. TThe
uppppermost sstepp nnever mmaterialized.

services. Skálholt soon accumulated farms and
properties and continued to establish its re-
sources.

The bishops of Skálholt were also initiators in
employing merchant ships that could maintain
commercial ties with foreign countries, partly
because they themselves were great producers
of goods and they also needed many types of
goods for the various activities taking place at
Skálholt.

The question as to whether the power of the
church had a great influence in preventing the

creation of a secular power structure in the
country is not clear. On the other hand it is
certain that disagreement among the chieftains
of the country was so great and that the
settlements so dispersed that none of them was
able to make himself king of the country. The
Norwegian king used the opportunity to push
himself into this power vacuum caused by the
strife in the thirteenth century.
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As we now have gotten some insight into how
aspects of the land and trade, as well as power
structures, were of influence in the early ages of
Icelandic history, we now proceed to study how
the settlement structure was influenced by the
possibilities at hand in terms of transportation.
In studying this we pay attention to both
topological features and the transportation
technology that was available in the country.

Possibilities in transportation have a large
influence on how settlements are formed and
where the centres of power emerge. In earlier
times traversing the country was much harder
than it is today.

There were the rugged lava flows, no bridges
over rivers, untouched moors and uncleared
woods, which all meant that transportation in
the area in question was very difficult. On the
other hand, the transport of goods and people
followed the routes that were the easiest to
travel over.

Limited space for transportation over certain
landscape features gave the people that lived
there the possibility of having some influence or
control of over the travel that was dependent on
these routes.

Helgi Thorláksson has written an interesting
book on these old trails and how the power of
the godar was linked to them. The book traces a
few ancient transportation routes and describes
in which areas close to these routes settlements
could develop and where the centres of power
were.

The pictures below show an analysis of
conditions for transportation in south-west
Iceland published earlier in Land sem audlind
(Land as Resource). The first map shows in
black where transportation was difficult and the

black spots include features such as glaciers,
mountains, water areas, and rugged lava. It
should be noted that in some ways water areas
could be profitable in terms of transport,
especially where fast running rivers changed into
placid lakes because then it was easier to ferry
people and goods over the river in boats. This is
the case with Lake Álftavatn which the River
Sog runs through.

The route from Reykjavík over the Hellisheidi
therefore lay towards Lake Álftavatn and
proceeded from there to the upper regions of
Árnessýsla County.

The second map is derived from the first one
and emphasises the easiest transportation
routes. Note the routes from the Borgarfjördur
area towards Thingvellir and also that many of
the routes have a south-west direction and
therefore many point towards Reykjavík.

In courses in planning at the University of
Iceland students have carried out many such
analyses of maps, both as concerns usage of the
land as well as maps that clarify conditions for
transportation.

The two textboxes to the right list maps that
have been worked out in this way. The upper
box lists features that were great barriers to
transportation in the early ages of settlement.
The lower box lists features of the landscape
and the surface of the land that all meant that
the areas in question were good transportation
areas.

As people learned through experience where
it was easy to travel in the country, certain routes
of transportation manifested themselves which,
as a second step, meant that quite early people
and governmental officials started to work on
transportation improvement on these routes.
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4 Possibilities in Transportation

A llist oof oobstacles tto
transpport iin oold ttimes.

The bbest ttravel aareas aat tthe
begginningg oof ssettlement.

The bblack aareas sshow wwhere ttranspport wwas
difficult ddue tto mmountains, gglaciers aand llava.

The llines sshow tthe eeasiest ttranspport rroutes iin
the oold ddays.

Wide wetlands
Large, rough lava areas
Rocky terrain
Large, dense woodland
Rugged territory
Steep territory
Steep mountain ridges
Impassable rivers
Impassable fjords

Sandy beaches
River banks
Swallow and calm
rivers
Shallow coastal waters
Isthmuses
Hard-snow areas
Good skiing areas
Sheltered sailing areas
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The route improvements were manifold. In
rugged lavas the tops of the lava heaps were
rolled over into the small chasms and in
spacious wetland turf was cut and piled up to
build up "turf bridges". Because of this piling
the vegetation layer became thicker and stood
higher than the surrounding moorland and

therefore these turf bridges became dryer than
the land around them.

In many areas rivers were difficult barriers and
the authorities in earlier times installed wooden
box trolleys that ran over a cable in order to
make traversing these rivers easier.
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The mmost iimpportant ttrails tto tthe ffishingg ssppots iin IIceland.  WWithout mmuch ddoubt tthese uused tto bbe tthe bbusiest ccommunication rroutes.
This rreduction oof tthe oorigginal mmapp nneeds tto bbe sstudied wwith aa mmaggnifyingg gglass.

Turf wwas ppiled uupp tto ccreate aa
“bridgge” oover mmoors.

Centres oof ppower wwere ooften wwhere iimpportant
travel rroutes iintersected.

The bbest ssettlement aareas wwere ooccuppied bby
the mmost ppowerful cclans. 
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The last chapter explained how various
fundamental features like types of trade and
transportation were influential in the shaping of
settlements. This is the general foundation for
the shaping of systems but the next logical step
is to try to figure out what else has had an effect
on the shaping of the settlement patterns of the
country in early times. This will be attempted in
this section.

We will here start by tracing how the power
systems – the priest-chieftains or godar and the
assemblies – had their origin in the creation of
governmental districts. These types of early
governmental regions have a very strong
historical foundation. Unfortunately such a
foundation was not used when it came to
deciding the boundaries of the larger
governmental regions and later electoral districts
in the country. This has made it hard for a
collective power to materialize in the various
regions of the country. In fact the early
governmental centres in the regions – the sites
where the assemblies were held as well as the
seats of archdeacons and municipalities – did
not become permanent, and hardly any of them
are a seat of local government or an urban core
today, as can be seen by checking the names on
the maps on pages 78, 82 and 84.

Let us now look at the development of the
first godar districts. Even though these districts
did not exactly follow geological demarcations,
they were one of the first steps in forming the
districts and assemblies which then developed.
Around 1200, "district states" were formed as
powerful chieftains were able to exercise power
over two or three godar districts. Árnesthing, for
instance, was one such district "state" run by the
men from Haukadalur, and Rangárthing was
under the government of the Oddaverjar. These

assembly areas and district "states" later became
the modern counties.

In spite of this historical relevance no
permanent urban core was formed at the places
of assemblies in these counties, i.e., at Árnes
and Rangá. This forming of a core also did not
happen at the place of the general assembly of
the country, at Thingvellir. At this place a great
number of people gathered every summer for
the general assembly, judging legal disputes,
amusement and trade. The people erected their
tents over low stone walls, but most of the
activities took place outdoors. This tradition of
outdoor assemblies has been continued into
modern times, especially with the outdoor feasts
and sports events like those of the Icelandic
Youth Association.

Though the godar districts were not exact
geographical units, as the districts for the spring
assemblies were decided on, the division of the
country into municipal governmental districts
started to take shape. Each of the 13 assembly
districts had with three godar and eight to twelve
communal districts, as shown in the picture
below. The assembly districts are described
further on page 77; the following page describes
how the assembly district developed into
regional assemblies, which then became the
basic elements of the governmental structure
the kings of Norway introduced as they ac-
quired power over Iceland in the late thirteenth
century.

As the county districts were established, Ice-
land was divided up into still more districts, and
in the time since then the county districts often
have often numbered around 20. In some cases
the same sheriff or county magistrate has been
in charge of two counties, as is the case with the
Gullbringa and Kjós Counties.

II Basic Features in the Shaping of Systems
1 The Power Systems: Godar and Assemblies

The AAlthinggi bbeggan aat TThinggvellir iin 9930 AAD,
where iit rremained ffor 9900 yyears.

Counties wwere fformed iin tthe 110th ccentury,
each wwith 33 godar.

HHiissttoorryy ooff LLooccaall GGoovveerrnnmmnnttss
ooff IIcceellaanndd..



A lower governmental level, i.e., the local
districts or hreppar, were started surprisingly
early or in the early tenth century. In these dist-
ricts local people had the task of finding ways of
supporting the poor and the autumn round-up
of sheep from the highlands.

As the church accumulated power during the
eleventh century, the tithe law, created by bishop
Gissur Ísleifsson, meant that parishes were given
the task of collecting and dividing the tithe. This
is an indication of how the parish was already by
then a firm unit of this local government, some-
thing that is considered to be unique in Europe.
The book Saga sveitrastjórnar á Íslandi (The
History of Local Government in Iceland) by
Lýdur Björnsson gives an account of this.

As the spring assemblies developed, a new
upper level of government crystallized, i.e., the
four quarters of the country, but it is not clear
how important they were.

The map above shows the boundaries of the
quarters and the spots marked X are where
people think the quarter assemblies took place.
In the south quarter historians think that the
assembly or "thing" place was close to
Thingvellir at Mt Ármannsfell.

None of these assembly places of the quart-

ers manifested themselves later as urban cores,
nor did the assembly places of the spring as-
semblies that are also shown on the map. With
the introduction of the quarters, exact
geographical division lines of the governmental
units were created. Each quarter had three
spring assemblies except for the north quarter,
which had four.

Shortly after the Norwegian kings had
become kings of Iceland as well, the importance
of the quarters was reduced as governmental
units, i.e., they lost their role as poor relief dist-
ricts but continued to be legal jurisdictions. The
king could influence who was appointed Law
Speaker of the country, originally only one but
later two, i.e., one for the south and east and
another for the north and west. Later these Law
Speakers were elected at the Althing, the general
assembly held at Thingvellir.

The quarters have a rather strong image in
spite of their lack of real power. They surface in
the tales of the four formal Guardian Spirits of
the country, one for each quarter. The in-
habitants of the quarters were often united in
their struggles against the Norwegian kings.
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The ffour qquarters oof IIceland wwere eestablished qquite eearly. TThe rreggional aassembly pplaces aare sshown
on tthe mmapp.

The AAlthingg pparliament wwas
in cchargge oof eenactingg llaws.
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There were two systems of transportation in
Iceland: on the sea and on land. The settlement
structures that developed in connection with
these systems were very different. As the
horseshoe still had not arrived in Iceland and
little improvement of overland trails had been
made, transportation by sea was the easiest
mode, especially within fjords and bays. Island
settlements were therefore in many cases
important places, though there are surprisingly
few islands along the coast of Iceland. Islands
are most numerous in Faxaflói Bay,
Breidafjördur Bay and in some other limited
areas in the country.

In these bays, sea transportation was
dominant and centrally located islands in bays
like Videy, Flatey in Breidafjördur, Hrísey in
Eyjafjördur, Flatey in Skjálfandi and the
Westman Islands were among the most
important places in the country. Because of sea
transportation it was quite convenient to have a
centre of commerce on Flatey in Breidafjördur,
and the farmers from the areas around the bay –
Bardaströnd, Dalir and Snæfellsnes, went there
in their boats. Something similar can be said
about the Westman Islands – they were for some
time the commercial centre for some of the
settlements on the south coast.

This settlement structure, connected to ocean
transport that often had its centres on centrally
located islands in the fjords, lasted in Iceland
until the twentieth century, i.e., until land
transportation took over as the dominant
transportation mode in the country. What
happened after that was that most islands
around Iceland were deserted. Today, of the
dozens of islands in Breidafjördur which earlier
were some of the most dynamic settlements in
the country, only one island, Flatey, is still

inhabited. Today Flatey only thrives from the
fact that there is still a ferry that goes across
Breidafjördur – a ferry that connects the island
to the land transportation network. This makes
the island usable but the housing there is now
primarily used by summer guests and tourists.

In addition to the positive features connected
with living on islands in the period of sea
transportation, as the boat was the only vehicle
suitable for heavy transport, islands also
provided the huge advantage that livestock were
protected by the surrounding ocean from
various predators that were hard to control, such
as foxes and later mink. This "fencing off" of
the islands by the ocean also meant that the
livestock were not able to get away, quite an
advantage in a country with almost no fences.
These advantages of islands were not only
linked to islands in the ocean but also to islands
in broad rivers. Farms located on islands or
which had islands within their boundaries were
therefore quite sought after in early times, and
the map below to the left shows the areas in
Iceland where these advantages of islands were
enjoyed.

Land transportation trails often went along
the ocean, the banks of rivers and lakes.
Travelling thus on the boundaries meant that the
traveller did not need to trespass by crossing
farm fields, and this also led to the fact that
some of the land trails were directed above
settlements at the edge of the highlands. These
ancient transportation trails can be seen on
Björn Gunnlaugsson's map of 1849.

The large map on page 70 shows an
enlargement of the south-west corner of
Gunnlaugsson's map. On this map the
transportation routes have been drawn with a
thick line. In this way it becomes apparent that
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Ferries sstabilized ccertain
routes oof ccommunication.

Coastal aareas wwith iislands aand aareas nnear
islands iin rrivers hhad ccertain ppriviliagges.

While bboats wwere tthe oonly ttranspportation,
stores wwere wwell llocated oon aan iisland.



the net of land transportation was rather
elaborate, and it is surprising to us today to
observe how many of the routes were in areas
which are now considered to be highlands. On
the map a circle is drawn around places where
many transportation routes come together. By
studying these spots, we realize what has
previously been indicated, that crossroads often
create conditions for the concentration of
power. The same phenomenon can be observed
in larger countries, i.e., urban cores have often
been formed where communication routes
come together.

In the southern lowlands the uppermost
centre on the map is Haukadalur. Below that
there is another circle which is Hruni. Helgi
Thorláksson wrote an essay about these
transportation centres in Árnesingur.

In the southern part of the map there are two
ancient and important farms marked in the
Gnúpverja district – Stóri-Núpur and Stóra-
Hof, and further south Stóru-Vellir. Somewhat
to the west there is a circle where Hraungerdi is.
Surprisingly the node of transportation in the
Capital Area was not in Reykjavík but further
south, close to and a little inland from

Hafnarfjördur. The node in Keflavík, on the
other hand, is close to the early communication
lines on the Reykjanes Peninsula. In the
Borgarfjördur districts there are two circles –
one close to Reykholt and the other near
Húsafell.

There were many features that were
obstructions to communication, especially the
largest rivers, mountain regions, fjords, rugged
lava and forests. By mapping these obstructions
one can acquire an understanding of what it was
that shaped the system of transportation. The
study of the transportation system of earlier
times can be visualized, and at the same time we
get a better idea of where the settlement units
were as well as how the settlement patterns of
the country evolved.

One can easily sketch many interesting
research subjects in this field, subjects that
distinguish themselves from the commonest
social research subjects of historians in that the
research is based on geology and planning.
Within these two disciplines research primarily
centres on the characteristics of the landscape.
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Three laws of form – all connected to the circle
– have a great deal of effect on how settlement
units and systems of power are created.
Settlement areas need to have the density of the
circle, i.e., they should not extend outward for
great distances. Secondly, an area has to have a
clear centre, and in addition, the lines of
communication should preferably run through
this centre or close to it. Often strong urban
centres are created close to crossroads, which
frequently are close to the centre of a circular
space.

The basic reason why the shape of the circle
is so important is the topological fact that it is
the densest possible arrangement of units in a
two dimensional space. Also it is a mathematical
fact that one cannot have a more central area
than that of the centre spot in the middle of a
circle. In the early ages a minimizing of
distances that could be achieved in a circular
arrangement as well as the importance of the
shortest possible distances from a centre to all
other parts of the region in question, was fasted
as solid social and economic reasons. Therefore
many old towns are almost circular in shape and
the central core of towns is very often close to
the very centre of a circle.

By studying the overall geometry of countries,
we see that many important countries have a
shape that comes close to the form of a circle,
and in addition that the focal point of many
strong countries is quite often close to the
geographical centre of the country. This one
sees clearly in Germany with Berlin close to the
centre, and also in France where Paris is also
centrally located. This geometric location and
circular shape has contributed to more
agreement about these centres of power than is
the case in countries that are "stretched out" and
do not have the capital in the middle.

One can thus argue that the shape of a
country that does not come close to being a
circle greatly contributes to the country's
problems. We can mention countries like Italy,
Korea and Vietnam. These countries have at
times been split between north and south, a
political division that has contributed to political
strife. The location of Washington DC, to give
another example, on the east coast of the USA
has resulted in a somewhat subdued admiration
for this capital on the west coast of the country.
Some countries have taken the radical step of
creating new capitals close to the geographical
centre of their territory; examples are Madrid in
Spain, Brasilia in the middle of Brazil, and
Mexico City at the geographical centre of
Mexico. A big problem in modern planning is
that the law of the circle is often not respected
enough; an example of this is how the Capital
Area in Iceland is stretched in all directions. This
is counter-productive for the economic
feasibility and social cohesion of the area.

The areas in Iceland suitable for settlement
are frequently defined by landscape features that
can be easily shown on maps, for example
mountain areas and the height of the land above
sea level. Impassable rivers also strongly shape
entities. Therefore an investigation of such
physical conditions on a map of Iceland can
give us an idea of where the habitable spaces in
Iceland are, and used to be.

The author of this book has drawn numerous
maps that help, in this way, to define what were
the settlement spaces, and thus the settlement
structures, in the early ages. These maps are
presented in many places in this book. The map
on page 66 and the little map on the next page
are examples of these maps, but they show how
habitable spaces in the western part of Iceland
can be defined rather easily by the 100 metre
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contour level.
Harbours have often become the centres of

urban settlements in Iceland, with a settlement
ordering itself around the harbour in a collar or
circle, as with the towns of the Westman Islands
and Hafnarfjördur.

The development of other geographical
aspects in the Reykjavík area has also been
negative, primarily in terms of the location of
commercial centres. Today such centres are no
longer placed at the centre of settlement units
but rather along the highways and therefore
most often at the outer edges of
neighbourhoods. Examples include the
shopping centres of Mjóddin, Smáralind and
Smárinn. This kind of off-centre geometry
means that it is not possible to let these
commercial centres become centres of
neighbourhood areas and therefore
opportunities are lost to provide
neighbourhoods with a focus and thus to make
them more lively.

In some historical examples, the importance
of the density of the circle is enhanced by the
need to build protecting walls, and
mathematically the shortest wall surrounding an
area is that of a circle. This clean circular form
can be seen in the picture of the Viking village
on the previous page. A diagram on the same
page shows the arrangement of the housing at

the bishopric of Skálholt. The layout is close to
a square, which means that it comes close to the
density of a circle; short walking distances were
very important in such old villages, and many of
the buildings on the drawing are connected with
corridors. In excavations, for example at
Skálholt and Reykholt, archaeologists have
discovered that corridors between buildings in
centres like this were quite common.

As we investigate what settlement areas in
Iceland have been the most powerful we find
that the strongest areas, as a rule, came closest to
having the layout of a circle. A map on page 75
shows that this is the case with Skálholt, which
is located close to the centre of the large circle
in the south-west. In the north the Hólar
bishopric is also located close to the centre of
the core area of the northern part of Iceland. In
the case of Skálholt the large circle includes
three of the largest agricultural areas in Iceland,
Árnessýsla and Rangárvallasýsla counties and
the Borgarfjördur area.

Something similar can be said about the large
circle surrounding Hólar because inside it are
the three most important agricultural areas in
the north: Skagafjördur in the middle, and
Eyjafjördur and Húnavatnssýslur to the east and
west.
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Following the central place theory, centres of
governance or capitals are often placed in the
middle of regions or countries. This could not
happen in Iceland because the central highlands
were – and in fact remain – uninhabitable. The
most important settlement areas were in the
south-west, i.e., in Borgarfjördur and in the
Rangárvellir district in the east. This area of
habitation also extended out onto the Reykjanes
Peninsula and the innermost part of Faxaflói
Bay. If one draws a circle around this south-west
area, Thingvellir is close to its centre.

The land routes to Thingvellir were rather
good from Borgarfjördur over Uxahryggir by
the Ok Glacier. From the south-west the path
went over Mosfell Heath and from Grímsnes
over the Grafningur route. In addition, people
from the north, had an easy passage to
Thingvellir through Kaldidalur Valley. People
from Eyjafjördur came over the highland route
of Kjölur and inhabitants of the north-eastern
and eastern parts came by the highland route
over Sprengisandur.

It comes as a surprise that a permanent urban
core did not materialize at Thingvellir. The
explanation is partly that, in order to reach this
area, one had to pass over rather high routes.
These routes were easily passable in the summer
but not in other seasons. In addition, Thingvellir
lacked good agricultural land or close proximity
to the sea, which meant no readily available
catch from the ocean or crops, necessities for
any urban area in Iceland in older times.

If the Althing, – as a place of central gov-
ernance, – had originally been placed in the
Reykjavík area with a close connection to good
fishing grounds, all-year ocean transportation
and productive agricultural areas, that would
have provided the citizens with a livelihood, an

urban core most likely would have been formed
there, just as it frequently was in other countries
around places of governance. The Althing was
in fact later moved to Reykjavík in 1798, but
economic depression in the country had then
grown to such proportions that the Althing was
disbanded after two years.

Some good things came out of this de-
pression, like the establishing of the two Land
Commissions that were at work in the latter part
of the eighteenth century. They created the
policy that the scattered centres of governance
should be moved to Reykjavík or close by. In
spite of these times of disaster and in spite of
disbanding the Althing, finally a centre of
governance and an urban core started to form in
Reykjavík. The last map on the next page shows,
visually, the great difference in the suitability of
the peninsulas and Thingvellir as a seat of
governance. Here it needs to be stressed again
that the centre of a country also had to have
access to all the other main conditions that a
large urban area needed to have at this time:
ground for cultivation at a low altitude and good
fishing grounds, as well as safe land and coastal
transportation for delivery of agricultural
produce from farm areas not too far away.

The map also underlines the importance of
sea transport and communication with foreign
countries. This feature is certain to have been of
central importance as the Danes decided that
their centre should be located at Bessastadir on
the Álftanes Peninsula close to Reykjavík.

Nationalistic Icelanders however thought the
proximity to the Danish power on Álftanes and
Seltjarnarnes and in Reykjavík was
insupportable. In addition, the glory of the
antiquity and historic importance of the Althing
as the principal gathering place of a free nation
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in Commonwealth times inspired the freedom
fighters of the nineteenth century. These
romantics in some respects lacked a sense of
reality and they did not realize how flawed the
location of Thingvellir would have been if it
came to the re-establishing of the Parliament,
which meant of course that the place chosen
was destined future seat of government.

The realist, Jón Sigurdsson, the most
important freedom fighter, understood this and
he had much influence on the decision that the
Althing should be placed in Reykjavík, which
was the final step in making Reykjavík the future
capital of Iceland. Sigurdsson's answer to the
romantics was that it was within the power of
Icelanders themselves to make Reykjavík an
Icelandic rather than a Danish town.

As the Althing was re-established in Reykjavík
in 1846 many of the representatives were
elected by the king, but native electoral district
representatives formed a group to push ahead
with the demand for freedom from Denmark.

In order to galvanize the Icelandic parl-
iamentarians' resolve they established the
Thingvellir Meetings, which took place before
the parliament was instituted in Reykjavík.
There, because of the distance from Reykjavík
to Thingvellir, it was easier for the people to

meet at Thingvellir, where they gained in-
spiration from this ancient and historic place.

It is interesting to study how contemporaries
of the freedom fighters were envisioning future
projects in the nineteenth century. Bogi Melsted
wrote a book that presents the draft of a future
vision. Melsted uses the method of "back-
casting", which is an antithesis to forecasting.
This method was carried out in such a way that
the future is described from a chosen point in
time after an event has happened. Melsted
chooses to describe his ideas on what he feels
will become the development of two towns he
thinks will be most important about half a
century later, or around 1944. These two towns
are Reykjavík and Eyrarbakki in the south.
Melsted describes Reykjavík at this imagined
point in time: "Reykjavík was then already a
considerable town with 12-15,000 people,
steamships came there from foreign countries
every week…." His description of Eyrarbakki is:
"Eyrarbakki had been growing much more
rapidly than any other commercial town in the
country and it had now reached 6000
inhabitants."  These predictions did not turn out
quite as he expected because Reykjavík had
grown to 45,000 inhabitants whereas Eyrabakki
only to 500 inhabitants.
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As countries are being built various cultural
features have an influence on how the structure
of settlement develops. Originally Iceland was a
heathen country and the culture and the
structure of the godar communities were
dominant. In the year 1000 the country officially
embraced Christianity and the church was
established in Iceland. The administration of
the church was, according to European
tradition, hierarchical.

The first step in the development of the
church was that some chieftains built churches
on their estates. Soon, however, the bishoprics
in Skálholt and Hólar were established and then
gradually the organization of the church
progressed. As time passed the bishops put ever
more demands on being in control of these
churches and their lands and farms. This led to
strife between the religious and secular
proponents, in which the church gradually
prevailed.

The topological features of Iceland were not
supportive of any overarching power for the
whole country, resulting in the fact that the
settlements were actually like a collar around the
island. The result was that both the power
structures of the church and secular chieftains
were weak. This power vacuum induced some
chieftains to swear fealty to the Norwegian kings
and the Norwegian kings to seek dominance
over Iceland. In the late thirteenth century the
Commonwealth ended and Icelanders formally
accepted Norwegian domination, albeit with
certain provisos. Later, this foreign power was
transferred through the terms of the Kalmar
Union to the Danish kings.

The early society was based on the
importance of the family, with power
distributed, a system not unlike some aspects of

the Catholic Church. The monasteries, in the
beginning, also were distributed over the whole
country. The founding of the bishoprics in
Skálholt and in Hólar, and later the hierarchical
train of governing levels associated with the
bishoprics, was the origin of the cultural re-
structuring of the national state to a state that
was rather centrally directed.

The new Catholic power in the country
brought with it from abroad new systems of
thinking. The primary seat of power was of
course in Rome. The separation of the upper
hierarchy of the church from the common folk
was underlined by the fact that they spoke a
different language: Latin. Services in the
churches took place in that language and the
churches were neatly divided between the choir
– where the prelates had their place – and the
commoners who stood in the nave and back of
the church. Benches were installed later. The
Catholic Church in Iceland thus induced a
distance between its own ruling class and the
subjects, even if social distinction was never as
distant as in most other countries.

The whole of Europe was divided into
archbishoprics, with the archbishop at
Trondheim acting for all of the north Atlantic
region, including Greenland. Within that
domain there were ten bishoprics, Hólar and
Skálholt being two of them. From this it is clear
that, only 200 years after the first settlement,
Iceland had started to be a part of
internationalization, which at that time was
primarily linked to religious and cultural areas.
Later, as the Norwegian kings took control in
the thirteenth century, they brought to Iceland
the hierarchical system of government that was
already common in Europe.

As systems like those that have been described

III Cultural Featues That Shape Settlements
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have been introduced into a country, the nature
of the society in question changes. A ruling class
came to the fore, receiving its power from
foreign centres. Thus the spirit and dignity of
the common man declined proportionally. Even
though a negative picture has been sketched
here, it is however a fact that many good things
came from becoming a part of the cultural and
educational system of Catholicism. Also, the
system of governance that the Norwegian kings
introduced was necessary for structuring this
amorphous society and shaping it so it could
become more capable of dealing with advanced
modern developments.

In 1398 the Scandinavian countries were
united under one king. This union disintegrated
somewhat later; Iceland and Norway both
became dependencies of the Danish king. This
change was most likely a stroke of luck for
Iceland because Denmark was more advanced
culturally than Norway, which had previously
owned Iceland, and in closer connection with
central European culture. The Danish empire
stretched over a large area at that time.

Much later Iceland became a bishopric within
the Danish system of governance, later divided

into districts. The Danish governor, who resided
at Bessastadir, close to Reykjavík, was primarily
in charge of commerce and jurisdictional
matters. Denmark, as a foreign power, was not
very interested in strengthening the dependency
of Iceland by building urban centres but rather
in increasing tax income to help run the gov-
ernment in Copenhagen. Some Icelanders went
to Copenhagen to go to school, but if they
wanted to have any influence over governing the
country they had to try to find a job within
institutions and ministries located in Denmark.

The Catholic Church was in a certain com-
petition with the secular power but the Danish
king got a welcomed opportunity to break that
power as the Protestant religion spread over the
northern part of Europe. By embracing
Lutheranism, the Danish king was able to
confiscate a great deal owned by the church and
to see that a new clergy took charge. The
Catholic bishop at Hólar, Jón Arason, put up a
fight to retain the domestic powers connected to
the church, but he was beheaded and the foreign
secular power, with its negative influences,
became even stronger than before.
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CULTURAL FEATURES  THAT SHAPE  SETTLEMENTS

An assembly, the Althing, was established at
Thingvellir in 930. As can be seen in the old law
book, Grágás, a considerable part of the law that
was passed dealt with land use, the use of grass
lands and sheepherding and grazing rights.
These aspects of the law were actually, piece-
meal, forming the foundation of the land-use
plan of the country, and therefore legislation
should be considered as one of the most im-
portant features in early planning – and, for that
matter, at any given time.

As Iceland came under the rule of the
Norwegian king in 1262, various directives were
transmitted from Norway on how things should
be organized in Iceland – as later from Cop-
enhagen, and now recently from Brussels. In the
law promulgated by King Eric in 1294, the first
directive on roads was an-nounced: "It is a duty
of farmers to make roads according to the
directions given by sheriffs and lawmen."

It has already been mentioned that the
division of the land into four quarters
introduced the first geographically defined
administrative districts. Other sites that were

somewhat later defined geographically were the
demarcations of the legal districts and the sites
of the spring assemblies. The map below shows
the division of the country into these 13
districts; each of them is thought to have
consisted of 12 local districts, except for the
Rangá district, where there were 8 local districts.
This is actually a draft of the assembly division
the Norwegian kings introduced as a part of
their governmental system around 1400, which
is shown on the next page.

In comparing that map to the county divisions
until 1650, as shown on page 82, we see that the
division of the assemblies was an intermediate
step in the development from the Thingháir
assembly districts in the direction of division
into counties that was then introduced and was
effective in Iceland for a very long time.

The division into counties is still operative but
the counties of today have very few
responsibilities compared to earlier law. Today,
their tasks include such responsibilities as police
matters, real estate concerns and mortgages.
Today the county magistrates are actually chiefs
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of police but not long ago they also had juris-
dictional power. A judgement from the Human
Rights Court of Europe needed to point out to
Icelanders the internationally accepted division
between investigation and judging. Following
this district courts were established all round the
country. The historian Björn Thorsteinsson
describes in his book Íslenska skattlandid (Iceland
as a Tax Land) how the tax districts were
established as geographical units with the
introduction of the law books Járnsída and
Jónsbók in the late thirteenth century. It was
primarily the agents of the king that were given
control of these tax districts.

With these governmental changes, the pos-
ition of the Althing also changed and was
considerably weakened. A part of the Althing,
the Lögrétta or Law Court, to some degree still
functioned as a legislative institution but was,
however, made into a court. The Althing had
now become a parallel of the Norwegian
legislative assemblies but had first and foremost
the task of governing the country on behalf of
the king. The Althing consisted of 84 members
who were known as "Committeemen".

The county sheriffs or magistrates gained a
good deal of power because they were given the
right to appoint people as representatives of

their counties to the Althing. Each county had 4-
6 representatives. Therefore each assembly cor-
responded to what we call today electoral
districts. The office of the Law Speaker was
replaced by the office of Lawman. The Lawman
presided over the Althing, a position that cor-
responds to the president of the parliament of
today.

The 84 Committeemen were, however, not
the only members of the Althing as it also
included officials representing the king. These
officials were the forerunners of the members
appointed later by the king when the Althing
had been re-established in Reykjavík in the mid-
nineteenth century.

To sum up: The Althing retained some of its
legislative power, which was positive because it
created laws that were interpreted from an
Icelandic point of view, and Icelanders still
looked to the Althing as the representative of
the nation against the foreign power of the king.

It is notable that Bessastadir was selected as
the seat of the governor around the mid-
fourteenth century. This means that rather early
the foreign power looked towards the Reykjavík
area and the nearby peninsulas as a centre of the
government of the country.
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It has frequently been pointed out that as new
countries are being settled, the immigrants bring
with them blueprints from their home countries
of how to conduct business, build houses and
form patterns for settlements. Therefore old
settlements in New England in the USA have
English characteristics but those of Minnesota
have dominant Scandinavian features.

Iceland was also settled by people moving
from elsewhere, primarily from Norway and the
British Isles. Little research has, however, been
done on how much influence the origin of the
immigrants had on how people built and settled
in Iceland. This is, as a matter of fact, rather
difficult to do because there are few building
remains and descriptions are scarce;
furthermore, archaeological research is
practically in its infancy in Iceland. Even though
the excavations have revealed the shape of the
foundations of some of the main buildings in
the country, there is still a long way to go in
terms of creating an overview of how people
lived and how the settlements were shaped.

Maps that show where the main settlement
areas of people from a given country were
located give an opportunity to draft a picture of
what is likely to have been the main
characteristics in a particular settlement in earlier
times. The small map below shows where
people from the Norse colonies in the British
Isles or who were of Gaelic origin settled in Ice-
land. These areas have been determined by
tracing old Gaelic place names on maps as well
as marking out where ruins of circular buildings
are. Circular houses were more common in
these Gaelic areas than in other areas in Iceland,
and such buildings were much more common in
the British Isles than in Norway.

One of the few ruins from earliest times that

can be recognized on the surface of the land is
a kuml (heathen burial mound). This enabled
archaeologist Kristján Eldjárn to create an
overview of their location. The map below is a
simplified picture from his dissertation and it
probably points to the areas where heathen
Norsemen mostly had their domiciles.

Many might perhaps wonder why there are
not more references in this book to the famous
ancient account, The Book of Settlements, a record
written about 200 years after the first settlement
and which describes and documents which areas
were settled by the first settlers. The answer is
that written accounts are not as dependable as
physical ones and some scientists even think
that The Book of Settlements might have been
written in order to strengthen the position of
power circles in terms of their claims for land.

Accounts of settlements increased in number
in the Middle Ages. It is primarily docu-
mentation of the buildings and the properties of
the church which provide good accounts; the
reason for this is found in the intricate
regulations of the Catholic Church which docu-
mented descriptions of their estates during the
bishop's visitations around the country. Good
descriptions exist for example for most of the
church buildings in Skálholt and Hólar, the two
seats of the bishops. These churches were stave
churches, built of wood according to the
Norwegian tradition, and the church at Skálholt
in the late seventeenth century was the largest
wooden building in Europe. Architecture hist-
orian Hördur Ágústsson has made drawings of
these churches based on the foundations that
have been excavated, but none of these
remarkable buildings has been preserved to our
time.

Icelandic wooden houses were very similar to
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Norwegian buildings at first and the settlement
patterns also. At first they were characterized by
a system of manors in the Norwegian spirit, but
later there were systems of small sublet farms or
tenancies.

When the Danish king gained power over
Iceland in the early sixteenth century Danish
influence increased. This was primarily in the
south and west where the Danish governors
maintained their headquarters and the most
important commercial centres were. Therefore
Danish characteristics prevailed there,
something that can still be seen today.

At the end of the nineteenth century, the
Norwegians started to fish for herring in
Iceland, mainly in the East Fjords and in the
north. Their whaling stations were, however,
mostly set up in the West Fjords but later also in
the East Fjords. Because of this, "Norwegian
towns" were established in these parts of the
country, often because the Norwegians brought
their houses with them on their ships.
Therefore, the east and north have more
Norwegian characteristics than the south and
the west of Iceland.

Englishmen and Germans were very
influential during the Middle Ages but their
building and cultural influences are less visible

today than those of the nations already
mentioned. When Frenchmen from Brittany
sailed to Iceland to fish from their two- and
three-masted vessels, they established hospitals
in Reykjavík, in Fáskrúdsfjördur and on the
Westman Islands. They were not allowed by the
authorities to process their fish on land but they
came into the fjords and salted their fish out on
their ships. However, they came to shore to
conduct business with the locals. A great many
Frenchmen are buried in these places and in
Fáskrúdsfjördur there is still a French graveyard.
French consulates were established in many
places and large buildings were built for the
consulates in Fáskrúdsfjördur and Reykjavík.
The one in Reykjavík later became known as
Höfdi House, where the historic meeting of
Reagan and Gorbachev took place in 1986.

The writer Elín Pálmadóttir, who has done
research into the French period in Iceland,
estimates that between 100 and 120 French
schooners came to the country for fishing each
year in the latter part of the nineteenth century
and up until World War II. This means that there
have been around 4000 French sailors in
Iceland. These ships did not come much to the
north side of the country because of the danger
from the pack ice.
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All evolution of societies towards modern ways
involves the construction of various types of
systems. This chapter describes, in five sections,
the development of the most important of
these systems, starting with secular governance.

The conversion to Protestantism in 1550
meant that monasteries and most of the prop-
erties held by them became the property of the
Danish kings. The conversion therefore
strengthened Danish rule and Icelandic officials
became ever more dependent on its whims.
What followed was that this foreign power had
an easy hand in running the country and the
acceptance of the monarchy in 1662 did not
significantly change things.

The first monarchs started to re-organize the
governmental system of the country according
to the same scheme used in other parts of the
Danish empire. The stiftmannsembaetti (office of
governor) was at the top of this more defined
system, and the duties of this office increased
during the following centuries. The first gov-
ernors were more or less absent from Iceland
because to start with they were located in
Copenhagen. Later, or from 1684, Bessastadir

became the domicile of the Danish governors.
The office of bailiff was established in 1683.

The best known of these bailiffs was the first
Icelander appointed to that office, Skúli Magn-
ússon. He later took the initiative in establishing
an industrial village in Reykjavík called the "New
Industries", in 1752.

The office of the amtmadur (deputy governor)
was established in 1688 and in 1770 the country
was divided into two such districts. The
demarcations of these districts underwent some
changes in the course of time and the domiciles
of the deputy governors were moved a couple
of times. This was unfortunate because this
meant that there was less likelihood that the
domiciles of officials could become sprouts for
development of regional centres. In spite of
this, the districts had some influence on the
forming of settlements.

The next levels of governance, beneath these
districts, were the counties and the sheriffs or
county magistrates, and then the level of local
government, the communal or local districts.
There the directors of the local districts
(hreppstjórar) were the representatives of the

IV Basic Systems of the Settlement Structures

1 Systems of Secular Governance
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government and the oddvitar were the heads of
the local councils. Historically the counties are
much older than the amt-districts.

The geographical division of governmental
levels was fully formed with the division of the
country into counties. This had already happ-
ened in Norway in the latter part of the twelfth
century. In Norway the king gave the office of
sheriff (county magistrate) to men from his
court. In the thirteenth century this distribution
of power in Iceland started to come from Nor-
way. The demarcations of the counties are based
on what used to be the old spring assemblies;
the area of each spring assembly was called a
thinghá. This division into counties seems to
have been fully formed around 1400. The
demarcations of the older assemblies and the
thingháir were not static but moved back and
forth. Several of the twelve old thingháir have
havethe same areas as today's counties but the
others were divided into several counties.

After the Reformation in 1550, the power of
the kings increased and the bishoprics and men
of the church lost much of their early power.

The county and thingháir divisions acquired
increased meaning after the re-establishment of
the Althing in 1843 because the county divisions
were used as a foundation for the division of the

country into electoral districts. There were 23
counties but in some cases one sheriff was in
charge of two counties. The local districts were
at a lower level of governance within the
counties, and in 1872, with the institution of
giving one representative from each local district
a seat on the county council, democracy was
promoted. The county councils earlier saw to
various important tasks, but in the late twentieth
century most of these tasks were taken from
them and finally they were abandoned.

In 1970 Áskell Einarsson published an
important book, Land í mótun (The Forming of
a Country). The book traces, historically, how
the settlements developed and explains how the
various regions were supported by the various
early secular and religious systems of
governance. Einarsson mentions for example
the importance of Skálholt and Hólar as reg-
ional headquarters in the two halves of the
country, south and north. Another of
Einarsson's hypotheses is that abolishing of the
amt-districts, that were a kind of regional
government, contributed to the strengthening of
Reykjavík as a centre and thus to the weakening
of the countryside. Because of this, Einarsson
concludes that the amt should be re-established.
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BASIC  SYSTEMS  OF  THE  SETTLEMENT STRUCTURES

After the church had been established in Iceland
in 1000 it gradually gained increasing secular
power. The church gradually came into
possession of a considerable amount of farm-
land as well as certain rights that came with the
land. In time it became the task of the church to
be in charge of education in the country and
many of the churches and monasteries were
seats of scholarship, but first and foremost it
was the two bishoprics that were the main seats
of learning.

A great change happened in the position of
the church when the Catholic Church was
abandoned and the Evangelical Lutheran
Church took its place in 1550. These changes,
even though some were inconvenient, increased
the integration of secular and religious power
and brought several positive features.

Even today, the church is very much
connected to the state government and by law
all Icelanders become members of the church at
birth. People have to denounce their memb-
ership if they want to convert to other religions
or stand outside an established religion. This
direct connection of church and state, many
claim, has weakened its position and its work
and of late there is much talk about the
separation of state and church.

At all times, there was strong disagreement
between the secular and religious powers in
Europe. In Iceland, this disagreement is best
known as Stadarmál, an altercation that came
about because the bishops had become so
powerful that they wanted to take over the
farmlands where farmers and chieftains had
built their churches. As secular power started to
increase in the fifteenth century, it became one
of the most important tasks of its leaders to
break up the locked power system of the

church. The men of cloth understood that this
was necessary and had a hand in shaping the
new Evangelical faith of the Reformation that
had been initiated by Luther. This wave of
change moved north in Europe and the kings
that had become stronger during this time used
the Evangelical faith as a weapon to attack the
power centres of Catholicism and confiscated
the properties of churches and monasteries.

As this happened in Iceland, much change in
the power system of the country started to
occur. The principal centres of the country,
Skálholt and Hólar, were now under the
auspices of the secular power and the mon-
asteries were simply abandoned. The secular
power strengthened their centre in Bessastadir
and established two outposts, one the island of
Videy and later in Reykjavík. This transfer of
power from the church to the king was therefore
of fundamental importance in making the
Álftanes and Seltjarnarnes areas a centre of
gravity for almost all governmental activity in
the country.

The Catholic Church, of course, was a rather
closed system of religious outlook but it was,
nevertheless, important for Icelanders in many
ways. First and foremost this was because the
administrative system of Catholicism was based
in the countryside, which also meant that it was
to a certain degree a decentralized system. The
learning seats of the monasteries were, for
example, located in all parts of the country.
Most of the monasteries possessed some farms
and in some areas the devoted also gave them
the rights to various natural resources so that
they were for the most part self-sustainable.
Although the communities of the monasteries
were rather closed in most places in Europe, this
was not so much the case in Iceland. Because of

83

2 Systems of Religious Governance

GGuuddbbrraanndduurr’’ss BBiibbllee,, 11558844.. PPrriinntt-
iinngg ssttrreennggtthheenneedd eedduuccaattiioonn..

Thee bbishooprics aand tthee mmoonasteeriees wweeree tthee
ceentrees oof eeducatioon iin tthee bbeeginning..

The RReformation iin 11550 ssppelled tthe eend oof
monasteries.



this openness the monasteries had an important
educational and social role within their regions.

The secular seats of learning that became
most powerful after the conversion were not as
evenly distributed in the country as the mon-
asteries had been. Almost all of them were loc-
ated quite close to the seats of the two
bishoprics.

The archdeaconries constituted an in-between
level in the governmental system of the church,
i.e., between the bishop and the various church
sites. They were soon formed, and the map on
page 84 shows the division of the country into
these archdeaconries, which gradually acquired
added tasks in education and in the supporting
of the poor.

Now we have come to the eighteenth century,
when it was considered right to provide
education for the common man, primarily as
concerns Christian theory and the ability to
read. Many priests became great initiators of
public education but a later system of certain
travelling teachers was introduced in various
regions, teachers that taught children at centrally
located farms. Often, this teaching took place on
church property, but not always. As the priests
had become officials of the kings, a more direct

contact between the secular and religious offic-
ials evolved. In some cases the regional or dist-
rict centres in the country were simultaneously
seats of secular and religious power.

In the Middle Ages, several great disasters and
epidemics struck Iceland, such as the Black
Death, and finally the Móduhardindi, the "Haze
Hard Times" that resulted from a hard-hitting
period of volcanism in the latter part of the
eighteenth century. These disasters resulted in
increasing the power and importance of the
church.

At this time the scientific reasons for natural
disasters and epidemics were not known and
people therefore sought other explanations for
these terrors. Sometimes the explanation had its
roots in superstition and the church used these
terrors to publicize religious explanations of
what caused calamities. Therefore the funda-
mentalist movement became very strong within
the church in the Middle Ages. Bishop Jón
Vídalín was its best-known advocate. The
psalmist Hallgrímur Pétursson gives a very
graphic insight into this world of religious
thinking.
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After the systems of church and secular
governance, the structure of the commercial
system is the most important in terms of how
the settlement patterns of the country de-
veloped. Originally there was not much
commerce in Iceland because there was little
productive capability and the urban devel-
opment of Europe was so early in its devel-
opment that markets for imported goods were
not yet well developed.

In spite of meagre production, however, there
was, at all times, some commerce in Iceland. The
map below, to the left, shows the most im-
portant commercial harbours in the Comm-
onwealth Age. At this time, transportation was
still via the flat-bottomed Norwegian ships that
could enter shallow estuaries and lagoons. Many
of these harbours were therefore in the inner
parts of fjords, which meant that the cargo ships
almost reached into the middle of agricultural
areas.

The system of commerce was organized in
such a way that in the spring ships came with
their goods from abroad. Some of the merch-
ants stayed in the country during the summer
but sailed back again in the autumn with the
agricultural produce that had been produced in
the countryside during the summer.

In the fifteenth century other European
nations started to come more to trade, primarily
the English and the Germans. They came on
ships that could not as easily be pulled ashore as
the Norwegian ships, so that harbours with
deeper water and suitable for them now were
found further out in the fjords, as the map to the
right shows. Many fishing harbours later evolved
still further out in the fjords as the fish catch
diminished within the fjords; some of these
harbours were even placed on the ends of
peninsulas.

At this time the fishing had started to increase
considerably and therefore it was not of much
use to go fishing in the inner parts of narrow
fjords, but rather it was obviously much more
economical to place the fishing harbours at
points on the coast where a wide circle of ocean
area surrounded the point of venture for the
boats in order to minimize the distance out to
the fishing grounds.

Increased fishing meant that the urban spots
where they were located were strengthened and
at the same time many of them became
commercial harbours for the exportation of the
fish and also, of course, for the importation of
goods. This is the beginning of centrifugal force in
the development of settlements in Iceland. This
force, caused by increased fishing and the need
to move more harbours outward to be nearer
the fishing grounds, resulted in pulling activity in
the country away from its centre to its outer-
most edges.

As many people still were living inland in the
agricultural areas, the moving of the centres
from their earlier location in the middle of
agricultural areas at the head of a fjord to the
ends of peninsulas meant longer distances to go
to commercial centres. The strengthening of
these fishing points meant that some auxiliary
settlements developed around these new
harbours.

In order to gain more profit, the Danish kings
sold monopolistic rights for commerce in cert-
ain harbours and later to certain commercial
areas in Iceland. This new division into harbour
and commercial regions followed, for the most
part, the county demarcations. The selling and
renting of these licences meant that only those
who had paid for the right were allowed to
conduct commercial activities. Division into
commercial regions was only partly based on the

85

3 Systems of Commerce, Harbours and Fishing

The llaggoon iin HHvalfjördur
where tthe vvillagge BBúdir wwas.

In tthee SSaga AAgee fflat-bboottoomeed sships wweeree aablee ttoo
sail iintoo rrural aareeas aat tthee hheeads oof tthee ffjjoords..

Smacks uused ddeepper hharbours ffurther oout iin
fjords, aa llocation aalso ggood ffor ffishingg.

BASIC  SYSTEMS  OF  THE  SETTLEMENT STRUCTURES



local needs of people to be able to reach a com-
mercial spot in a comfortable way. The main
criterion for choosing a commercial centre was
that the harbour was good and also that there
were good conditions for building the housing
needed. As fish accounted for a considerable
proportion of the export goods, this meant that
these export harbours were also suitable as
centres of fishing as well. In this way this new
system of commercial centres to some degree
became the foundation of the new fishing
towns in Iceland.

In the seventeenth century mercantilism came
to the fore, as well as humanism, in northern
Europe, following the Renaissance in Italy.
Around 1750, the Danish kings became
interested in improving the lot of their subjects
in the lands they held sway over. As a matter of
fact, the idea was not least to strengthen the
dependencies in order to collect increased
revenue from them. In order to pave the way for
improvements in various areas the king sent
scientists to explore Iceland.

At this time, the number of Icelanders that
held public office had grown in number. These
people were also inspired by progressivism to
improve and had an important role, together
with the king, in experimenting in industry with

the establishment of the Innréttingar (New Ind-
ustries) in Reykjavík.

The nations of Europe had long before this
time understood that supporting certain urban
cores was a precondition to improving settle-
ments so that specialization in various fields
could evolve. Because of this thinking a di-
rective was issued in 1786 to reduce the number
of trading centres that were allowed to conduct
commerce to six. In addition, there were other
auxiliary commercial spots.

The first and second Land Commissions that
created this policy made proposals for several
other measures meant to strengthen these
commercial centres. One of their proposals was
to move various other types of activities to these
places and to bring handicraftsmen in several
trades to Iceland where they were secured
special rights with letters of citizenship.

Gradually the market for Icelandic fish pro-
ducts increased in Europe because of the
enlargement of the towns that followed in-
creased industrialization. The increased amount
of money available in Iceland could be used for
the bettering of the fishing boats and later to
build a fleet of schooners in the second part of
the nineteenth century, resulting in an increase
in the number of towns.
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Previously, an account was given of how the
natural features of the country had an influence
on how the transportation systems were
formed. Part of the surface transport system in
the country was, at this time, routes across the
central highlands. As the highlands started to
erode to a considerable extent, there was no
longer enough grassland for the horses and as
the topsoil disappeared, rocky sand or desert
was all that was left. This meant that it became
hard to go on horseback over the highlands and
increasingly fewer chose those routes.

The Middle Ages were a time of famines and
cold spells, so the strength and courage of the
Icelanders to take on difficult ventures was
reduced. Superstition of all sorts increased and
included a belief in imagined settlements of
outlaws in the highlands; people were certain
that trolls and ghosts were lurking in these vast
and dark territories. This is a clear sign of how
subdued Icelanders had become, reaching a
peak in the eighteenth century. Gradually the
nation started to build up strength again, in part
because of knowledge that dispelled some of
the superstition. One of the things that was
central to this renaissance was to re-establish the
highland routes. In order to further this cause
people established the Highland Route Society. 

The Danes started to bring forth several
proposals in the eighteenth century on how
living in Iceland could be improved. In 1776 the
Danish authorities issued the Reskript, a rather
specific directive on how roads and bridges
should be built and ferries established. In this
very same year, regular mail and passenger ship
service to Iceland was initiated. To start with,
the mail harbour was at Bessastadir.

Early in the nineteenth century the mail
harbour was moved to Reykjavík, which was one

of the more important steps towards the
strengthening of the town because this led to
Reykjavik's becoming the centre of trans-
portation in the country. Somewhat later a mail
distribution system within Iceland itself was
introduced and the mail carriers were called
landpóstar or national postmen. A decision was
made on the frequency of the mail deliveries
and in many cases the postmen also had the task
of acting as guides for travellers.

Later in the nineteenth century, stagecoaches
similar to those seen in American cowboy
movies were bought for this service. They trans-
ported the goods, the mail and passengers to the
neighbouring areas of Reykjavík. It still took a
long time until the road system had been
improved to such a degree that cars could be
introduced for this service. Partly the car
services were organized in such a way, on behalf
of the state, that people were given licences for
certain routes, which obligated them to maintain
a certain frequency of mail deliveries and other
transportation within Iceland.

The transportation system of the country,
because of the lack of roads, was actually first
and foremost coastal transportation with steam-
ships. This was partly conducted by the mail
ships that made a stop at several harbours as
they came from Denmark to Iceland.

A final step in this development of shipping
was the establishment of specific circular coastal
shipping route and in the early part of the
twentieth century the Icelandic state itself
established a company, The State Shipping Comp-
any, which provided transport to dispersed
settlements in the countryside, something that
was necessary because these places, in many
cases, were not connected to the road system
until the middle of the twentieth century.
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A new directive of transportation issued in
1861 opened a new epoch in land trans-
portation. This was primarily because the
directive divided the road system up into cate-
gories and the state started to allocate an annual
budget for road building.

In the first legislation regarding roads in 1894
the roads were divided into transportation
routes, national routes and mountain routes that
were to be paid for by the state treasury, and
county roads and local roads that were to be
paid for by the counties and the local districts.
The directive gave an order that good roads
should be built in the most populous towns as
well as to the neighbouring areas. These
transportation routes were decided on before
the car had arrived on the scene. Therefore, they
were meant to serve as transportation routes for
pack trains and later horSE drawn wagons as the
Age of the Horse Wagon started.

The first car came to Iceland in 1904. It was,
however, only for show and experimental
purposes. It was not until 1913 that Canadians
of Icelandic decent imported a Ford car with a
flatbed and started to operate it. The short Age
of Horse Wagons was a necessary and
important step for preparing for the advent of

the Age of the Car because of the many bridges
that were built in that era. These bridges are
shown on the map above, as well as some im-
portant roads. These bridges and the short roads
were a precondition for being able to transport
a considerable amount of agricultural produce
to the urban centres. The urban settlements had
finally started to grow but the difficulties in
supplying food from the countryside were a
bottleneck on development.

The transportation of food from the country-
side became particularly important as World War
I started because then the importing of food
from abroad was much reduced. That the car
had been brought to Iceland just in time was
lucky because it could be used for transportation
of agricultural produce to Reykjavík, mostly
from farmlands in the south.

As we review this history of transportation
we marvel at how unbelievably late any con-
siderable steps were reached, particularly in road
building. The road round Hvalfjördur, north of
Reykjavík, for example, was not opened until
1932; before that time people going north had
to drive to Thingvellir and then over the Kaldi-
dalur Valley wasteland, south of Langjökull
Glacier, and on north.
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The pursuit of learning and literary endeavour
was originally connected to certain main estates,
large churches, monasteries and the two
bishoprics. Christianity brought the scholarly
traditions of Europe to Iceland and some of the
priests and bishops went abroad for their
education. As time proceeded there was a
considerable community of ecclesiastics, and
schools for educating the priests were
established in Hólar and in Skálholt.

Those who wanted to study law and other
worldly subjects after 1736 had to go abroad.
Most of them went to Copenhagen, as was
natural because Copenhagen was at that time
the capital of Iceland and the University of
Copenhagen therefore also functioned as a
university for Iceland. As the New Industries
were established in Reykjavík, and also the
trading towns somewhat later, many foreign
craftsmen were brought to Iceland to teach and
practice their skills and many Icelanders went
abroad to study crafts as well as higher learning.

Times were desperate in Iceland at the end of
the eighteenth and into the nineteenth centuries
following the major eruption in 1783-84 in the
south of the country and the Móduhardindi
(“Haze Hard Times”) when the resultant
gaseous blue haze and poisonous ash killed
livestock and made growing crops difficult. In
this period, the centuries-old Skálholt School
was closed and a new school, Hólavallaskóli,
established in Reykjavík as its replacement in
1786. This school too was closed down in 1804
but somewhat later was started anew at
Bessastadir. The bishopric of Hólar was also
abolished and the last year of teaching there was
the winter of 1801 – 1802. Education of
children had been the responsibility of priests
for some time but after 1800 some of the first
primary schools were established, the first one

close to Bessastadir, established with a grant
from the Thorcelli Fund.

The Age of Enlightenment in the eighteenth
century helped people understand that learning
and education would also pave the way for
improvements in agriculture. At the beginning
of the nineteenth century Icelanders started to
go abroad for practical training in agriculture,
primarily to Denmark. In 1872 the Danish
government issued a directive for the
establishing of agricultural schools in Iceland
and in 1880 the first such school was established
in Ólafsdalur in Dalasýsla County. The next
agricultural school was established at Hólar in
1881, then in Eidar in 1883 and at Hvanneyri in
1889. To start with, the farming schools were
the properties of the amt-districts and run by
them. All these schools, with the exception of
the one in Ólafsdalur, have continued to be
centres of education.

Reykjavík started to be built up as a centre of
education and schools in the nineteenth century
with the establishment of the Latin School in
1846, the Seminary in 1847, the Medical College
1876 and the School of Law in 1908. In 1911
these schools were combined to form the
University of Iceland.

Two secondary schools were established in
the nineteenth century. Mödruvellir School in
the north was established in 1880 as com-
pensation for the elimination of the Hólar
School earlier. When the Mödruvellir School
burned, it was moved to Akureyri and later
became the Akureyri Upper Secondary School.

In the south, Flensborg School, initially estab-
lished as a primary school, was converted into a
secondary school in 1892. It had the task of
running a teacher's training until the Teachers'
College was established in Reykjavík in 1908.

In 1900 folk-schools were established at
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Hvítárbakki in the west and at Núpur in the
West Fjords. A women's school was established
in 1871 in Reykjavík and later in a few other
places. These schools in the countryside did not
develop into urban centres except at Akureyri,
where, in that Northern Capital of Iceland, the
school had great importance in strengthening
the settlement.

Because of the negative influences of the
Industrial Revolution on life and the
environment of towns, as well as the wish to
improve education in the rural regions
themselves, quite early an ideology was
postulated that had the goal of having many of
these schools develop into rural centres. The
proponents of this policy hoped that this could
contribute to maintaining the ancient Icelandic
farmers' society as a central aspect of Icelandic
settlement culture.

By comparing the three maps in this section
we can see, for example, that the first
educational centres, the monasteries, were pretty
well distributed over the country. What
happened at the end of the eighteenth century
was that some of the educational institutions
that had been established in the countryside
were moved, primarily to Reykjavík. The third
map shows that this development continued in

the latter part of the nineteenth century. This
can be seen as a sign of how, already, the
countryside areas and rural areas were declining,
but it also needs to be pointed out that there was
a real need to improve Reykjavík, and later also
Akureyri, as strong centres of learning.

At the turn of the century in 1900 the great
majority of Icelanders were still living in the
countryside. The fight for independence from
Denmark and an increased pride in what was
Icelandic induced many of the freedom fighters
to call for the strengthening of the countryside.
This policy became central in the ideology of
the Young Peoples´ Movement. The politician
Jónas Jónsson from Hrifla was at the forefront of
this new national movement that aimed at
improving the cultural and educational
independence of the rural areas. A special
farmers’ party, the Progressive Party, was
established and became quite powerful in the
first part of the nineteenth century, often
leading the government. This rural policy
therefore was instrumented to a considerable
degree by political powers. In many places the
government started to build regional schools
and regional centres – most preferably in places
where geothermal hot water could be found.
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The settlement structure of most countries
consists of both rural and urban areas. The
urban areas and their settlement structure are
most commonly formed first and the devel-
opment of urban cores grows out of the patt-
erns or structures that have already been formed
in the rural society.

How some of the settlement structures devel-
oped have been introduced earlier in this book
and, as we have now established this foundation
we can, as the book proceeds, better understand
where and why settlements could develop into
urban cores. The development of urban areas
started very late in Iceland – the next section will
explain why. This section will start with a brief
review of some of the primary causes of urban-
ization common to most countries in the world.

The primary causes of urbanization, however,
differ somewhat according to local conditions,
types of trade and in general the nature of the
society in question. Nevertheless there exists a
rather coherent theory on primary causes of
urbanization, though there are different theories
as to what have been the main reasons for the
development of urban settlements.

The following description is based on the
most traditional division into categories of
settlements. In this account there is no specific
reference to how urban areas developed in Ice-
land. The most common causes for urban devel-
opment are:

I An authority of some kind settles in a
certain place, for example a secular or religious
power – and the place gradually becomes a
town.

II Agriculture reaches a high level of devel-
opment. Because of this various types of
processing industries, food production and
commerce evolve and form an urban core.

III Fishing leads to the forming of a town.
Here it is actually the services and the commerce
connected with fishing that brings about urban
development.

IV  Some type of industry comes to be:
1  Primary production, for example, salt and

metal and coal production 
2  Secondary production, for example, lumber

or iron products
3  Service industries:
a) Services for other industries, e.g., black-

smiths and mechanics, and these trades increase 
b)  Service to the settlements, e.g., carpenters,

food production, etc.

V  Culture, e.g., seats of learning or university
towns

VI  Leisure (e.g., Blackpool and Baden-Baden)
Even though this chronological sequence is

rather common as to how these basic types of
towns came to be it is, however, not always so.
What most often happens, as towns have been
formed – for example as industrial towns – is
that they gradually become more diverse, and
today most towns are a combination of the
various primary features.

Let us now start to review, briefly, what most
commonly led to the formation of these
primary types of cities. We will also take a brief
look at what types of urban activities most often
go together and point out, in the process, how
certain things occurred in Iceland, though this
subject will be dealt with in the next section.

The most common primary cause for the
formation of an urban centre is that people
need to gather in a place to conduct activities
that concern society as a whole, for example for
a burial or for worship. Places chosen for such
gatherings often grow to become urban centres.

Those who were in charge of religious
services often acquired certain power within
their society so that they and the religious
centres sometimes took over some other social
functions. The result was that these men often
eventually evolved to become, all in one, the
secular, religious and cultural authority. As
Iceland was first settled, the centrally governed
Christian faith had not been introduced in
northern Europe. The heathen religious serv-
ices, which the godar (priest-chieftains) were in
charge of, were most often made up of a family
or a small group of people, so that these func-
tions did not induce the growth of centres. A
hierarchical structure, which can build up large
religious centres, was therefore not operative in
the first two centuries of settlements in Iceland.

Humankind's utilization of fauna and flora
for their livelihood also goes through many
steps of development, the first steps being
gatherers, hunters and shepherds that roam the
country. To start with the first settlers could
allow themselves the luxury of living off of
primary production because the country was
untouched by man and everywhere plenty of
food was available. It was easy to hunt and fish
because "the game was still tame and unaware of
man", as one of the sagas tell us.

As the number of inhabitants increased,

I   Categories of Settlements and Types of Plans
1 Primary Causes of Urbanization
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people, to a larger extent, had to depend on
livestock for their livelihood. The livestock
needed a considerable amount of grazing land
because the land, in general, was rather infertile.
Therefore, quite early, it became common to
drive sheep and horses to the highlands because
of the lack of grazing land in the lower areas.

Various agricultural tools can help increase
the productivity of land, both for haymaking
and other types of crops. Because the climate in
Iceland started to get cooler after the first cent-
uries of settlement, the climate did not remain
suitable for growing wheat, which is actually the
type of agriculture that can best lead to urban
development.

Wheat farms can be close together and even
form a kind of a village, if the fields are organ-
ized in such a way that their shape has the form
of star that beams out from the centre. In
Iceland, there is only one village that has this
star form: Thykkvabaer. That this could happen
in Thykkvabaer is probably because of the
fertility of the soil there. Because this geometry
of a star arrangement of the farms in this area
is quite ancient, it probably came to be because
of wheat production in earlier periods. Today
potatoes are the main crop in Thykkvabaer.

The introduction of various types of tools
could increase the productivity of the land as,
for example, irrigation systems where water and
the minerals in the water are distributed over the
fields.

A basic tool which the original settlers had
was the ord or coulter plough, which opens up
the soil, and in the process oxygen penetrates
deeper into the soil and improves growth. In
Iceland the productivity of the soil was not
increased to such a degree that the farms could
be placed close enough to each other to result in
the formation of agricultural villages.

The third type of urban centres are those
which originated because of the development of

fishing. Fishing in Iceland started simply, with
people on farms close to the shore pushing their
boats into the ocean to go fishing. Further
development of fishing from this primary stage
did not occur until a market had opened for fish
products in foreign countries.

When Bergen in Norway had become the
capital of Iceland the exported fish mainly went
there because Bergen had the big advantage of
being an outpost of the Hanseatic League. Prior
to that, homespun cloth was the main export
article, but the exportation of dried fish was
what provided Iceland with the opportunity of
increasing its income.

The fifteenth century, known in Iceland as the
English Century, was in many ways positive for
Icelanders in terms of the development of
fishing because the English came to Iceland
both to fish and also to buy fish, bringing with
them goods that they either sold or mostly
bartered for the fish they wanted. In this same
period the Hansa merchants also started to
come to Iceland. A conflict of interest in some
places in Iceland led to fights between the
Hansa and the English. German merchants be-
came most numerous in the sixteenth century.

This type of free trade had the positive
influence that a few little fishing villages and
commercial spots started to develop but then,
unfortunately, many things started to change for
the worse. The main reason for the decline was
not least the cooling of the climate at the end of
the seventeenth century. Another reason was
that the Danes introduced a commercial mono-
poly in 1602. What followed was that the prices
of export goods soon started to decrease, even
to half of the earlier price.

This lowering of prices meant less incentive
for Icelanders to increase their production and
at the same time also meant that there was less
money available to buy equipment to improve
the capability for production. The tools that
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became so difficult. By 1820 things had started
to improve a little, primarily because boat own-
ership started to increase. The Age of Schoon-
ers started around the mid-nineteenth century
on Flatey Island in Breidafjördur and in Reykja-
vík in 1866. The modern type of urban growth
had therefore finally started, most of all because
of the economic importance of fishing.
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would have been needed for that included better
fishing boats, better fishing gear, and better fish
processing stations.

Around 1700 desperation in the country had
grown to such a degree, among other things
because of volcanic eruptions and years of cold
spells, that officials came together to list the
worst of these – both in terms of climate, gov-
ernance and commerce – in hopes of being
given assistance. The class of educated elite that
had now developed in Copenhagen was rather
open towards these pleas.

What followed was that the king organized a
research journey for two scientists to conduct a
general assessment of the condition of the
country. These two men were Páll Vídalín and
Árni Magnússon, who, among other things,
compiled their findings in the Lexicon of Farms
and in 1703 also conducted the first general
census as a part of this effort.

After this successful venture, other research-
ers were sent to Iceland in the first part of the
eighteenth century, for example Bishop Harboe,
who conducted a survey of the educational
situation of the nation. This new search, based
on the belief in learning and entrepreneurship,
led the new Icelandic officials to begin to
change things. Skúli Magnússon was the first
Icelander to fill the office of bailiff and took the
initiative of founding the New Industries and
creating the concept of the first industrial
village in Iceland.

The king supported the establishment of the
New Industries and gave the farm of Reykjavík
to be used as its location. Various factories were
established there for the weaving of cloth and
for producing ropes and other goods needed for
fishing.

The king also sent Icelanders two schooners
so they could start fishing from decked ships,
the first they had done so. The operation of
these factories started rather well but gradually
various difficulties emerged and a few decades
later the programme was almost totally ab-
olished.

In spite of the misfortunes some activities in
the little village of Reykjavík evolved slowly for
the next 100 years or until Reykjavík, around the
middle of the nineteenth century, started to take
off in terms of urban development because of
the rapid growth in fishing with schooners.

The terrible period of volcanic eruptions and
years of cold spells at the end of the seven-
teenth century, as well as blockades because of
the Napoleonic Wars that closed off the
markets, were among the reasons why the early
attempts at developing Icelandic industry
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The main reasons why urban development takes
place have now been explained. This
development in Iceland was often linked to new
occupational activities and the increased value of
what the country could produce. This was often
achieved by planned governmental actions and
by the introduction of new technologies. This
progress primarily occurred in the fields of
agriculture and fishing, but the development of
industry has been hard to achieve in Iceland.

Let us now first review how considerable
centres of government developed in Iceland
even though the first early sprouts of a
government for the whole country had already
materialized with the establishment of the
Althing parliament in 930. There are mainly four
reasons why towns with government centres
developed in Iceland later than in Europe:

First, the geographical features of the country
were such that it was divided up into strongly
separated spatial units.

Secondly, settlement only really developed like
a collar around the country. Often the lowlands
which were suitable for urban development
were encircled by mountains and in the regions
where there were large flatlands, as in Borg-
arfjördur and in the south, the settlement areas
were divided by large rivers which were difficult
to cross. This made it hard to make them into
integrated units because travel between regions
was hard except farther inland at higher
elevations where there was less water in the
rivers. Because of these features a very long time
passed until a transportation system, worthy of
the name, had been developed.

The third reason for the late development of
urban cores is that farmers were mainly focused
on producing food for themselves and their own
people. Therefore people were not very

dependent on each other and there was so little
excess production that a ruling class that could
have organized commercial activity was almost
non-existent. The absence of a wealthy ruling
class resulted in the fact that the farms were
most often the property of the farmers them-
selves, which furthermore contributed to the
absence of regional chieftains that were, as else-
where in Europe, almost a rule.

The reason for the formation of a ruling class
in other countries was often that the farming
regions could expect unruly tribes and
rampaging gangs of bandits. Because of this the
public often considered it positive that there
existed some higher power in the area, an earl or
a small king, who was able to build up an army
and create a safe haven within a fortified town.
As invasions occurred, farmers could flock
within its walls to seek shelter from the warlords.

The existence of an army and a governing
chieftain within these walled towns meant that
considerable amounts of food had to be
brought into the towns from the surrounding
areas. As the farmers brought their produce to
the market an opportunity developed for pro-
viding them with amusement. Later, classes of
handicraftsmen and tradesmen started to
develop, producing various things that both the
citizens and the farmers could make use of in
their work.

What we see here are the first steps of
specialization. Specialization of knowledge or
technology helps make activities more product-
ive and thus makes societies richer. The in-
creased productivity means wealth is created
that can then be channelled to the building up of
cultural activities within cities, activities that
were not directly part of what was needed for
sustaining a livelihood. Many of the early towns
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in Europe were strengthened by international
trade, and as countries in Europe started to
make countries in other continents their colon-
ies, some European cities became still more
powerful, especially the seagoing ones.

The fourth reason why governmental towns
did not develop in Iceland in the Middle Ages
was not so much the fact that there was no
overarching executive power in the country but
rather that this activity was too dispersed. The
regional governmental centres were the seats of
the sheriffs (county magistrates) and the amtmenn
(deputy governors), but the governor lived for
most of the time in Copenhagen, like almost all
other officials of the Danish empire. It was not
until Icelandic nationals were given official
positions that some of the officials showed
some initiative in building something up in
Iceland. The first Icelander to hold the office of
bailiff was Skúli Magnússon, who was enthus-
iastic about improving the lot of the nation.

The farms were the centre of Icelandic life
and also of production. No specialized villages
were needed for processing agricultural produce
as tasks like processing and weaving the wool,
smoking the meat, and rendering fat took place

on the farm and even within the home. The
home worker tradition could, in spite of this,
have developed to a higher degree if there had
been more power and enthusiasm. Icelanders
could have produced more valuable agricultural
products for export purposes. An attempt was
made to do this with the establishing of the
woollen mills of the New Industries in Reykja-
vík, but this attempt was ultimately not suc-
cessful.

Ocean fishing had already started in the thir-
teenth century and fishing outposts with boats
for seasonal fishing had been established in
many places in the country. The problem was
that the small fishing boats could only catch the
fish in the few weeks in the winter and spring
seasons when the fish were in the shallows to
spawn. When these migrations to the spawning
grounds failed, people did not have the
schooners to seek the fish in deeper waters.

People from the countryside migrated to the
fishing spots to become fishermen in these two
seasons. This "system" made good use of idle
time on the farm in late winter. These people
helped increase the amount of fish caught,
which increased the importance of fish at home
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as well as for export. When the fishing season
ended, these workers went back to their home
farms for the lambing and then haymaking in
the summer.

In many places there was a willingness to
strengthen the fishing industry and operate it all
year. In order to be able to do so, Icelanders had
to get hold of decked ships in order to operate
during the stormy seas of winter. Unfortunately,
it was only easy to construct harbours for
schooners in parts of the areas where fishing
had started to develop. The lack of natural
harbour areas in some of the larger agricultural
areas was a greater problem, however. This was
because they were located either deep in the
shallow fjords or on the sandy, shallow coast,
such as at Mýrar in the west and on the south
coast. Because of the lack of good harbours in
conjunction with the agricultural areas the
chance for both to support each other could
only happen in a few places.

One theory maintains it was first and
foremost a negative attitude on the part of the
farmers – who did not want to lose their
workforce – that stood in the way of the devel-
opment of urban areas along the coast. The

primary reason for this negativity was that
agriculture was still, at this time, very dependent
on manual labour and made little use of
technology. It was therefore not until improved
technology was utilized in the practice of
Icelandic agriculture in the latter part of the
nineteenth century that the number of farm
jobs decreased and people were forced to move
away from the countryside that enough man-
power was available in the little coastal villages
for the further development of fishing.

Only Skálholt and Hólar qualified as cultural
centres in Iceland. In both these bishoprics
there were schools as well as other cultural
activities. Earlier some of the monasteries were
cultural centres, but with the advent of the
Reformation in Iceland in 1550 most of the
monasteries disappeared from history and
ceased to be possible sprouts of urban cores. It
was not until the Skálholt School was moved to
Reykjavík and various other cultural activities
slowly started to develop in this little town that
Reykjavík began to emerge as the capital and a
cultural centre.
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There are two basic types of planning in the
broader sense which deals with various aspects
of society and planning in the narrower, and the
more technical and physical sense, where plann-
ing is divided into levels. These levels of planning
are applied according to the level of decision
making that is being dealt with in each case.

The main types of planning in the broader sense
are the planning of governmental systems, eco-
nomic planning, planning of trades, technical
planning and infrastructure planning. These
types of planning have been described in the last
few sections, which give an account of how the
governmental system in Iceland was formed and
how it originated from decisions that had al-
ready been taken by the first godar (priest-
chieftains) at the assemblies and later from the
division into regions and commercial districts.

The early governmental system of Iceland
was brought to the country from Norway and
the Althing or parliament established in 930; an
Icelander named Úlfljótur studied the
Norwegian law of the Gula-assembly and this,
amended, became the basis of Icelandic law at
the time. Secondly, the organization of the
Catholic Church, after Icelanders accepted
Christianity in 1000, was important. These two
imported systems of government were the
reasons why Iceland after only two centuries had
a hierarchical judicial and legislative system – but
lacked a true executive.

The beginnings of economic planning were
primarily introduced through the Danish king's
organization of commerce in the Middle Ages.
Even though many complain about some of the
drawbacks that came with this strong division of
the country into commercial districts, it remains
a fact that without this type of planning thrifty
commercial centres would hardly have devel-
oped in many regions of the country.

Many will be willing to claim that a freer form
of trade could have resulted in lower prices of
goods. But this centrally organized commercial
system gave some assurance of a permanent
location for a commercial area and secured a
certain level of service, even in bad times. It has
been a habit in Iceland to elevate isolated
instances where a merchant, because of his
monopoly, gave his customers bad deals. Most
of the merchants, however, were quite re-
asonable. On the whole, however, the Danish
monopoly was not good, partly because, in
order to pay for the licences, the merchants had
to squeeze more profit from the Icelandic trade.

Industry and industrial development were for
the most part not governed top-down. The
merchants were active to some degree as
entrepreneurs in importing such tools into the
country that could improve agriculture and the
processing of agricultural goods. Examples of
these tools were equipment for processing wool
and leather as well as tools of various types for
food production.

In the late eighteenth century the government
in Copenhagen started to send advisors to Ice-
land to help with building up industries. The
government also started to give travelling grants
to Icelanders that wanted, for example, to learn
about economic pursuits in other countries.

Let us now proceed to the levels of planning
that were shaped by the type of government
that was prevalent at each time. For most of the
time, there were three levels of government –
the amt-districts, the counties, and the comm-
unal or local districts, and over these, of course,
the fourth level, the king in Denmark.

If the division of the country – as it is shown
on page 100 – into governmental units or levels
is compared to the planning levels of today, then
the amt-districts come closest to corresponding
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to regions, and the electoral districts decided on
in 2003 are similar to those of the amt-districts
of the nineteenth century, with the exception
that the north-west is lumped with the west and
the West Fjords are in the north-west electoral
district. Besides these three electoral districts in
the countryside, there are three electoral districts
in the Capital Area.

In the latter part of the twentieth century The
Regional Development Institute started to make
plans for the larger regions of the country. This
venture was not very successful, but perhaps the
three new countryside electoral districts will
provide an improved base for such regional
plans. The regional plans attempted in the late
twentieth century were soon transferred to a
lower level, i.e., for smaller regions, and never
developed into the kind of overview plan that
was aimed for at first.

The early division of the country into
counties corresponds to some degree with the
areas where physical regional planning work has
taken place. This type of planning is based on
the willingness of the local government districts
to carry out such regional plans. The old
communal districts correspond to the local
districts of today, except that in the last few
decades a process of unification has been taking

place so that in some areas the newly formed
communities have reached the size of the early
counties. All these levels of government have, in
some respect, been involved in the planning of
the various aspects of society – educational,
legislative and social concerns.

Even though many have complained about
the European monarchs in the period in which
they came to power, their coming, however, had
the positive effect that European countries now
have governmental and executive power that is
strong enough for various modern tasks.
Monarchs came to power in Denmark and the
strong state government that resulted was able
to finance such pursuits as sending scholars to
Iceland to conduct a methodical study of the
country.

That these kings possessed more governing
and planning power than had been known
before was of great importance to Iceland at
this time. If this power had not been established
in Denmark it would have taken longer to pull
the people out of the misery that existed in
most places in the Middle Ages, not only in
Iceland but also in most other rural districts of
the Danish empire.
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This section will explain how the first urban
developments came to be in a country that up to
this time only had rural areas. The description
has the goal of providing some understanding
of what led to the formation of urban centres,
as well as to see whether some of the laws that
were governing their growth earlier are still at
work. Some of these urban spots were actually
only large farms, and some of them still
function as community centres.

It comes as somewhat of a surprise that in the
Age of Settlements there were more large farms
reaching a size that could be called hamlets or
villages than was later the case. The reason for
this is that they divided up the entire country, yet
they numbered only 435, according to The Book
of Settlements. The strong position of the early
farms increased when the chieftains became
godar (priest-chieftains). By the time of the
establishment of the Althing (parliament) in 930
the population of Iceland is estimated to have
been about 60,000. In heathen times there were
36 godar in the country, later increased to 39.
Besides being priests who saw to carrying out
the rites of the old religion, they were also

chieftains of their regions and the leaders of
their districts in district assemblies and also at
the Althing.

These chieftains divided their areas of settle-
ment primarily among their relatives. They were
therefore often also the family or clan leaders, a
strong position to hold. To maintain the power
of the old main farms there was a rule not to
divide them up among siblings but to let them
pass undivided to the oldest son. A part of the
power system of these main farms was cottages
and licensed farms that strengthened the
position of the main farm. Furthermore, many
powerful regional chieftains were able to
accumulate other farms and many of them, in
due time, became wealthy landowners.

As the Age of the Sturlungar started in the
twelfth century there were already small units of
militia in the country. The most notorious of
them were under the Sturlungar, Haukdaelir and
Ásbirningar families. The increased power of
the chieftains of these groups enabled them to
send their sons for further education abroad as
well as on leisure trips to foreign countries.
Moreover, they became so wealthy that they
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could build up cultural centres on their farms or
in a designated place within their region. The
best known of these cultural centres are
Haukadalur, Oddi and Reykholt, which were,
simultaneously, centres of secular power, learn-
ing, and culture as well as the sites of schools.

The church system started as individual
churches were built, owned by the chieftains and
located on their main farms. Later, the activity of
the Church was strengthened and a bishopric
was established in Skálholt in the south in 1056
and at Hólar in the north in 1106. When the
tithe was introduced, the monies enabled the
Church to become practically the only operating
domestic power, together with the communal
districts.

The priests of the individual churches had
many responsibilities in their regions. As relig-
ious and cultural centres the bishops' seats at
Skálholt and Hólar became rather large villages.
Skálholt, as the first and prime centre of these
activities, in fact became the first year-round
village in Iceland.

If, on the other hand, we were to choose to
define places of assemblies and fishing centres
that were only active for a part of the year as

villages, then the Althing meeting place at
Thingvellir was the first village to speak of, as
during a brief period in the summer thousands
of people flocked there to conduct various types
of business as well as to see to legislative and
judicial functions. The old manuscripts describe
the activity at the Althing during this time.

As the painter Sigurdur Gudmundsson was put in
charge of preparing the ceremonies for the mill-
ennial anniversary of the Althing in 1874, he
conducted a study of the old descriptions and
drew the location map shown above. Gud-
mundsson also drew how he thought the booths
(or tents) at Thingvellir looked. The two pictures
to the left show two such drawings taken from a
book published with his work in 1878.

The times since then have produced much
more data on the planning of this first "urban
area" in Iceland. Strangely, excavations there
have only recently started and we will have to
wait until they have been finished before a
clearer picture of the arrangement of the
building units can be produced.
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THE  FIRST URBAN  DEVELOPMENTS

The sites of commerce, at each given time, give
us an idea about where the main production of
export products came to be. The areas around
these commercial spots were also most often the
main settlement areas.

In the ninth to thirteenth centuries agri-
cultural products were still the main exports.
The maps below show the commercial harbours.
In the fourteenth century fishing was greatly
increased and this strengthened many of the
commercial harbours. As the first map shows,
the north and the east were deprived of this
development because the winter and spring
fishing seasons were mostly to the south and
west of the land. This was one of the reasons
why these two parts of the country started to
get ahead of the other two. Some of the com-
mercial spots were very much strengthened
through the development of fishing, such as
Grunnasundsnes at Stykkishólmur, Hvalfjördur,
Therneyjarsund by Reykjavík, Hafnarfjördur,
Básendar and Grindavík. It is a common char-
acteristic of these new harbours that they are
most commonly in the outer parts of fjords or
at the ends of peninsulas.

Around 1340, Norwegian merchants started
to sail to some of these new harbours in Ice-
land, such as Maríuhöfn in Hvalfjördur that, at
the same time, was the main commercial harb-
our of the Skálholt bishopric. Other important
commercial harbours were the Westman Islands,
Eyrarbakki, Dýrafjördur, Gásir and Gautavík.
None of these places developed into a
permanent settlement but huts were built, the
remains of some still visible today.

The Danes came to power in Iceland in the
early fifteenth century. To start with, the Danes
were not quite successful in keeping other
European nations away from commerce with

Iceland, especially because some of them had
already started to fish in Icelandic waters, and
trade with Icelanders was therefore easy. This
was quite profitable for the Icelanders because
of the good prices they often got for their
goods. These new guests were mainly English-
men and the fifteenth century is therefore
known as the English century.

The Danes tried to reach an agreement with
the English. It was, however, hard to get them to
keep to the rules, which led to considerable ten-
sion in Iceland. The English became so bold
that in 1425 they arrested the two hirdstjórar
(governors) Hannes and Baltasar in the West-
man Islands. For three decades, the English
were very powerful in Iceland and their sup-
porters occupied the seats of both bishoprics.

Icelandic owners of the largest farms were, in
general, supporters of the Danish king so that
when the king appointed Björn Thorleifsson
from Skard as hirdstjóri (governor), the monarchy
gained a powerful spokesman.

Even if the owners of the large farms had to
sacrifice some of their privileges in terms of
commerce, they opted for an unchanged social
structure and the only way to maintain it was to
shun the English. An influential factor was that
the activity of the English drew the workforce
from the countryside to the shore, especially
during the Black Death, a situation that was very
impractical for the large farm owners because of
their dependence on an ample work force. In
1466 the English were forbidden to sail to
Iceland but they kept it up for quite some time.

At the end of the fifteenth century the
Germans entered the fray and were com-
mercially quite successful because people
considered it practical to trade with them and
also because they not only bought fish and fish
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liver oil but also other products. Iceland there-
fore gradually moved out of the English sphere
and into the West German Hanseatic sphere,
with Hamburg at its centre, a trade relationship
that lasted into the mid-seventeenth century.

After the conversion to Protestantism the
Danish king started to re-organize the
commercial activity in Iceland. The properties
of the men from Hamburg were confiscated
and the king took over their fishing industry.
This was the first step toward establishing the
Danish monopoly.

During the German period, there were about
35 commercial spots. Merchants from Lubeck
operated mostly in the West Fjords, Thor-
lákshöfn, and Eyrarbakki. Merchants from
Bremen were stationed on the Snaefellsnes
Peninsula, in the West Fjords and the southern
part of the East Fjords, whilst the Hamburgers'
main centre was Hafnarfjördur. Furthermore,
the old Danish Royal Trading Company and a
few Danish merchants were in charge of
commerce in Iceland. It is noteworthy how
many commercial companies had a base in the
south-western part of the country, in some
places even two in the same harbour. Merchants
from Lubeck had bases mostly in the West
fjords, Thorlákshöfn, and Eyrarbakki. Mer-
chants from Bremen were stationed on
Snaefellsnes, in the West Fjords and in the
southern part of the East Fjords, whereas the
Hamburgers' main centre was Hafnarfjördur.

The monopoly of Danish merchants was
established by the king in 1602, and in 1620 a
new company was established which controlled
all commerce in Iceland. There were 36
members of this company – but all but three
lived in Copenhagen. This meant an end to trade
with the men from Hamburg. The company
realized good profits until it was abolished in
1662. At that time the king decided to divide
Iceland into four commercial regions, each of which

was to have a roughly equal number of slaught-
ering harbours and fishing harbours. In addition,
the harbour at Húsavík was used for exporting
sulphur, and Reykjafjördur was a harbour for
shark liver oil.

The consequences of the commercial regions syst-
em started to appear in 1684 as the Danish king
issued new regulations which divided the coun-
try into trade areas. These trade areas were
increased in number and defined more clearly.
Then the king auctioned off the trade rights to
these 24 commercial districts.

These new commercial districts followed, to a
considerable degree, the division of the country
into counties as we know them today, except in
Snaefellsnes, where there were four commercial
districts, three on the Reykjanes Peninsula, and
in the south there were only two because there,
due to the sandy coast, it was very hard to build
harbours. One of the commercial districts in the
south was the Westman Islands and the other
was the commercial centre for the whole
southern lowland with Eyrarbakki as a single
harbour. This commercial district had by far the
most inhabitants, about 10,000 people. Most of
the other commercial districts had about 3000
inhabitants but in areas where there were many
districts and fishing harbours in a small region,
there were few inhabitants in each of these dist-
ricts or about 1000 people.

During the period of the monopoly it was of
course the intention of the authorities to keep
merchants from other countries away. The
Danes did not succeed very well in enforcing
this because Icelanders understandably
maintained connections with other nations as
foreigners were fishing quite close to shore.
These fishing grounds continued to be fre-
quented by the English, Dutch and French.

The Danes were able to maintain a rather tight
control in the south and the west – closest to
their centre of power – but in the West Fjords,

1104

The kkind oof vvessel tthe
Germans aarrived iin.

Commercial ttrade ttowns iin tthe 115-116th
centuries, wwhen GGermans ttraded iin mmost pports.

The DDanes’’ sshare iin tthe ttrade iincreased aafter
1580. TTheir pports aare mmarked wwith ddots.

PLANNING  IN  ICELAND



in the north and the east free commerce thrived.
Obviously, in the remote fjords where people
had great difficulty to get to the designated com-
mercial centres the temptation to do business
with the fishermen who were there was great.

At the beginning of the eighteenth century
Iceland experienced great difficulties to such a
degree that the Hörmangarar merchants, who
held the licence to trade, had to give it up. What
followed was that the bailiff, Skúli Magnússon,
introduced proposals for a different commercial
plan. According to his proposal the number of
merchant harbours should be reduced from 24
to five or six main harbours. Other harbours
should be auxiliary or should be abandoned
altogether. Magnússon proposed the following
five main harbours: Reykjavík, Grundarfjördur,
Dýrafjördur, Akureyri and Reydarfjördur. These
are almost the same places as the Land Com-
mission proposed somewhat later as the lawful
principal commercial centres. The changes they
made were that Ísafjördur replaced Dýrafjördur,
Eskifjördur replaced Reydar-fjördur, and the
Westman Islands was added to the list.

By studying the map above one can realize
how sensible these proposals of Magnússon and
the Land Commission were. In a spatial sense,

the main commercial harbours are logically
selected. It can be argued, however, that the
reional centres that were later developed in these
areas, like Stykkishólmur instead of Grundar-
fjördur and Seydisfjördur instead of Reydar-
fjördur, have been a mistake because they are
not as well suited for becoming regional centres,
given their location and the problems of trans-
portation.

In addition to the main harbours, there were
the auxiliary centres, also shown on the map,
that were also intelligently selected even though
some of them have not developed as much
since, like Reykjafjördur in the West Fjords and
Berufjördur in the south-east corner.

The boldness of these proposals becomes
apparent in light of the fact that Reykjavík was
suggested as the main harbour for the whole
southern lowland in spite of the fact that there
were no bridges over the large rivers at that time.
Furthermore, it was a surprising – though sens-
ible – proposal to suggest only one central
harbour for the whole of the northern part of
the country, namely, in Akureyri.
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As described in the previous section, Skúli
Magnússon had proposed necessary changes in
the system of commerce in the country that,
among other things, advocated a decrease in the
number of commercial harbours.

The possibility of presenting such bold plans
partly originated in the fact that the country was
going through desperate times, so desperate that
cheaper ways to conduct commerce had to be
found. It was also important that the idea of
establishing a few but strong trading stations
would, at the same time, open up opportunities
for strengthening the development of other
types of trade. The many little places in exist-
ence meant such a dispersion of energy that
strong urban centres could not evolve.

The king welcomed these proposals because
by 1759 it had become clear that he had to take
over the commerce and have it conducted at his
own expense. On the other hand, he was not as
impressed by the idea of establishing legalized
trading stations because they would entail
considerable expense for the treasury.

Nevertheless, Magnússon's proposal was
implemented, but again abolished after the first
commercial season. The reason was widespread
dissatisfaction among the public because fewer
harbours meant that the people had to travel
long distances to the trading spots. At that time,
travel was very difficult because the land trans-
portation system was still very poor.

In spite of this, the First Land Commission put
forth a proposal suggesting that there should
only be six main commercial stations in the
country. As a result, the first legalized Icelandic
trading stations were established with a directive
in 1786 and 1787. These trading stations were:
Reykjavík, Grundarfjördur, Ísafjördur, Akureyri,
Eskifjördur and the Westman Islands. The law

that established these trading stations included
many measures for the strengthening of the
stations. As an example, any who would move to
these stations would acquire special citizen's
rights that gave them certain privileges.

It was perfectly clear to the authorities that
they had to try to attract trained tradesmen and
merchants to Iceland. Offers were made to at-
tract such people, which included a free permit
to operate and free building lots together with
building grants. The land for these trading
centres was bought with government funds. The
civilians were also exempted from taxation for
20 years, though they had to pay some monies to
the trade centre and to the trading station itself.
Citizens who operated shops in a legalized trad-
ing centre were also given the right to shop in
other harbours in the same commercial territory.

Subjects of countries other than the Danish
empire could acquire the right by living in the
trading station in question, but they had to
possess at least 300 ríkisdalir.

This experiment in strengthening urban
development produced little result, not least
because the country was undergoing a deep
depression. In spite of this, some people from
Norway and Holsetaland came to Iceland and
tried to start operating in Grundarfjördur,
Ísafjördur, Eskifjördur and Reykjavík, but
quickly gave up. Those who had inherited the
remains of the monopoly trading companies
were therefore in charge of most things in the
trading stations. The villages Grundarfjördur
and the Westman Islands soon dropped out of
this community of trading stat-ions, as did
Ísafjördur later. In 1836, all the commercial stat-
ions were officially abolished with the exception
of Reykjavík. What followed was the strong
growth of independent merchants.
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In 1855 free trade was instituted and a min-
isterial letter from that same year states that the
government had abandoned the plans it pre-
viously had to make the most important trading
spots in Iceland legal trading stations. In spite of
these developments certain rights were gained
by the legalization of the trading stations.
Therefore three places soon sought and got this
legalization: Akureyri in 1862, Ísafjördur in 1866
and Seydisfjördur in 1894.

What followed legalization was that the
inhabitants of these market towns got the right
to establish a town council and they were, at the
same time, made into specific legal jurisdictions.
This meant that these towns were divided from
the county they had been a part of and were put
under the jurisdiction of a sheriff (county magi-
strate); this office is now termed town manager,
except for Reykjavík where the term mayor was
adopted in 1907. After the turn of the century
in 1900, more places acquired legalization as
market towns, e.g., Hafnarfjördur in 1907,
Westman Islands, Siglufjördur in 1918 and
Neskaupsstadur in 1928. Since 1974 more towns
have obtained legal recognition as market towns.

As the map above is compared to the map
made by Magnússon on page105 – keeping the

changes to his proposals by the First Land
Commission in mind – it is obvious that the
main places today are almost the same as those
proposed then, i.e., Reykjavík, Ísafjördur,
Akureyri and later Eskifjördur, which is a village
in the same area as Reydarfjördur in the East.

The prospering of Seydisfjördur in later times
– because of the sea cable and a passenger ferry
– and Neskaupsstadur because of fishing, how-
ever, meant that the proposed centres of
Eskifjördur and Reydarfjördur did not develop
into being "the capital" of the East Fjords, as
had been proposed earlier. The most recent
development, the building of an aluminium
smelter in Reydarfjördur, could make that town
into the strongest urban area in the east.

On the Snaefellsnes Peninsula, Grundar-
fjördur did not become the main centre but
rather Stykkishólmur, and the Westman Islands
became the largest town in the south, even
though Eyrarbakki was for most of the time the
stronger place.

Many of the secondary harbours shown on
Magnússon's map, like Keflavík, Patreksfjördur,
Bíldudalur and Skagaströnd, have grown into
towns of considerable size.
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The interest of the Danish government in
improving services and local government in
Iceland around the mid-eighteenth century
manifested itself among other things in stone
buildings for the new institutions. An Icelandic
official, however, had an important hand in this.
The Bessastadir estate was built in 1761-1766
and somewhat later the governor moved his re-
sidence there from Copenhagen.

The Danish king in this period started to
make Icelanders his officials, importantly Skúli
Magnússon as bailiff in 1749. A stately domicile
for the bailiff was built on the island of Videy in
1752-54. It was largely thanks to Magnússon
that Reykjavík was selected as a place for the
New Industries. At the Nes farm on the Sel-
tjarnarnes Peninsula, a stately building was built
in 1761-65 as a home and workplace for newly
appointed doctor for the nation, Bjarni Pálsson,
a position now termed Surgeon General.

But in spite of all this, the most important de-
cision that resulted in making the south-west
and the surrounding area a future region of
governance and a place for the capital city was
that of the Second Land Commission, namely, to
move the bishop's seat at Skálholt to Reykjavík,
together with the school.

What followed was that the cathedral, the seat
of the bishop, was built in Reykjavík and the
Skálholt School was re-established at Hólavellir,
close to Reykjavík. Furthermore, a decision was
made to move the Althing parliament to
Reykjavík, though it was only in session there
for two years before it was abolished in 1800. All
these decisions were based on the idea of creat-
ing a stronger and more modern type of gov-
ernment in Iceland and also of establishing
headquarters for various social institutions, such
as a prison, medical centre and school, together
with the Althing and the cathedral.

This type of decision would today be seen as
forceful at the level of county planning. Today
the nationwide planning level in Iceland is very
weak. Decisions on the location of institutions,
for example, have been mostly guided by the
need of political parties to meet the vocal
demands of the countryside that it should get its
share of public institutions. Most people realize
that this policy has meant that the places where
the institutions have been moved to have not
been much helped by this and in some cases
moving the institutions out of Reykjavík has
meant weakening them, or at the least, delays in
fulfilling their objectives. These examples
demonstrate how bad the lack of strong, central
and overarching power really is. This conclusion
becomes very graphic in contrast to the positive
aspects of the very remarkable proposals of
Magnússon and of the Land Commissions
some 200 years ago.

What we now have in Iceland is a weak
government that has little interest in forming a
sensible settlement policy, a government that
commonly is characterized by drifting in
response to the pressures of special interest
groups rather than applying sensible measures
with the view of serving the interests of the
country as a whole.

It is a point of interest that the migration of
institutions in Reykjavík in the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries occurred most often in two
steps. First they were moved into the
neighbouring regions and then somewhat later
into the village or the town itself. The main
reasons for this were that, given the great
financial difficulties of the time, the Danish
monarchy saw it as a sensible measure to
provide the institutions with good farms
because farm income helped the official to run
the institution in a more economical way. The
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DEVELOPMENT TOWARDS  A CAPITAL CITY

decision may also have been influenced by the
fact that the elite at the time, in most cases, were
country squires who owned large herds of live-
stock and employed a large number of people.
Many of the officials were brought up on such
large farms and wanted to maintain the lifestyle
they had grown used to, thus actually becoming
gentlemen farmers. Also, in some cases it was a
common view that it was advisable to maintain
some distance from the centre of power that
Reykjavík had already started to become. As
Reykjavík became more like a full-fledged town,
the number of officials and official duties also
had grown in volume and the interactions
among the institutions had increased. Therefore
it then became a logical step to move these
institutions into Reykjavík itself.

It is of interest to observe how this same patt-
ern of two-step migration also has occurred in
modern times. This happened as people from
the countryside moved, as a first step, into little
fishing villages close by. The early migration to
Dalvík is an example, the second step being that
people migrated from there to Akureyri.

Today the third step is the migration from
towns to Reykjavík. Most commonly it is not the

adults that migrate bur their children. To sum
this up: a place like Akureyri maintains its numb-
er of inhabitants partly by a steady stream of
people from the neighbouring communities.
One can compare this model to a barrel where
water both flows in as well as out. As the flow
into these places started to be reduced in the last
decade of the twentieth century many of these
places started to have a "level surface" or even a
declining one. Today, to a certain extent, we can
observe a fourth step of this migration process,
as those who have obtained the most education
and want to be a part of the international com-
munity migrate from Reykjavík to other
countries.

Recently there have been attempts to counter-
act this tendency, for instance by building up
knowledge industries in Reykjavík, but it is still
too early to tell if these attempts will succeed. If
Icelanders are not able to reduce the flow of
knowledge and able people out of the Capital
Area to other countries then the country, in due
time, will suffer ever more from this brain drain.
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It is a pleasant legend that the first settler of the
country, Ingólfur Arnarson, was the one who laid
down the first line in the future plan of the
capital city to be. This he did by laying out a path
from his farm to the landing place along the
shore at Grófin. This path later became the
main street of Reykjavík. Whether the story that
Arnarson was the first settler is true or not we
do not know, but it remains a fact that in this
place the farm of Vík stood, together with a
church, from very early times.

As historians try to trace the historical
development from the presumed settlement of
Arnarson and his kinsmen, they soon enter a
500 year void of data on settlements in the area.
We therefore know nothing about what was
taking place there till around 1400, with the
appearance of the register of church properties
and various other documents.

As Skúli Magnússon and his collaborators
selected this farm of Reykjavík – which at the
time had become the property of the king – as
a place for the factory village for his New
Industries, it seems that this was not in any way
decided because of the story that the first settler
had lived there. Nevertheless, it is a pleasant
coincidence that the ancient sea path would 850
years later be the first street to be built in the
industrial hamlet of Reykjavík. A review of old
documents gives no sign that the founders of
the hamlet were aware that its foundation might
lead to an industrial village which might develop
into the future capital of the country.

As the selection process for the hamlet took
place, Reykjavík was in no way an automatic
choice. There was another, even better option:
the commercial village of Hafnarfjördur. The
farm Vík primarily had, as a positive feature,
being close to the Hólmur harbour in Örfirisey.

It is likely that what turned the scales for
Reykjavík as a future place of power was its
location directly between the two main centres
of power, Bessastadir and Videy Island, where
Magnússon settled.

Most buildings of the New Industries stood
in Adalstraeti, which at the time had a Danish
name meaning Main Street (as does the Iceland-
ic). For a long time that name was apt. The old
church and cemetery was on the south-east side
where the statue of Magnússon now stands.

The next important thing in the development
of the village of Reykjavík was that official
institutions were moved there. The first was a
prison, built in 1760, east of the creek that at
that time flowed out of the Lake. This building
today is the Office of the Prime Minister. The
next step in the development was that the
warehouses of the king's trading company on
Hólmur were first moved to the trading centre
on Örfirisey and then into the village. Following
the decision of the First Land Commission the
building of the cathedral, made of stone, started
in 1790; this construction now forms the lower
part of the present cathedral. The stone for the
church was brought on sledges in the winter
from Grjóti Hill over Austurvöllur square. This
was quite an occurrence in this quiet little
village.

Shortly before 1800, the offices of the bailiff
and the high court, the precursor of the
Supreme Court, were moved to Reykjavík even
though no special buildings had been con-
structed for them. A school building, on the
other hand, was erected at Hólavellir, where the
Althing parliament conducted its last two
assemblies in 1799 and 1800, before being
disbanded.

Soon after the village had received legalization
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as a market town in 1786, a considerable num-
ber of merchant ships started to come to Ice-
land. To start with, the merchants carried on
their business out on the ships, but later some of
them built storage houses just above the tide
line. After about a decade, or around 1800, an
unbroken line of commercial houses had been
built in a soft curve along the beach. This is the
southern side of today´s Hafnarstraeti Street.

Along the shore the merchants laid out fish to
dry in the sun and the wealthiest of them built
long wooden jetties out over the shallow beach
in front of the commercial houses. Behind their
houses the merchants maintained vegetable
gardens. Where these gardens ended a path soon
started to develop and on the other side of the
path the next row of buildings started to be
built. This later became the southern side of the
street, today called Austurstraeti (East Street).
The first house to be built in Austurstraeti is
now number 22 and was built in 1802; a number
of shops and restaurants have been operated in
this building for over 200 years.

Following the increase of traffic in and round
the little town, Reykjavík started to develop
along the two main routes into the village. One
of them since olden times approached Reykjavík
from the south, crossing over the Fossvogur
brook when coming from the direction of
Hafnarfjördur. The other entered the Reykjavík
peninsula at the River Ellidaá and followed the
Bústadaháls crest to Reykjavík. On Öskjuhlíd
Hill (close to the modern airport) these two
routes joined and proceeded westwards towards
Skólavörduholt, then over Arnarhóll Hill and
down to the stream's estuary. Before bridges had
been built over the stream it was easy to pass it
as it spread out on the shore. From here the
country people rode up on the shoreline in front
of the trading houses.

The main route from Reykjavík to the

settlements further west, i.e., to the settlements
that ran along today's Vesturgata, was the West
Road. Another road led south to Skildinganes,
where people could take a ferry to Bessastadir.
This road is still called the South Road. From
this road, two roads went to the west, the one
the Landakot Path, now called Túngata, the
other, further south, passing the Hólavellir
School. One path went to the south-east, pass-
ing the Lake.

The number of buildings increased slowly.
Around 1830 two buildings were built in what is
now Thorvaldsen Street. One of these was the
pharmacy, which stood there for quite some
time. This gave a form to the green rectangle
called Austurvöllur Square. This park soon be-
came "holy" among the townspeople, who
registered their protest against building there
with a petition in the mid-nineteenth century.
Their protest was successful.

In 1838 the first timber houses were built east
of the brook along a new path leading into
town, today's Bankastraeti (Bank Street). This is
the Bernhöft group. A fight for its survival took
place around 1970 because of awakening inter-
est in the preservation of heritage landmarks.
Higher up on the hill more houses were built
somewhat later, most of them in what became
Thingholt Street.

To the east and west of Reykjavík, outside the
grounds of the trading station, huts for day
labourers and fishermen and other small
cottages started to be built. Originally, most of
them were built west of Grófin and to the west
of the New Industries buildings. Later, the
number of these small farms increased to the
point where they were grouped as an "area" or
"village", taking their name from the original
sea-going farms: Sels-hverfi, Hlídarhúsa-torfan,
Skugga-hverfi and Grjóta-thorp.
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Earlier sections have described how the various
systems of the country were formed during a
1000 years of history. These first systems or
infrastructures were the basic elements in the
forming of society. The minimal and gradual
development of the systems that did take place
– for example, commerce and transportation –
was dispersed over numerous sites and thus did
not serve as one interactive system.

This developing of infrastructures took such
a long time that we are barely able to discern any
progress – not more than we can see, when
looking at a watch, that the hands are moving. In
the course of time, however, certain found-
ations for the formation of a modern society
had evolved.

Because of the conviction that the Danish
government harboured in the nineteenth
century, i.e., that the advancement of society
was dependent on specialization and strat-
ification, including the formation of villages, the
Danes were very supportive of the forming of
urban centres in Iceland.

Moreover, around 1800 the impetus to
progress was supported by the fact that, due to
the catastrophes that had hit the country, it was
necessary to adjust and restructure. In many
ways, the Danish rulers were open-minded,
whereas the Icelanders were still in many ways
fettered in bondage in the stagnant world of
inactivity and rural living. In spite of this
backwardness, it became a key feature in the
search for progress that Icelanders were
increasingly appointed as government officials.

The influence of the Romantic Movement, which
encouraged nations to discover and respect their
national characteristics, also sparked a national

awakening among Icelanders and the desire for
progress. Foreign revolutions, notably the
French Revolution, encouraged people to take
matters into their own hands to a greater extent.

A group of Icelandic students and scholars
who were living in Copenhagen were greatly
encouraged by these ideologies and banded
together as the Fjölnir Group. They expressed
their fascination with the tenets of the Romantic
Movement in poems and articles and made a
strong point that Iceland had to demand
independence from Denmark and that the
nation needed to pull itself out of the misery
and poverty that had prevailed in Iceland during
the preceding centuries. The Golden Age – the
Ancient Age, as recorded in the sagas, when the
nation reached high levels of culture in various
areas – was a great inspiration to these men and
later a great encouragement to the nation as a
whole in its struggle for independence.

The Fjölnir Group understood that if the
functions of government were to be carried out
in Iceland rather than in Denmark, a centre or
capital town had to be built. Most of the Fjölnir
men wanted this to be at Thingvellir, the site of
the Althing in the old days of the Com-
monwealth. Others understood better that a
centre for a modern society needed to have a
connection to the coast backed by close
connections with the sites of multifaceted
activities and economic pursuits. To these
people Reykjavík seemed a natural option but
officials and academics debated whether
Reykjavík was worthy of becoming the future
centre of Iceland. Reykjavík, at the time, was
weak and unsightly and hardly an emblem to
induce a fighting spirit. What prevailed was,
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rather, the realism of people like Jón Sigurdsson
who recognized the potential of Reykjavík as
the best place to focus the energies of the
nation.

Reykjavík, at the time, was mostly governed
by the Danish elite of officials and merchants,
and Danish was the primary language. The free-
dom fighters did not think it was very agreeable
to move Icelandic institutions into this Danish
environment, a town inhabited by people who
did not want to part from Denmark. The realist
Sigurdsson understood the necessity of coming
to an agreement on Reykjavík and he wrote
down his thoughts on this as follows: "People
have for a long time hated Reykjavík because it
is Danish wretchedness and against all the
national characteristics of Iceland. But it seems
to me that we will be able to make it Icelandic if
we only want to."

This realistic view persisted and various addi-
tional activities and functions slowly continued
to move into Reykjavík. The most important of
these steps was the re-establishing of the
Althing and the move of the Latin School from
Bessastadir to Reykjavík – the two greatest steps
towards making Reykjavík a national capital.

A stately building was built on the slope east
of the stream for the Latin School, which still
operates but is now named the Reykjavík Upper
Secondary School. There, the first meeting of
the re-established Althing parliament took place
in 1845. At first, the Althing was held every
other year as an advisory assembly. As a new
constitution was given to Iceland in 1874 the
Althing became a legislative body, and the
assemblies started to take place every summer
even though only a small number of the
members of parliament lived in Reykjavík.

Several additional steps towards making Reyk-
javík a centre took place and even though they
were not very big they were numerous and
gradually added up. The officials, who earlier
only wanted to live in the vicinity of Reykjavík
in order to have the support of nearby large
farms, moved one after the other into the town
– the governor, the bailiff, the chief judges, and
the national doctor and pharmacist.

Various activities moved with these officials to
Reykjavík, for example, the Jardabókar Fund
with the bailiff, a fund that was the predecessor
of the State Treasury. All official taxes were paid
into this fund from 1683 to 1871 and the various
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expenses of the state were paid by the fund. An
innovation took place: part of the interest
earned on the monies in this fund was used for
loans to farmers against a lien on their property.

Some other officials were also in charge of
funds and therefore could loan money, primarily
the bishop and secretary of the Supreme Court.
Formal banking procedures were not introduced
until much later. A problem that stood in the
way was that in order to be able to grant loans
and to run a bank it was necessary to be able to
provide a property lien as collateral for the loan.
Banks in Denmark did not accept Icelandic liens
if the buildings were not insured and the people
of Reykjavík had to fight a hard battle, for a long
time, to be allowed to join The Fire Insurance
Association of Danish Trade Centres.

Quite understandably, the insurance comp-
anies demanded that certain fire regulations be
introduced and complied with. The need to
establish such regulations became the incentive
for the establishment of The Building Commission
of Reykjavík in 1838. This commission got the
task of assuring that all areas and buildings were
planned in the right way, for example, with
enough distance between them, and also that
certain fire prevention measures had been taken.

Finally in 1874, the board of the Danish
Insurance Association agreed to accept
Reykjavík into the association with certain
preconditions. The buildings in town, with the
exception of the turf huts, were now required to
be insured and could be accepted as collateral
against a loan.

As real estate-backed loans became possible,
building activity in town increased significantly
and this gave Reykjavík an advantage over other
trading centres in the country. One of the
demands of the insurance association was that
Reykjavík should be surveyed and a map made.
This map became the basis for the work of the
building commission and made its tasks easier.
As for social concerns, there is no doubt that the
political struggles and revolutions of the
working class in Europe had much influence in
loosening the grip of the Danish king on the
power system and therefore the grip of the
Danes on Icelanders in general. One of the
greatest advancements on the road to freedom
was that the Danish king gave up certain
monarchical rights in 1848, which led to the
establishment of a national assembly in
Denmark. This development helped the
Icelanders to get their own constitution and a
legislative parliament in 1874. Increased
freedom of the press that same year led among
other things to the establishing of two Reykjavík

newspapers: Thjódólfur and Lanzbladid. These
newspapers provided a forum for matters
concerning Reykjavík. Later, other newspapers
were established, like Ísafold, published by Björn
Jónsson, and Dagskrá issued by Einar
Benediktsson. Both of these men were enthu-
siastic about planning the development of
Reykjavík and wrote a good deal about it at the
turn of the century in 1900.

Many steps were also taken concerning com-
merce and occupational activity in Reykjavík in
the nineteenth century. Ocean fishing and the
catch increased steadily, especially in Reykjavík,
but also in other villages on the south-west
corner of Iceland.

By 1870 two thirds of exported maritime
products from Iceland came from the fisheries
in Faxaflói Bay, primarily from Gullbringa
County and from Reykjavík. At the end of the
century, Reykjavík handled one fifth of imports
and one sixth of exports. One of the greatest
advancements towards making Reykjavík a
stronger import and export centre occurred in
1876 as regular coastal shipping started with a
grant from the Landssjódur fund. To save ex-
penses, the coastal ship and the main postal ship
were scheduled to meet in Seydisfjördur, but in
1880 a public meeting in Reykjavík issued a
declaration that the town should be the centre
for shipping directly to foreign countries.

People were suspicious that the Danish
merchants would use their influence to protect
the old system so that they could do business
with the small commercial centres in the
countryside instead of taking part in strength-
ening Reykjavík. It was therefore a part of the
fight for independence to be relieved of the
stranglehold of the commercial system that was
dispersed widely in rather isolated spots, where
the powerful Danish merchants tried to main-
tain this system and therefore fought against
free trade in Reykjavík. There the merchants had
less opportunity to arrange prices to their own
advantage.

In 1888 an important change came about,
namely that coastal and foreign shipping was
directed to Reykjavík. This meant that Reykja-
vik's share of the exports and imports further
increased. In 1905, one third of the imports and
a little less than one fourth of the exports went
through the harbour of Reykjavík. The other
most important commercial harbours in the
country were Ísafjördur, Akureyri and Seydis-
fjördur.

At the same time as people fought to make
Reykjavík a centre of sea transportation another
struggle took place to improve land
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transportation in the country. Here it was of
primary importance to improve the trans-
portation routes connecting Reykjavík and the
neighbouring regions in order to make it
possible for the farmers to bring their goods to
the free market operating there. With the better
roads the inhabitants of Reykjavík gradually ac-
quired more possibility to enjoy fresh agri-
cultural produce.

The building up of planned transportation
facilities took many decades and the years of
bridge building in Reykjavík and its vicinity are
good measuring stones to delineate the achieve-
ments reached in the improvement of trans-
portation. The first bridge over the brook in
Reykjavík was built in 1887 and the stone bridge
at the end of Bankastraeti in 1866. Bridges for
heavy loads were built over the Fossvogur and
Kópavogur streams in 1895.

At this point the Age of Wagons began with
some force, which meant pressure on the
authorities to build roads for these wagons for
some distances into the countryside. The roads
up to the Hellisheidi heath and into Hvalfjördur
Fjord and to the south to the Reykjanes Pen-
insula were therefore extended year by year.

The greatest barriers to travel were the large
rivers and therefore construction of bridges
over them was an enormous event in the life of
the nation. Because these bridges opened the
large agricultural areas in the south they also
opened up the possibility of increased co-
operation among these farming regions and
Reykjavík. The biggest achievements were the
building of the Ölfusá Bridge in 1891 and the
Thjórsá Bridge in 1895.

A very important achievement in the
transport of the inner part of Faxaflói Bay was
the introduction of small steamboats that
served the area and connected the settlements.
These boats were primarily directed into Hval-
fjördur and the Akranes Peninsula because the
road connections to these areas and farther to
the west and north were limited. It was not until
1932 a road was opened round Hvalfördur. The
first steamship, Faxi, in 1891. The next boat,
Elín, started operating in 1893 and made 26 trips
to Borgarnes, 65 to Akranes, 40 to Keflavík and
25 to Vogar, as well as 15 trips to Gardur, 13 to
Staumsfjördur and 12 to Hafnarfjördur. The
Elín carried a total of 2716 passengers as well as
a considerable amount of cargo.
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The next steamship to operate in the bay was
called Reykjavík, beginning in 1897. This was a
rather large boat, 80 tons, taking 200 passengers
in three classes. The Reykjavík sailed in Faxaflói
Bay each summer until 1907. The fact that the
town of Reykjavík by now had become such a
commercial centre provided a foundation for
introducing several specialized services and
special types of commerce.

An obstacle in this movement towards free-
dom was that the merchants only bartered with
the poor for an exchange of goods as only
officials were in possession of money and
therefore had the freedom to choose where to
do business. This situation did not change until
around 1900.

The establishing of wholesale companies in
Reykjavík at the beginning of the twentieth
century meant that the final step towards a
modern commercial system had been reached.
Now it was mostly Icelandic wholesalers that
bought goods for resale.

The same also happened in the field of
exportation with the establishment of a union
of producers that soon saw to the largest part of
the export trade. This meant the creation of
many new jobs in Reykjavík and it also meant
that Reykjavík developed further as an export,
commercial and financial centre.

A very big step for Icelanders to get com-
merce into their own hands was the establish-
ment of The Icelandic Steamship Company in 1912.
A little later the start of World War I, and later
in 1940 of World War II, it turned out to be an
advantage to the country in some respects. The
wartime situation meant that the Danes did not
have as much chance to influence matters in
Iceland as before.

With the advent of World War I Icelanders
started – as they continued to do during World
War II – to direct their commerce to countries
other than Denmark, for example, to the Medi-
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terranean and later to North America, mainly
selling salt fish.

This development of commerce also meant
that the exportation of unprocessed agricultural
goods decreased. Earlier live sheep and horses
were sold out of the country, but as processing
plants were established – like the slaughterhouse
in the south in 1907 – farmers received much
more money by selling their animals directly to
the plants. Exportation of wet fish also dropped
as fish processing in Iceland increased.

One feature that was lacking was a very
limiting factor in this development and that was
the poor, unprotected harbour in Reykjavík.
During World War I the construction of a large
harbour was started and completed in 1917. The
new harbour meant a revolution because large
cargo ships could now be docked at a pier,
making it easy to load and unload them.

Two other important steps in the ad-
vancement of the country were the establishing
of The Iceland Bank in 1904 and the telegraphic sea
cable link to Europe in 1906. The telegraph and
the bank were also of use to other towns in the
country like Akureyri and Seydisfjördur, but the
prime advantage for Reykjavík was the new
harbour.

World War I made Reykjavík a much greater
centre in terms of commerce and trans-
portation than before and Reykjavík's share in
commercial shipping from abroad rose to 70%,
which meant that the number of agencies and
wholesale companies in Reykjavík had grown to
34 by the end of the war.

The new activity and the specialized services
that were built up in Reykjavík in this period led
also to the development of still other branches
of service. These service industries also served
the neighbouring communities of Reykjavík and
some of them the whole country as well.
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In the nineteenth century, the various buildings
in the Reykjavík area were very dispersed and
could almost be seen as an assembly of small
farms rather than a town. This was caused by
the fact that many of the inhabitants had sheds
for their livestock, patches of grass for grazing
by their houses, and those who did not have
farm stock had patches for sun-drying fish and
fishnets, whilst almost all the townspeople had
large potato gardens.

The inhabitants of Reykjavík increasingly
grew their own food because transportation
from the neighbouring areas, which could have
provided the food needed, was not sufficiently
developed at this time. The growth of the town
at the end of the nineteenth century – because
of the fishing – meant an increasing demand for
land for grazing and vegetable gardens. What
followed was that Reykjavík became one of the
largest agricultural areas in the country, and
because of this urgent need for an adequate
food supply, great leaps in its development were
achieved. Many ideologists were at work in this
field, like Einar Helgason, who established, at
the turn of the century in 1900, The Centennial
Gardens, and the Surgeon General Söebeck, who
introduced vegetables of various types to the
inhabitants of Reykjavík. He also supplied them
with seeds and introduced the cultivation of
flowers.

All this agricultural production demanded
fertilizer that gradually became scarce so people
searched for it wherever they could. A need for
new farms to produce food for the town was
met by allocating leaseholds on behalf of the
town. This need for agricultural land also meant
that the town council bought most of the
farmland in the neighbourhood in order to
secure enough land for cultivation and grazing.

In later times this buying of land turned out
to be quite advantageous for Reykjavík. This
public ownership of land is one of the
underlying reasons why there has not been
much residential segregation in Reykjavík based
on how expensive the lots were, simply because
the town supplied everybody with rented lots at
a similar price.

At the turn of the century in 1900 chemical
fertilizers had not yet been introduced, so
people had to make use of organic fertilizer.
This practice would be seen as very positive
within the ideology of sustainability that is
dominant today. What followed from the use of
organic fertilizers was that a stark smell engulfed
the town, primarily from the manure that was
dispersed over fields and gardens.

The police regulations of 1890, modelled on a
Danish regulation, made cleanliness a priority, as
had become a necessity in European cities. The
regulations, however, did not recognize the need
of the people of Reykjavík to use all obtainable
organic waste as fertilizer. The town council was
given the task of cleaning the privies but the
regulation was not enforced because the field
owners protested. They responded by forming
The Fertilizer Association of Cultivators in 1904 and
took over the task of emptying the privies in
Reykjavík. The human waste thus recovered was
collected in a manure hut on the south side of
Skólavörduholt Hill and dispersed over fields all
over town during the spring, even in the city
centre.

Another example of how dirty Reykjavík was
in the early twentieth century was that
slaughtering mostly took place outdoors at the
shops and also at most homes in town. In some
cases there were great problems of getting rid of
the wastes from the slaughtering, which grew in
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volume, as can be seen from the fact that there
were about 26,000 sheep slaughtered in Reykja-
vík in 1907.

The veterinarian Matthías Einarsson describes
the situation in Thjódólfur in 1903: "…most often
the killing field is selected at the back of the
houses where privies and other filth are to be
found. In these narrow back spaces, often doz-
ens or hundreds of sheep were killed and in the
process an ample and unbelievable amount of
dung and blood collected there. As the soil ab-
sorbs the waste, some of it goes into the ground
while other remains just lie there. In this way,
often quite big pools form and people and
animals have to wade through it day after day."
Another difficulty was that the sewage drains
that ran along the streets were open and in fact
it was not until 1902 that the first closed drain
was laid in Aegisgata Street.

In the era of free spirit and prosperity that
was starting after the turn of the century in
1900, it was natural that the desire to improve
the town's standards of cleanliness should grow,
as well as to improve the town's atmosphere.
The town therefore initiated several steps
toward establishing necessary public utilities
such as the water supply system in 1909 and the
gas distribution system in 1910.

The operation of the gas station at Hlemmur
resulted in the production of tar as a by-
product. By mixing the tar with gravel the
inhabitants of Reykjavík suddenly had asphalt
that could be used to pave the streets in the
downtown area. A steamroller to flatten the
asphalt was bought in 1912. This made the town
much cleaner. In this same period the building
of concrete houses started, the first being the
Baron cow byre in 1898. Telephone lines were
strung from telephone poles. Clubs and organ-
izations for trades, sports and leisure activities of
various types were also established.

This whole modernization process called for
new ideas as to how these new aspects of town
life could be arranged in a most sensible way.
The need for foresight was stressed. Many
people, for example, pointed out that the streets
had been built too narrow for the new means of
transportation, which included people on horse-
back, wagons and, from 1913 on, automobile
traffic.

Páll Briem commented on this in an article in
1904: "The streets of Reykjavík are so narrow
that men riding horseback often cannot proceed
without hesitation. One cannot see how the
inhabitants of Reykjavík plan to install trams in
the town. In Copenhagen, people go on bicycles
everywhere, but this would be difficult in

Reykjavík." The problem of too narrow streets
is one of the most important of the classical
problems in planning, and it has often been
necessary to make the town council understand
that it is better to have some foresight in the
arrangement of the settlement.

The Building Committee of Reykjavík often
had to struggle to be able to put more foresight
into practice, for example, in deciding the width
of streets. The lack of money was a part of the
problem, too, because in many cases the town
had to buy the land from private owners in order
to broaden the streets.

The necessary width of streets is of course
based on the transportation technology at any
given time. In the latter part of the nineteenth
century horses, wagons and pedestrians defined
the width; space was required, for instance, for
two packhorses or a packhorse and a rider to
pass one another. In 1902, the town hired the
first city engineer, Knud Zimsen. Zimsen had a
good understanding of traffic and other
technical aspects of planning and determined
most of the layout of the streets and other
planning concerns. He conceived the idea of a
Ring Road with a tramline running along it.

Let us now look round this young and grow-
ing town. The number of inhabitants had in-
creased rapidly and the building of residential
space was therefore in great demand. From 1900
– 1915 the number of inhabitants more than
doubled, i.e., from about 5,800 to 14,200.

After 1915 the increase in population
remained rather stable or about 1000 per year. It
is a pleasant coincidence that the number of
inhabitants, in thousands, followed approxi-
mately the last two numbers of the year all the
way up to 1945 as the annual increase sped up
and became more than 1000 per year.

Most of the workers that had migrated to
Reykjavík built their own houses, as remained
the custom for the most of the twentieth
century. The potential building areas of the
western part of the Thingholt as well as the
Skuggi districts gradually filled up. Because of
old buildings that sometimes stood in the path
where a new street should continue, it often
took quite a long time until the street could be
completed. Hverfisgata Street, for example, was
not connected to downtown until 1910. The
large fields of Arnarhóll and Landakot, to the
east and west of the downtown area, caused
new settlement areas to be some distance from
downtown and these new neighbourhoods to be
shaped in the form of a U around these fields.
These fields are one of the reasons why newer
buildings sometimes later arose close to
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downtown, whereas older neighbourhoods are
located further away, for instance west of the
Landakot Hill at Braedraborgarstígur, Brekk-
ustígur and Framnesvegur streets. Downtown
and around the Lake the more prosperous built
many fine wooden houses. There the Age of
Wooden Houses reached its peak. Some of
these buildings still stand, as for example Hótel
Vík and the Idnó Theatre.

New complete streets that were added in this
period included Tjarnargata and Midstræti. A
new time was dawning and now a few concrete
buildings, like that of Thórshamar and The
Women's School started to be constructed.

But it is more than just buildings and streets
that form the shape of a town. A community is
known for its quality of human life. At this time
most jobs were performed outdoors and even if
the lack of shelter was bad the outdoor activity
gave the town a pleasant aura. It also meant that
people could keep up with what was going on,
an opportunity that improves the understanding
of society. In contrast, nowadays people
frequently try to close and fence off all work
locations, an approach that results in making
city life less transparent and vibrant than before.
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The stone fields used to sun-dry flatfish gave
the environment a distinct character. This
activity required a great deal of space and these
stone fields extended from the downtown area
both to the west and east. The fishing com-
panies constructed their buildings in these fields
and some of them had piers along the coast in
front of their main buildings.

The increase in fishing and the improved eco-
nomy meant that the town treasury also
prospered. Reykjavik could therefore venture
into projects of various kinds. The most famous
of these were the building of a harbour and also
construction of various facilities that contri-
buted to health and cleanliness. Regular street
sweeping was started in 1909 and in the same
year a water wagon, pulled by a horse, was
bought. It was used to sprinkle the dirt mud
streets to lessen the dust.

Many projects were constantly underway in
these years and there were open ditches every-
where because of the laying of sewage, water or
gas mains. The use of the telephone became
widespread, but as telephone lines were not yet
buried, rows of telephone poles were erected
along the streets, some of them carrying up to
100 wires For a short time, this was also the
period of horSE drawn vehicles: two-wheeled
carriages, carts, and stagecoaches to carry the
mail, as seen so often in cowboy films.

In the winter there was some sleigh traffic in
the streets, especially when ice cut from the
Lake was put into the three icehouses for
keeping cool. Sleds could be seen running
rapidly down to the harbour to the Nordal ice-
house. Their drivers stood up and spurred the
horses on with cries and calls.

Coolleecting iicee ffroom  tthee LLakee,
wheeree tthee iiceehoousees sstooood..

Fields ffor ddryingg ffish sstretched oout ffrom KKvosin. TThis pplot wwas llocated bbetween BBjarnaborgg aand
the vviti ((the EEngglish wword ffor aa lligghthouse). VVitastíggur sstreet iis nnamed aafter tthat lligghthouse.

DEVELOPMENT TOWARDS  A CAPITAL CITY

TThhiiss ddrriillll wwaass bboouugghhtt ffoorr ddrriilllliinngg ffoorr ccoolldd wwaatteerr bbuutt
llaatteerr ssttrruucckk ggoolldd bbyy ggeettttiinngg ggeeootthheerrmmaall wwaatteerr..



1120

The year 1915 certainly can be said to have
marked the beginning a focused discussion on
planning in Reykjavík. In the spring there was a
large fire in the town centre. Twelve wooden
houses, adjacent or close to each other, burned
down, resulting in heated conversations that
placed the blame on faulty planning.

The Danish architect Alfred Raavad, a half-
brother of Thor Jensen, wrote articles on
planning that were also published in Danish
newspapers a year later. In the same year
Gudmundur Hannesson, a physician, wrote the first
Icelandic book on building and planning
concerns, a book that was published the follow-
ing year. This book, or treatise, was the found-
ation for a bill on planning which came before
the parliament in 1917 and which, with some
alterations, was enacted by the Althing in 1921.
Raavad was, among other things, a planner in
the USA. He had come to Iceland before and
had then put down on paper his first ideas for a
regional plan for the Capital Area.

The central aspect in Raavad's ideas was that
the city should be built up, in the area between
the two settlement Reykjavík and Hafnarfjördur.

Most people will agree that this would have been
a sensible policy. As can be seen in the sketch on
this page, Raavad proposed a centre for the
Capital Area extending from downtown
Reykjavík to Skerjafjördur. He also proposed
that a govern-mental centre and a cathedral
should be built on Öskjuhlíd, which then would
have become a kind of Acropolis.

The elaborations of Gudmundur Hannesson
in his book were more practical and belong, for
the most part, to the subject of building con-
cerns as well as environmental and health
matters that all are issues closely connected to
planning. For a long time it has been a habit in
Iceland to talk about planning in "the narrow
sense", i.e., primarily about what concerns the
outer appearance of, for example, buildings and
the placement of monuments. Hannesson's
focusing on the narrower aspects of planning
has undoubtedly been responsible for the fact
that some of the main aspects of planning, like
the development and organization of settle-
ments, have been subject to very little formal
discussion until recent decades.

Hannesson was concerned with a multitude of
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aspects connected to planning and local plans.
For instance, he pointed out the need for regula-
tions specifying the maximum height of
buildings along the streets because the appear-
ance of Reykjavík was, at that time, very chaotic,
consisting of high and low houses in a random
mixture. Another point Hannesson stressed was
to decide whether a street line should be
detached or continuous. Because of the lack of
regulations fire walls were built in many places
even if it was totally uncertain whether a
building would ever be built next to the wall.

One of the most important features that
Hannesson dealt with in his book was the need
for zoning of activities. Zoning had, at this time,
become a very important task in the planning of
untidy industrial cities abroad and he was
influenced by this discussion. To make his
point, Hannesson, ever the physician, writes
with deep understanding about how wrong was
the joining of the Southland Slaughter House
next to the French Hospital (now the Lindar-
gata School). Another example he criticized was
the placing of icehouses in the middle of a re-
sidential area, as by the Lake.

The plan of 1927 made some attempts at
managing land use according to a zoning
scheme but later the result was "sterilization"
and bedroom neighbourhoods that lacked life.
Hannesson also talked about squares, gardens
and playgrounds, which were understandable
because increasing open spaces, in dense urban
areas abroad, were very important for im-
proving the health situation.

There was little building activity in the World
War I years, outside of the downtown area. The
lack of food, an epidemic of Spanish Influenza,
and a period of extremely cold weather drained
the townspeople of energy.

The less availability of food meant that the
people held on tighter to their vegetable gardens
and grazing areas and as a matter of fact a
number of new farms were established in the
eastern part of the peninsula to order to
increase the food supply.. The widespread areas
of these new farms, together with allotments
for agricultural use during the depression so
that the people could survive – similar to
colonial gardens in Europe, later meant that
Reykjavik had widespread, large open areas.

During World War I the transportation of
milk and other agricultural produce from the
southern lowland was the start of a new devel-
opment, the rapid increase in importation of
goods into the Reykjavík area, which had the
effect of bringing about a gradual decrease in
cultivation and farming within the town limits.
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Following the first planning law of 1921, a
committee was established in 1924 to draw up a
master plan for Reykjavík, a plan that was com-
pleted in 1927. This plan actually is both a
master plan and a detail plan. It shows every
single house, besides many other details.

The main characteristics of the plan are that
little difference is made between main thorough-
fares and residential streets and that a con-
tinuous row of buildings was proposed to line
most streets. Because of this, there is much
disturbance today from the traffic in the old part
of town, especially in streets that are now used
as main arteries. The Ring Road, embracing the
town, is an exception.

As this plan was drawn up, already about half
of this area had been formed and new planning
details mainly appeared on the south side of
Skólavörduholt Hill and Landakot Hill close to
Sólvellir.

The plan, for the most part, followed the
custom of letting the streets divide areas into
spaces of a suitable length and breadth, with, in
most cases, buildings lining the streets. This kind
of plan is sometimes called a chessboard or a
block plan and is widely known in older cities. In
the newer areas ample space was given for
residential areas with detached houses. The plan
also prescribed the height of buildings.

Because of the lack of space downtown, the
plan disperses some institutions, such as the
various ministries, for example, in Lindargata
Street on the northern part of Arnarhóll Hill,
and Arnarhvolur and the Supreme Court. Today
the construction of ministries in this area is still
under way.

One proposal was to make the top of
Skólavörduholt Hill a kind of Acropolis with a
church, university, other schools, museums, etc.
Today the sites of Hallgrím's Church, the Einar
Jónsson Museum, the Vördu School, the East
End School and the Technical School in
Reykjavík bear some relation to this planning
idea.

A sports area was proposed to the east where
the swimming pool was later erected. The
National Hospital was allotted a good deal of
space south of the hill but the City Hall was to
be centred at the end of the Lake. Today's City
Hall is placed more to the west at the end of the
Lake.

In only a few places are the buildings placed in
such a way that a view is provided, except from

the most important institutions. An exception is
a neighbourhood of expensive detached houses
in Laugarásvegur Road and the roads parallel to
it. There the rise of the land provided good
opportunity for a view. The origin of this idea
can probably be traced to Hannesson's book,
where he says that it is necessary to plan a
neighbourhood for the more wealthy in this way
because "they are more open to the beauty of
the land and a good view, rather than that the
lots are inexpensive…one has to demand that
the houses be pretty and the lots spacious."

Let us now turn back to 1915 and the great
events that happened that year in the
development and construction of the down-
town. Of most importance was that the harbour
was starting to come into use, which meant that
several fishing and commercial companies
gravitated to the town centre. The price of real
estate and rents therefore became so high that
people who resided in the centre started to
move out.

Another big occurrence, relevant to planning,
was The Great Fire. The Fire Brigade was poorly
equipped and could not cope with the fire
spreading from one large building to another.
Therefore 12 buildings in Austurstraeti, Hafn-
arstraeti and Pósthússtraeti streets burned. The
reaction of the town council and the building
commission was very determined because in this
very same year the building of wooden houses
in the downtown area was forbidden. This
therefore led to the quick start of The Concrete
Age.

Many lots of the houses that had burnt down
were among the very best lots of the area.
Before long not least because of the con-
struction of the harbour – new buildings were
built on these lots, such as the Apótek
(pharmacy) and the building where Café Paris is
now, as well as additions to the National Bank.
In these same few years the concrete buildings
of the Salvation Army and The Icelandic
Steamship Company were built. Therefore, in a
very short period, the downtown acquired the
look and the atmosphere that still characterises
it today.

The outer appearances of these buildings are
very much characterised by foreign building
styles, sometimes imitating foreign masonry
construction in concrete or stucco This was
fashionable in the more expensive buildings far
into the 1920's but gradually the use of orna-
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mentation started to decline under the influence
of functionalism, as can be seen in the
Austurbaer School and the Telephone Building
at Austurvöllur.

During these years there was a great lack of
residences in Reykjavík, both because of limited
importation of building material in the last years
of World War I but no less because of the
extensive migration of people to the town. After
the war, prices of goods were very high, which
meant that in the post-war years people were
only able to build small houses, most of them in
the streets bearing names from Norse
mythology like Thor, Nanna and Loki.

But soon prosperous times came again and
new neighbourhoods with larger and statelier
houses were built. In the west end the streets
have the names of waves and others take their
names from the old fields in that area.

The asphalting of the streets downtown was a
great facelift for that area as until then the
streets had been gravelled and were quite muddy
when it rained. Austurstraeti Street became the
first to be asphalted in 1912. Asphalting the
downtown streets was finished around 1920.

Asphalting of streets in the suburbs, on the
other hand, was delayed for many decades.

At this time the people of Reykjavík were a
proud and ceremonial lot. A number of
monuments depicting the leaders were erected,
for example, of Jón Sigurdsson in Austurvöllur,
Kristján IX and Hannes Hafstein in front of the
Prime Minister's Office, the poet Jónas
Hallgrímsson  in the Lake Park, and Ingólfur
Arnarson, the first settler, on Arnarhóll Hill.

Town life had now reached some degree of
urbanity. Cars with canvas tops went roaring
down the streets so that men on horses needed
to proceed carefully so the horses did not bolt.
The rather rural looking residential areas, as well
as the stone fields of the fishing stations, were
located outside of the downtown area. And as
the sun came out and dry winds blew the
trumpets of the fishing plants sounded and
women and children flocked to the stone fields
to spread the white salt fish for drying.
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This is the first general plan for Reykjavík. The main characteristic
of the plan is a net of roads, which divides the area into squares and
cojoined houses along the sides of the streets. Only in a few places
the plan has been executed to such a degree that the squares have
been completely closed. Street lines are therefore with open gaps
where windowless firewalls stand.





Few realize how much the various technical
infrastructures of cities influence the way they
are planned as well as what kind of living con-
ditions are offered within cities. The history of
such infrastructures can often be traced far back
in time. The Romans, for example, had devel-
oped structures for delivering water and sewers,
and a theory on the layout of streets was one of
the first subjects that planning theory dealt with,
even before the time of Christ.

The construction of the various public utili-
ties is in fact a prerequisite for a healthy and well
functioning city. Reykjavík unfortunately experi-
enced some delay in acquiring efficient public
utilities which, understandably, created very bad
environmental and health conditions. A typhoid
epidemic in 1906 was caused by pollution in
some of the wells of Reykjavík.

The physician Gudmundur Björnsson had a
hunch as to what might have caused the epi-
demic and mapped out where the typhoid cases
had surfaced. In this way he produced evidence
that made it likely that bacteria polluted certain
wells.

After a fight with the town council Björnsson
succeeded in having these wells shut off.
Björnsson's battle ended with success because
soon the construction of the water supply
system was started and then completed in 1909.

Another big step towards a healthier town was
to lay sewer pipes under the streets.

The first was laid along Aegisgata Street in
1902. It was, however, not enough to put in
these sewer pipes; one also had to have "water
closets" and a system of pipes from the toilets
and sinks in all buildings that connected with the
new sewer. The water supply system, of course,

was a pre-condition that this toilet and sink
"revol-ution" could come to be.

The night time traffic of people in the streets
required lighting. The first steps were taken at
the start of the nineteenth century with a few of
oil lanterns. Following the construction of the
gas station in 1910, gas lamps were intro-duced.
Gas mains were put into most houses in town;
the gas was mostly used for cooking and
lighting, replacing oil lamps and the use of peat
and coal for stoves.

The introduction of electricity started with
small kerosene-driven motors at some com-
panies. World War I meant that there was a delay
in further development and also the decision,
made earlier to opt for gas, caused a delay in the
introduction of electricity. Electricity, however,
was urgently needed because the industries
needed electric motors. At this time factory
machines were still driven by power transferred
by belts running from steam engines located in
a central room.

The first hydropower plant in Reykjavík was
built by the River Ellidaá . Two dams were
constructed, one as a water reservoir at Lake
Ellidavatn, the other further down in the valley
in today's Árbaer neighbourhood. From there a
pressure pipe, which still remains, led into the
power station. This station is still used to meet
peak demand in the middle of winter.

The use of electricity grew very fast, leading
Reykjavík to buy hydropower rights on the River
Sog. The first power station to be built there was
finished in 1937. As the supply of electricity
increased, the use of gas for heat and light was
reduced so that the gas station finally stopped
operation in 1955.
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neighbourhoods were connected to the town
but rather that the increased speed of car travel
made all neighbouring settlements considerably
closer to town. The car therefore greatly in-
creased interaction.

Increased car ownership of course put press-
ure on improving and extending the road
system. To start with, most of the cars were
passenger cars used commercially. But as time
passed specialised types of vehicles started to
appear, such as flatbed trucks and cars with
many passenger seats. This extended the range
of services provided.

This development meant that the pheno-
menon of increasing dependence on motor
vehicles had been introduced in Iceland. This
has ever since been one of the most difficult
aspects of planning.

The first reaction to this development was to
group the streets into two categories:
thoroughfares and residential streets. This was
done in order to pass through some areas faster

Historians think that the Icelanders used hot
springs and warm pools for washing and coo-
king in the early ages of settlement. This use of
the warm pools (laugar) in Laugadalur Valley,
now in the middle of modern Reykjavík, had
become rather common by about 1830. Because
these warm pools were outside town at the time
bringing clothes there was heavy work for the
women who did the washing. The main
shopping street in Reykjavík, Laugavegur, was
the early path to these laugar and takes its name
from them.

Around 1920 an engineer presented ideas on
how to make better use of the geothermal hot
water by installing district heating. In 1928 some
experimental drilling was carried out in Laugar-
dalur Valley, following which it was decided to
start a district heating project. The project was
finished in 1930 and 70 houses on Skóla-
vörduholt Hill were connected to the system.

The good experience of this first district
heating led engineers to start a programme
aimed at putting district heating into all of
Reykjavík. To ensure enough hot water the
geothermal rights to Reykir in Mosfellssveit,
north-east of Reykjavík, were bought in 1933.
As people were just about to start to build the
system World War II started, considerably
delaying the project. But on December 1st,
1943, the first buildings were connected to the
system.

Even though the geothermal rights to Reykir,
and later Reykjahlíd, had been bought Reykjavík
continued drilling for hot water within the town
itself. Several rigs were bought for this, some of
them capable of reaching great depths. The
deepest drilling hole is about 2200 m deep. The
geothermal heating meant that the peat, coal
and oil heating of houses stopped and this in
turn meant a huge environmental clean- up
because all smoke disappeared from the town.

The Age of Cars started in Iceland in 1913 as
two Canadian-Icelanders brought a new Ford to
Reykjavík. Earlier, in 1904, one experimental car
had been brought to Reykjavík. The two pion-
eers started to transport people commercially
and the following year new cars were added. Car
ownership in Reykjavík increased. In 1920 there
were 130 cars and 800 ten years later.

Before the introduction of car transportation
it was no longer the main characteristic of
improvements in transport that new areas or
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and, on the other hand, to provide residential
districts with some relief from the noise and
danger of accidents inherent in thoroughfare
traffic. Later this system of streets developed
into three groups and later still into four: primary
roads, connecting roads, collecting roads and residential
streets. 

Before the advent of the car in Reykjavík and
the increase in the speed of traffic, wagons and
pedestrians could mix in the same street space.
This meant that almost all the street space
belonged to town life, comparable to what we
now can experience in pedestrian malls where
only slow traffic is allowed.

The emerging of fast car traffic led to many
changes in planning. Special sidewalks were
constructed along all streets where people were
expected to stay in order to get clear of the cars.
Later some planning schemes tried to separate
pedestrian traffic as much as possible from car
traffic.

Since cars are noisy and polluting, planning
theory has developed a policy to pull building
construction back from the streets. Most often
this has meant that green spaces line the roads.

This approach has some advantages but means
a waste of valuable space. The separation of
pedestrians and cars has led to fewer accidents
and less pollution but at the same time the main
arteries become rather mechanical, and
pedestrian spaces where no cars are allowed
often are lacking in life.

One of the traffic systems that was intro-
duced in cities was the bus system. The first
scheduled trips within Reykjavík were simply
provided by passenger cars, mostly to certain
important places within town.

One of these places was the swimming pool
in Laugadalur. Other routes went to places out
of town, for example, to the Vífilsstadir Hospi-
tal and to Keflavík, routes that later developed
into becoming licensed routes where certain bus
companies obtained a monopoly.

Even though car ownership grew during the
first few decades, only a small proportion of the
citizens owned a private car. Required distances,
however, were getting longer so that gradually
people more and more encountered problems if
they wanted to get to their destinations on foot.

Furthermore, some of the new building areas
were some distance from town, such as the
Kleppur Mental Hospital, the power station,
and Grímstadaholt Hill. All of this meant a
considerable need to introduce a bus service. In
1931 the Reykjavík Bus Company was established.
The next year the company bought six buses
that were put on several routes, according to a
route plan. To start with, these buses drove
around 1200 km per day. The City of Reykjavík
bought the company and took over the running
of the buses in 1944.

Various other infrastructure systems were
gradually constructed, including social struct-
ures like those of playgrounds, day-care centres,
schools and outdoor areas. The last one of
these systems to be considered in planning was
the system of open or green areas. The first
draft of this green system of Reykjavík will be
described later.
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The main consequence of the Great Depression
that started in 1929 was that people had to be
content with rather poor housing. Therefore the
idea of the 1927 plan, that most of the wooden
houses in Reykjavík should disappear, could not
be implemented. The architectural conserva-
tionists of today are therefore in debt to the
Depression for preserving what is now
cherished.

The central idea of the plan – to build high
continuous rows of buildings along narrow
streets in quarters with few open spaces – also
soon became obsolete because of the increased
car traffic. The plan did not contain any broad
thoroughfares through town and almost no
parking space at large institutions or elsewhere.

In the 1930´s people therefore suddenly
realised that on the top of Skólavörduholt Hill
there was totally inadequate space for a
university so soon people started to draft a plan
for a university in the Melar area.

This meant that the plan of 1927 was
abandoned and soon after 1930 people started
to consider planning for the areas outside of the
Ring Road. The first step was a report in 1933
on traffic within the town that became the
foundation of the road system that appears in
the planning of 1937.

In spite of the Depression many politicians
were quite ambitious concerning cultural
matters and wanted to build imposing buildings
for education and science. The buildings built
during the Depression were surprisingly large
and were better built than is the norm today.

By now the town had about 40,000
inhabitants and the building areas and open
spaces started to be filled in so that the streets

became the main playground of the young.
Colourless concrete buildings rose up from the
barren rocky landscape and the lifeless form of
functionalism was characteristic of the new
neighbourhoods.

There was an attempt to make official
buildings as large as possible and some of them
were pretty gloomy, like the Telephone Offices
at Austurvöllur, Arnarhvoll, the Austur-baer
Children's School, and the Harbour House.

The atmosphere of the Depression years was
characterized by opposites. Large dance halls
had been opened where men dressed in tails and
the women in long gowns. The State Radio
started operation in 1930 and the talkies came to
the cinema.

This splendour was in stark contrast to the
wretchedness of the unemployed who lived
from odd jobs or government-provided em-
ployment like work in quarries. Socialists and
Nazis in uniform paraded through the streets.

All this came to a sudden halt one morning in
May 1940 when the British army landed in Reyk-
javík and, without a shot, captured the country.
In a very short while the British Tommies had
erected tents widely over the town.

Unloading of the military supply ships con-
tinued day and night. Sandbag fortresses were
built at every other corner in town. To provide
defence against air raids, gun emplace-ments
were built.

In 1941 American troops joined the British in
Iceland. The citizens of Reykjavík were at first
virtually spectators, but soon they were hired by
the military to carry out needed services and to
work on the construction of barracks and other
buildings.
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The military started a lot of other con-
struction work like paving of some of the main
roads in the Reykjavík area. It also built the
Reykjavík Airport as well as setting up
thousands of Nissen huts in open areas in town
and outside of town. In some places these
became large army villages.

At the end of the war, after the military left,
many of the barracks were used as flats as the
influx of British and American money had
created a bonanza that drew a large number
from the countryside into the city. Most of
these barracks were so badly built that they were
a health hazard and it took a lot of effort during
the 1950's to tear them down.

The army barracks, since they occupied many
of the open spaces, stood in the way of
construction and therefore some of the
buildings that are now in these locations are
newer than those around them. Almost no signs
of this tremulous time in the history of
Reykjavík are visible today. Only a few barracks
foundations and gun emplacements are to be
found in nearby hills such as Öskjuhlíd Hill and
also along the ocean at Skerjafjördur.
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As in the rest of the world, many changes happ-
ened within Icelandic society, and in Reykjavík
as a town, as the result of World War II. At the
beginning of the war the Great Depression was
still in full swing, unemployment was
widespread and there was much poverty. The
war, therefore, came as freedom from this
misery, as it brought a huge influx of capital and
jobs.

As the British fleet suddenly appeared in the
harbour of Reykjavík in the early morning hours
on May 10, 1940, no protests were mounted.
Rather, the citizens stood close by and silently
observed the enormous transportation of
soldiers and equipment coming ashore. Already
on this first day many of the unemployed got
jobs and Reykjavík began to experience an
economic upswing.

The occupying force numbered 6-8000 sold-
iers, equalling about 15% of the inhabitants of
the town. This large number of young men
needed a great deal of assistance in supplying
food, doing the washing, and building the
communities of Nissen huts in the many empty
spaces within the town. Later, the building of
roads, fortifications and finally the Reykjavík
Airport was begun within the city.

The British, joined after 1941 by the Americ-
ans, brought with them an enormous amount of
equipment and cars and other vehicles of the
latest types. This equipment made physical work
much easier and was like an adventure because
of how easily they could handle construction
work.

All the soldiers in uniform looked smart and
the Icelandic males were faced with tough
competition in impressing the ladies. Those Ice-

landers who moved from the backward
countryside to Reykjavík for the big money paid
for work for the army had no choice but to buy
modern suits and put their thick woollen clothes
aside and try to disguise their origin as farmers
and seamen.

Those trades and aspects of town life that
were connected to the original occupations in
the country, fishing and agriculture, started to be
less respected in Reykjavík, as well as almost
everything else connected with country living.
During the war years Icelanders accumulated
riches that were used for a gigantic effort to
introduce modern technology to the country
after the war.

Manufacturing industries were greatly assisted
by being supplied with new machinery and tools.
Immediately after the war they had a great
commercial advantage over the industries of the
European nations that were still in ruins.

The huge advantages of modern ways created
an atmosphere of blind admiration of techno-
logy, modern systems and current fashions. One
of the results in town planning at the end of the
war was that as people started to form ideas
about future settlements on the rest of the
peninsula, highly modernistic ideas were
paramount.

In 1948, a plan was made for this whole area.
Even though it was very simple and was not
formally accepted by the town council, it
expressed all the main aspects of the new
worldview that had taken over Reykjavík during
the war. This plan embraced all the latest
fashions trend in planning, both in Europe and
America, fashion trends that later turned out to
be very flawed and are now seen as having

V Reykjavík after World War II
1 The Notorious Plan of 1948

Tjarnarbrekka iis nnow rreggarded aas oone oof tthe
city’’s ggems. TThat hhas nnot aalways bbeen tthe ccase.

Demolition aand rrebuildingg sseemed nnecessary
This iis aa pprize-wwinningg ppropposal ffrom 11951.

LLiinnkkss ttoo tthhee mmiilliittaarryy lleedd ttoo llooookk-
iinngg ddoowwnn oonn tthhiinnggss IIcceellaannddiicc..
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The fourth main characteristic was the vast
green spaces in the eastern part of town. For
instance, the large open area of Miklatún Park
were shown in Laugadalur Valley as well as large
spaces on the Háaleiti and Bústadarháls hills,
extending through a large open area on
Öskjuhlíd Hill. This large open space on
Öskjuhlíd Hill, the new cemetery in Fossvogur
and the military airport – shown on the map on
pages 134-5 – almost completely denied the
town the possibility of developing all the way to
the south coast at Fossvogur Bay and
Skerjafjördur.

The 1948 plan was, of course, of the greatest
importance in directing future development but
in the first years after the end of the war people
continued to build neighbourhoods almost as
extensions of the scheme of the old town with-
in the Ring Road.

The idea about detached satellite neigh-
bourhoods had not yet been implemented.
Therefore, rather nice neighbourhoods were
planned and constructed following the old
tradition on the Melar and Hagar roads in the
west end and in the Hlídar and Holt areas in the
east end. The separation of work and residential
areas, had, however, started there to some
degree, though less so in the Holt neigh-
bourhood.

These fine neighbourhoods have road
systems similar to those of the old town, the
main difference being that the houses are drawn
further back from the streets and most of them
are detached, as are the blocks of flats. In these
neighbourhoods we have neither unreasonably
large main roads nor excessively large green
spaces, something that came later because of
the influence of the 1948 plan.

Many people became rather well off during
the war years though there were definite
differences in income. Those who were lucky to
have a considerable amount of money and who
obtained authorization after the war for
construction of buildings housing two or three
residences, the best of them located in the
Hlídar and Melar neighbourhoods.

Because of a special agreement with the state,
the construction of small one family homes and
row houses on Bústadaháls was permitted. This
was mainly conceived for those who did not
have much money but wanted to build their
houses themselves.

A third type of residential area built after the
war was neighbourhoods that rose without a
building permit in the Múli and Blesugróf areas.
The City of Reykjavík did not stand in the way

caused much damage in urban development.
The most pronounced characteristic of the plan
was that the whole coast of the peninsula from
Grótta to the innermost part of Ellidaárvogur
Bay was set aside for industry. Not a single spot
on the north coast was shown as a recreational
or residential area.

The little community at the tip of the pen-
insula, Seltjarnarnes, soon abandoned this
policy but in Reykjavík – especially as concerns
the area from the old harbour east to Keilisnes
– various kinds of harbour functions were
begun and a highway was planned along the
whole coast line.

A second characteristic of the plan was that
roads, for the first time, were divided into three
groups according to the transportation they
were meant to serve. Here we therefore have,
for the first time, the idea of building roads all
over the town area, including letting them split
the old town centre with the extension of
Hverfisgata Street to the west and by locating a
through road where Sudurgata Street now is.
Originally, this road was supposed to pass
through the old Grjótathorp "village" all the
way down to the harbour.

The plan also presented the earlier idea of
demolishing most of the houses in the old town
centre. Additionally, the upper part of the
Thingholt area and the area above Grettisgata
Road in the direction of the Ring Road
(Hringbraut) were marked as a high-rise area.

The third main characteristic of the plan was
a clear division of land uses: industry,
residential, institutions and city centre. The idea
of zoning has its origin in the polluted towns of
the early industrial age but makes much less
sense in a town that, at that time, was in the
process of being converted to geothermal heat.
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The iidea oof bbuilding aa hharbour iin KKirkjusandur
led aa nnumber oof bbusinesses tto mmove tthere.

Ville RRadius bbecame aa mmodel
for ssuburban pplanningg.
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of this because of the lack of housing. The
houses were most commonly built of wood and
leftovers from the military occupation. Many
such houses were also built in Kópavogur
because Reykjavík could not supply enough
building lots.

The housing problem was one of the biggest
challenges facing Reykjavík during the 1950's,
both because of financial restrictions and also
because the number of inhabitants had
increased greatly. Even though construction
sped up for quite some time a housing shortage
prevailed.

At the same time the City of Reykjavík was
trying to demolish poor housing, mostly the
badly built barracks left by the army. Because of
the financial restrictions and lack of building
lots, people resorted to the poor solution of
making flats in cellars and attics.

In this period of increased wealth everything
that was reminiscent of poverty and difficulties,
as for example the little wooden houses in the
old town, were regarded as meagre and ugly.
What followed was a trend towards building as
solidly and permanently as possible. Therefore
concrete, thought to be everlasting, was the
building material of choice – and everything
should be made as large as possible and the
signs of past times of poverty and problems
should be eradicated.

It can be taken as a sign of the times and of
the general atmosphere among the town's
inhabitants that the new detailed plans for the
downtown aimed at demolishing most of the
old buildings, except for the Cathedral, the
Althing (parliament) building and a handful of
other stone buildings.

There were for example plans to tear down
the Old Latin School and build a concrete box
in functionalistic style in its place, and the whole
downtown area was meant be an accumulation
of concrete buildings designed with a ruler.
Fortunately, Reykjavík was spared this
misfortune. Only a few buildings were actually
built according to this plan, the building that
then housed the main newspaper being the
clearest example of the planning ideas of the
period.

Three ttyppes oof hhouses oon HHringgbraut. 22 tto 44
flats pper bbuildingg hhave bbeen ppoppular.

The SSmáíbúda nneigghbourhood iin BBústadaháls
was oone oof tthe ffirst ddistant ssuburbs.

This ppicture ffrom 11949 wwas ppublished tto sshow
that tthe sschool wwas ttoo ssmall.

A mmodel oof KKvosin tthat sshows tthat mmost oof tthe
houses tthere wwere ddestined ffor ddemolition.

EEiinnaarr SSvveeiinnssssoonn,, cchhiieeff ppllaannnneerr
ooff RReeyykkjjaavvííkk 11993344-4499..
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Development and planning of the eastern half
of the peninsula, to the River Ellidaár, is both
complicated and hard to understand. Already,
before the war, dispersed settlements had
started to develop there, for example, by the
Kleppur Psychiatric Hospital. Since a road and a
water main had already been laid, further
construction was easy.

The same holds true for a small settlement
around the hydropower station in the Ellidaár
Valley. In addition, some settlement spots
developed on Bústadaháls, in Sogamýri and
Múlar, and on the leasehold plots where farming
was already practiced.

These little semi-rural villages – far outside
the main settlement – came to be because earlier
in the century there had been a great need for
agricultural produce in the Reykjavík area due to
the lack of adequate road connections to the
agricultural regions in the southwest of Iceland.

The arrival of the British army in 1940
prompted a renewed demand for agricultural
produce, primarily chickens, eggs and pork.
Since this new production required a lot of
space, it needed to be somewhat out of town.

In addition, car ownership increased,
especially after the war when Icelanders made
good use of the bonanza of motor vehicles left
behind when the Allied armies went home. But
the increase in vehicular traffic contributed to
further sprawling of the settlement, and
adequate bus service to these outer regions also
encouraged people to live away from the main
centre of the town.

Social and psychological reasons also formed
the basis of this urban sprawl because many of

the people who moved from the countryside
wanted an intermediate step to urbanity and
therefore these little villages or suburbs, still
surrounded by nature and at some distance from
town, offered the ideal location. Many of these
new settlers from the countryside could still
keep livestock, primarily sheep, but also cows,
chickens and horses. Gardening was also very
popular on allotments that Reykjavík rented to
the general citizen, for example, in the Kringlu-
mýri area.

Popular planning theory of the time em-
braced the concept of neighbourhood planning,
an approach that actually originated in the
nineteenth century in The Garden City
Movement. The Garden City ideology was revived a
few times, notably by the architect Corbusier,
who termed it Satellite Planning. In this case, the
idea revolved around the planning of rather
large new towns or suburbs some distance from
the metropolitan cities in continental Europe.

Unfortunately, authors of planning theories
most often base their ideas on the urban
characteristics of large cities and as smaller
towns try to implement these same planning
schemes, the scale does not fit. In Europe it was
common that these satellite cities had about
60,000 inhabitants, but near Reykjavík these
satellites had about 20,000 inhabitants, too few
to form an independent unit commensurate
with this ideology.

The theory was predicated on the self-suffic-
iency of each satellite, but the 1948 plan for the
Reykjavík area, with its zoning of activities and
the separation of industrial and residential areas,
worked against the idea of selfsufficiency.
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2 Planning-Development on the Eastern Half of the Peninsula

The lleapp ffrom ffarms tto tthe
modern ccity wwas hhugge.

A ttyppical ssuburban pplan ffrom tthe ttown oof
Harrow iin EEnggland.

TThhee iinnddeeppeennddeenntt ssuubbuurrbb,, oorr nneeiigghhbboouurrhhoooodd uunniitt,,
became tthe ddominant pplanningg iidea iin IIceland.
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Hördur Bjarnason, Planning Director of
Iceland till 1954 and who later became the State
Architect, describes the satellite ideology as
follows: "All the units that have independent
township needs will be located there, and the
policy is that more such suburbs will be planned
as the capital grows and the need arises….We
are, in some respects, going back to older times,
to the idea of a limited size for towns, quieter
and more manageable, even though the whole
picture is formed of an assemblage of these
small towns beyond the city limits." 

This new ideology appeared in a very clear
form in the 1948 plan and also exists in many
variations in a plan from about 1957. This plan
was also not formally accepted but it
nevertheless provided the main guidelines as to
how the new satellite neighbourhoods should
be built, often rather isolated from each other.

The first new settlement of this type started
to be built at the end of the 1940's in the Vogar
area; actual construction took almost a decade.
This neighbourhood is often called the Háloga-
land area.

In 1951, the building of small flats as well as
the nearby Bústadahverfi neighbourhood
further up on Bústadaháls, started a little later.
Development of the Hagar and Melar neigh-
bourhoods continued and was finished at the
beginning of the 1960's.

Also, shortly after 1950, new neighbourhoods
started to be built along the north coast –
neighbourhoods that have the suffixes -laekur
and -teigur in their names and today belong to
the Laugarnes neighbourhood.

Later some settlements arose on Laugarás
Hill itself. Somewhat later a new neighbourhood
was built to the west of Vogar, called the Heima
area.

In the twenty years that had passed after
World War II, or until about 1965, there had
risen quite a number of new neighbourhoods
scattered around the whole eastern peninsula.

In these twenty years, Reykjavík had swelled
to seven times the size of the area within the
Hringbraut (Ring Road), which was fully built at
the end of the war, i.e., there was a 700%
increase in area whereas at the same time the
population only increased 70% or from 47,000
to 78,000 inhabitants.

The area per capita therefore increased
tenfold. There is hardly a clearer scale available
for the immense sprawling of the settlement in
this very short perod of time. This called for a
huge increase in the building of roads and
finally the building of main arteries within
Reykjavík.
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Even though these years were very pros-
perous, this rapid expansion eventually cost the
city huge amounts of money because all utilities
like sewage, water, electricity and geothermal
district heating became so expensive that the
city could only just keep up with some of the
most primary needs. Paving the streets and
extension of the district heating system lagged
behind. Later, special programmes were worked
out to catch up, called the Black and the Hot
Revolutions, which finally caught up with needs in
the mid-1960´s. The Green Revolution of 1974
became a later effort in catching up with the
need for open spaces.

The 1957 plan adopted the policy of the 1948
plan of building an industrial area all along the
north coast. The idea of building a new harbour
at Kirkjusandur was therefore developed still
further so that various activities that could
benefit from the proximity to a harbour were
located there. These included a company that
imported steel, a processing plant for
agricultural goods, a building where now The
Iceland Academy of the Arts is located, and the
fish freezing plant of Jupiter and Mars, which is
now the headquarters of Íslandsbanki (bank).

The pplan ffor HHáloggaland. GGnodarvoggur SStreet iis
nearest, wwith ffive ttall bbuildinggs iin SSólheimar.

On HHáaleitisbraut tthe bblocks oof fflats wwere
pplaced ddiaggonally sso aa vview wwas pprovided.

Hördur BBjarnasson, SState
Planningg DDirector 11944-554.
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In only one place on the north coast was there
a green area that reach to the coast – the area
around the Kleppur Psychiatric Hospital.

The 1957 plan reaches beyond the peninsula
to areas east of the River Ellidár. The same
policy was followed when the Ártún headland
and the north side of Grafarvogur Bay were
designated as industrial areas, and residential
areas were proposed for Ártún and in
Ártúnsholt in higher areas south of Grafavogur.

The layout of the new neighbourhoods in the
1950's was very different from that of old
Reykjavík. Here, for the first time, were the
building types that have since become almost
standard in planning the Capital Area: units of
low row houses, detached one family houses,
duplexes and blocks of flats, with some resid-
ential towers built on the top of the hills.

The great increase in car ownership demand-
ed wide streets and a huge amount of parking
space. Because of these large roads the
buildings were pulled back, leaving unused
green spaces bordering all the larger thorough-
fares; recently trees have been planted and earth
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walls erected for noise protection. This is a huge
waste of valuable city footage and a critical
contributing factor to urban sprawl.

The arrival of the car, in spite of the many
negative aspects, brought many pleasant
features for the lives of the citizens. With a
private car they could drive to very pleasant
areas in the neighbourhood of the city, many of
which were fitted very well for outdoor sports
and general outdoor activities and enjoy the
amenities of skiing on the Hellisheidi, the trees
in Heidmörk, and the chance to swim and sail in
Nauthólsvík.

Because of the irregular development of the
eastern part of the Reykjavík Peninsula (once
termed: Seltjarnarnes Peninsula), the buildings
in these neighbourhoods have a very varied
look. People complained bitterly over the
random architecture as development took place
during a period that demanded uniformity of
appearance.

A newspaper article criticized the situation:
"The method of piecemeal planning, and the
resulting disharmony between different units of
the city and its neighbourhoods, was created
because each neighbourhood, or a fraction of it,
was planned individually without enough regard
for the whole."  Today, in post-modernist times,
this is seen as a huge advantage.

It can be said of almost all of Reykjavík that
it is an assemblage of almost every type of
planning and building style. Another contri-
buting factor is that architects and planners have
been educated in very different countries
because until now there has been no design
school in Iceland and on their return they put
into practice the various stylistic ideas they had
been exposed to.

The result is that, even though the
development of Reykjavík, for the most part, is
modernistic and fairly uniform, the differing
foreign influences and periods mean that the
various neighbourhoods in Reykjavík are much
livelier than in the suburbs of Scandinavia and
Britain, for example, of the same period.

Peter BBredsdorff, tthe mmain
author oof tthe DDanish pplan.

A ffreezingg pplant wwas bbuilt iin KKirkjusandur ffor
the ppropposed hharbour. NNow iit iis aa bbank.

Earlier llack oof vvision tturned tto ffantasizingg iin
the 11960’’s: AA hharbour ffillingg tthe SSounds. 

Anders NNyvigg wwas tthe mmain
pplanner oof tthe rroad ssystem.
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At the end of the 1950s it became increasingly
clear that the frame of the plan was once more
bursting at the seams. This meant that the City
of Reykjavík had to grow out of the peninsula
to develop new settlement areas. Understand-
ably, this was to most people quite a leap and
therefore it was decided to call for a Nordic
competition on a future plan.

Danish planners were hired to set up the com-
petition but in the end people decided to hire
them for the planning. The main question in the
beginning was in which direction the main
thrust of development should be directed –
primarily meaning residential areas and related
activities. There were three alternatives: south,
north (Úlfarsfell area) and the heaths.

For a long time planners had agreed that the
most sensible policy would be to build south, in
other words, to condense the settlement areas
between the largest original centres, Reykjavík
and Hafnarfjördur. However, the fact that the
area had been divided into different jurisdictions
so that the City of Reykjavík did not have the

right to the land was a stumbling block to
development.

In spite of this, collaboration in studying
planning ideas for the whole Capital Area were
initiated, only to founder on the negative
attitudes of the "little kings" involved, who were
certainly not ready to take the steps necessary to
work towards co-operative development of this
area. What was needed was financial unification
of these communities, which would still have
left open the possibility for independent
operation in many other fields.

No agreement was reached on steps towards
unification. When a similar situation arises in
other countries, the state may intervene by
passing a law requiring co-operation or
unification, but this did not happen in Iceland.

If urban areas in large cities are governed by
many independent communities this means
endless governmental and planning problems.
The most frequent scheme is that some
independence is usually granted to these
communities. Berlin, for example, has sixteen
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3 The Danish Plan of 1965

When tthe ccappe wwhere RReykjavík iis bbuilt wwas
full, tthere wwere tthree ppossible ddirections tto ggo.

The rroad uupp tto RRjúppnahaed aabove BBreidholt
before tthe nneigghbourhood wwas bbuilt.

The oorigginal ssketch oof tthe DDanish pplanners, wwhich lled tto ssettlements mmovingg uupp
on tthe hheaths. TThe ccentres aare aaway ffrom tthe ccentre oof tthe nneigghbourhoods.
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city districts, each with its own city council and
mayor and topped by a supreme city council and
a head mayor.

The second alternative for the direction of
future development would have been to go
north to the Úlfarsfell area. Factors that stood
in the way of this alternative were the over-
blown harbour ideas, which were incorporated
in the Danish plan of 1965, as it was adopted by
the City Council.

This plan presented a land-use map where
almost all the area north of Grafarvogur Bay
and on the Geldinganes Peninsula was to be a
harbour and industrial area. Even an oil refinery
was discussed for the Geldinganes Peninsula
until as late as about 1972.

What was left, in terms of a future direction,
was the third and worst alternative, i.e., to build
residential areas up to the heaths. The Danes
seem to have had a remarkable love for the flat
highlands, as can be seen on a map on the
previous page.

People did not seem to realize that there were
certain weather problems at that altitude, nor
did they seem to have a realization of the
natural beauty of the low lying coastal areas by
the Sounds. Today we Icelanders have finally
started to appreciate them and now see that they
are unique.

Another main aspect of the plan, the airport
question, also went wrong. A report by an
airport commission advised removal of the
airport from its current location. No agreement
was reached, however, because people had the
bad luck of pointing out, as the main alt-
ernative, an airport site on the Álftanes Pen-
insula.

This alternative was in fact very unrealistic
because Álftanes is a very valuable building area.
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Furthermore, this became a sensitive matter
because the presidential abode of Bessastadir,
with its historic significance, would then have to
be moved elsewhere. It was not until 1974 that
the minister in charge of planning finally
disposed of this unfortunate proposal. This bad
alternative had a damaging effect because a
necessary and realistic take on the airport issue
was not reached.

Two other options for an airport site were
also researched, in the Kapelluhraun lava and
the Gardahraun lava, and in 1974 an additional
proposal was made for a site on the landfill on
the very shallow waters in the middle of
Skerjafjördur Fjord.

One of the most outstanding characteristics
of the Danish planning proposals was how
sharply they divided areas according to land use.
One of the results was the establishing of
bedroom areas on Breidholt Hill far away from
most work places. The inescapable result of
such a plan is the need for huge traffic arteries
between home and work.

It made matters still worse that the private car
was accorded special privilege and one of the
few clear policy statements by the City Council
was that "…as much recognition as possible
should be given to the desire of the people to
possess their own car and to be able to go
themselves wherever they want." The City
Council unanimously endorsed this policy.

The Danish plans show very wide city
thoroughfares. The Miklabraut Avenue, for
example, is shown with eight traffic lanes and at
the nine traffic junctions, nine overpasses are
shown.

This plan is somewhat misleading because
everywhere at these overpasses diamond junc-
tions that take little space are drafted. This
junction type reduces the capacity of the
crossings so that today people, in most places,
have resorted to cloverleaf intersections, with
big loops for intersecting traffic. This type of
crossing takes a great deal of space and there-
fore contributes to further urban sprawl.

It is hard to fully realize what kind of de-
struction would have occurred in the old city
centre if the planning ideas of the master plan
of 1965 had been followed through.

Here only one of the main arteries that were
to be pushed through the downtown area will
be described. This was to be a continuous wide
road from Túngata Street in the west, passing
over a section of Austurvöllur Square in front
of the parliament building before continuing up
the hill and into Grettisgata Street. There the

One oof tthe aairpport oopptions
was pplaced iin GGardahraun.

An iidea ffor aan aairpport iin
Lönggusker ffrom 11974.

The pplan oof 11965 ppropposed GGeldingganes ffor
industry. AAn ooil rrefinery wwas eeven cconsidered.
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whole row of buildings on the north side of
Grettisgata Street was to be torn down to allow
the thoroughfare to pass all the way to
Snorrabraut Street, where it was intended to
end.

Commerce was a big issue in the planning. An
estimation was made of how much commercial
space was needed, which turned out to be an
overestimation. The planners opposed tearing
down a great number of older buildings in the
downtown area as providing unneeded space,
but also proposed a new city centre in
Kringlumýri Moor where the Kringla shopping
mall now stands. This idea of a new centre had
some positive features; importantly, it reduced
the need for the enlargement of traffic lanes
into the old town centre.

The construction of the New City Centre was
unfortunately delayed so that commercial
activities that should have been constructed
there started to spread all over town, chiefly to
Sudurlandsbraut Road and the industrial
housing that had been built in the Skeifan area
with the help from a Nordic fund for industrial
development. Because of this, the development

of a strong commercial centre in Reykjavík did
not materialize. This means that people now
have to go all over the city, in their cars, to shop.

The Danish plan was in many ways a child of
its time, but it should be noted that already in
the late 1960's foreign countries had been burnt
so badly by the car and the planning of
bedroom neighbourhoods that such planning
had already become an anachronism when it was
adopted in Iceland. This is similar to what had
happened earlier to the plans of 1927 and 1937.

These examples show us how important it is
to keep up with the latest developments in
planning in the world and, as a matter of fact,
research on the future has become accepted as
an important factor in all planning activity.

Fortunately, the worst damage to the
environment and the housing in the old part of
town was averted, not least because of the work
of the ideologists Thorsteinn Gunnarsson and
Hördur Ágústsson.

Suggestions, however, urging the conserv-
ation of old buildings can be traced even further
back. One of the sharpest critics was head-
master Einar Magnússon, who objected to the

1145

TThheerree aarree mmaannyy iinntteerrsseeccttiioonnss iinn ttwwoo lleevveellss iinn tthhee
11996655 ppllaann.. TThheeyy aarree oonnllyy sshhoowwnn aass ddiiaammoonnddss..

CCoovveerrlleeaaff iinntteerrsseeccttiioonnss hhaavvee bbeeeenn ggrroowwiinngg iinn
nnuummbbeerr aanndd aarree vveerryy ssppaaccee-ccoonnssuummiinngg..

TThhee 11996655 rrooaadd ssyysstteemm.. AA cchhaannnneell ffoorr aa pprriimmaarryy
rrooaadd wwaass ttoo rruunn tthhrroouugghh ddoowwnnttoowwnn..

Gústaf EE. PPálsson mmanagged
the pplanningg wwork.

Einar BB. PPálssson wwas tthe
main llink tto tthe DDanes.

TThhee DDaanniisshh PPllaann:: AA nneett ooff pprriimmaarryy aanndd sseeccoonndd-
aarryy rrooaaddss.. FFoossssvvoogguurr rrooaadd wwaass hheeaavviillyy ddiissppuutteedd..
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idea of building a City Hall by the Lake and
moving away, or tearing down, the old Latin
School in 1948, by then called the Upper
Secondary School. In the end the school was
not moved. The cultural and environmental
salvaging influenced by these two men will
probably never be fully appreciated.

The awakening of conservation and
environmental concerns that started in 1965 can
in some ways be traced to the Hippy Movement.
This movement altered our vision towards
many issues such as heavy industry, highways
for private cars, and blocks of modernistic
concrete constructions that people were quite
fond of at the time.

The seven-year story of the 1965 Danish
plan, as it was adopted by the City Council, till
1972 as the development of the Planning Office
was established is a story of a breakdown of the
value system that the entire plan was based on.

Let us now turn to the detail planning of the
new residential areas and how they were built.
The Danish master plan proposed building
neighbourhoods in Árbaer and Breidholt, as
described earlier.

The planning of these neighbourhoods was
mechanistic in that they were cut off from their
environment with traffic lanes, and there was a
very typical shopping mall, Mjóddin, placed by
the highway at the edge of Breidholt. If this
shopping area had been placed in the middle of
Breidholt it could have been reached on foot by
most of the inhabitants in the whole neigh-
bourhood. This placement could also have been
made it livelier.

The authors of the detail plans realized too
late the main mistakes of the master plan. It was
not until 1975 that people tried to relieve some
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of the monotony in these neighbourhoods, for
example by trying to add workplaces. This did
not quite work out because it is hard to make
changes in a plan after the fact.

Monotony is one of many difficulties that
architects and planners have had to deal with in
the world of planning in recent decades. In
many places the mechanized production pro-
cesses in building have made it hard for
architects to create variations within the narrow
constraints the technique imposes.

As the Fossvogur neighbourhood was built in
1965 this monotony was actually totally turned
around. At that time the building method still
was simple carpenter work, applying no
prefabrication methods, a method that allows
total freedom. In spite of this, a plan for this
neighbourhood was created that prescribed that
the architects make all the blocks almost
identical. That this can be traced to Scandi-
navian monotony is very apparent as a Nordic
competition was held to plan this
neighbourhood.

The first suburb east of the River Ellidaár was
the Árbaer, built in 1965-70. The Bakkar and
Stekkir neighbourhoods in Breidholt were then
built in 1967-72. The building of the Hólar and
Fell neighbourhoods in Breidholt III started in
1970 and in the Sel neighbourhood in Breidholt
II in 1974.

The last two neighbourhoods mentioned
were completed in 1982. Little improvement
occurred in the way these residential areas were
designed and built and the blocks of flats were
still "drawn with a ruler". Worst are the eight
storey blocks in Breidholt III. On the other
hand, some positive experiments were made
with dense, low settlements in the newer parts
of Breidholt II and III.

The most positive feature about the planning
in Breidholt was an increased emphasis on
separating car traffic from pedestrian
pavements, the best success being reached in the
Bakkar neighbourhood.

Hördur ÁÁggústsson wwas tthe
ppioneer iin ppreservation.

The ccontrast bbetween tthe ““River FFarm”
Museum aand bblocks oof fflats iis sstark.

Thorsteinn GGunnarsson
worked wwith ÁÁggústsson.
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In the winter of 1971-72 the City Council de-
cided to establish The Development Office to
oversee planning; the office started operations
in the autumn of 1972. The main reasons for
the establishment of The Development Office
were three: a foreseeable shortage in the build-
ing of residential areas after 1980, changed
visions in planning, and the re-awakening of an
older idea to establish an office that would be in
charge of the implementation of plans.

Here, again, an older plan was bursting at its
seams. This time it was not an excessive increase
in population but rather the still growing
demands of the citizens for more living space.
This need for added space mostly appeared in
the thinning of residential neighbourhoods.

A point in this case is that in the period that
the Breidholt suburbs were built, with their
20,000 inhabitants, the population of Reykjavík
only grew by about 5,000. This meant that the
number of inhabitants in the older parts of
Reykjavík had been reduced by 15,000, mainly
because people could now afford to live in larger
spaces.

The 1965 Danish plan predicted a great
increase in the population of Reykjavík to
108,000 in 1983. In spite of this the plan
suggested that one of the three Breidholt
neighbourhoods would still not be built. This
shows how the Danish planners had not realized
– and had not included in their calculations – the
thinning of older residential areas.

The result of this was an underestimation of
how large residential areas were needed to be at
the end of the planning period in 1983. Again
Reykjavík was in the situation where a decision
on planning new residential areas was needed

many years before the planning period was over.
The Danish plan offered no advice on where

to go after 1983. People probably assumed that
in due time the communities in the Capital Area
would co-operate and development toward the
south would become feasible in time to produce
the needed residences.

The reality was a pressing need and no time to
instrument a co-operative solution to the
problem. The only alternative available was to
plan for and build in the Úlfarsfell area. A
second reason why the Development Office was
established was the changes in views concerning
such matters as conservation and traffic, as
described in the previous section.

As the 1965 plan was finished most people
thought that there would not be a need to work
on a master plan for the next couple of decades.
At this time the idea surfaced of creating a
Development Office, though primarily meant
for developing or implementing the "ambitious"
plans of 1965 and thus giving rise to the name
of the new office.

How much development and implementation
plans are linked to the actual planning offices
varies. In some foreign countries they are
independent offices sometimes linked to the
office of the mayor. This development aspect of
planning is very important and reduces the
probabilities that a plan is not implemented
because of too unrealistic ambitions, as has
often been the case in Iceland. Because of this
legislation on planning should include the
obligation to account for financial factors
involved in implementing a plan.

That the Development Office did not start
operation right after 1965 was both positive and
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4 The Reykjavik Development Office

Accordingg tto tthe DDanish pplan bbuildingg iin
Breidholt IIII wwas nnot tto hhave sstarted iin 11983.

AAtt tthhee ssttaarrtt ooff tthhee DDeevveellooppmmeenntt OOffffiiccee iinndduusstt-
rriiaall aarreeaass wweerree sshhoowwnn iinn tthhee ÚÚllffaarrssffeellll aarreeaa..

Hilmmarr ÓÓlafssonn, tthe hhead oof tthe
Developmmenntt OOffice, 11972-778..

Thórdur TTh. TThorbjarnarson
managged tthe ttechnical sside.
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negative – positive especially as concerns the
downtown area in the sense that the proposed
colossal traffic programme was not further
implemented.

After the adoption of the 1965 plan,
preparatory measures were under way in
downtown Reykjavík. The City, for instance,
bought dozens of buildings and had them torn
down to comply with plans for main thorough-
fares, some highly remarkable. Furthermore,
some very expensive projects were started, like
the part of the harbour fly-over that is now the
roof of the Kolaport flea market, a fly-over that
never will be used for anything.

This shows how much wrong conceptions in
planning can cost, in addition to the destruction
of cultural values. The direct financial loss to
Reykjavík because of this misguided traffic plan
was, at this time, the equivalent of 100 to 200
single family houses.

In another case, the delay in construction of
the New City Centre in Kringlumýri Moor had
bad consequences. The construction finally
started in the mid-1980's when it was already
too late to build a large commercial district there
because by then commercial activity been
scattered all round town.

One of the reasons why the New City Centre
project was not started in the 1970's was that the
detail plans were too ambitious and elaborate,
and also because a flaw in the plan made it hard
to get started in small steps.

The Leftists did not have much interest in this
commercial centre and therefore they stopped
further development of the project on the eve
of its implementation, but the foundations of
the streets and the sewage lines called for in the
detail plan had already been laid.

Despite the abrupt beginning of the
Development Office and the failure of previous
attempts at establishing a co-operative effort
involving the communities around Reykjavík, a
few steps in this direction were taken when, for
example, The Union of Communities in the Capital
Area was established in 1976 and also in 1978
when an agreement was reached on the
establishing a common planning office.

Because of the lack of some kind of union
among the communities the work on planning
at the Development Office started without
having the whole picture of the Capital Area in
mind. As no common planning agency existed
the Development Office carried out some
research on the whole area on its own. The first
of these was the making of transparencies

1152

presenting the natural features in the whole
area. The office started rethinking the main
transportation lines in the Capital Area.

The main problems, the office discovered,
were the bad traffic connections between the
south and the north areas at Úlfarsfell and in
Mosfellssveit. This led to the idea of the Above-
the-Settlement Highway.

Another failure that the office felt was in-
tolerable was that the West Country Road, going
through the northern part of the Capital Area,
should cross the salmon river Korpa three times
(see map on p. 174). In addition, future traffic
on this highway was bound to mean a great deal
of disturbance in the Mosfellssveit community.

This led the Development Office to offer the
possibility that a New West Country Road could
go over Ellidaár Bay at Kleppur, and from there
to Gufunes and Geldinganes and with another
bridge over to the Álfsnes Peninsula.

This road, that has not yet been built, is called
the Bay Highway (Sundabraut). The office was
also dissatisfied with the idea about a road that
was intended to go through the Hamrahlídar-
lönd area and therefore moved it into the
shadow of Grafarholt south of the River
Korpa.

Soon, work on the planning of the Úlfarsfell
area started. The first step was to analyse the
natural features in the area on transparencies.
This was, at the time, a novelty. This type of
study should be a sine qua non in planning, i.e.,
to start by researching what are the conditions
in a given area and shape the settlement
accordingly. Among the features that need to be
studied are: depth of soil, geological fault lines
and rifts, areas of total shadow, and noise areas
from highways.

Because of little connection of this new
building area to the older parts of town it was
obvious that the addition of new bedroom
neighbourhoods, as laid out in the old scheme,
was not a good idea.

The office proposed that this area should
rather be planned as an independent town.
Therefore a city centre was proposed in the
centre of an area that was suitable for connec-
ting the residential areas together. It also was
made a priority that work areas were connected
directly to the residential areas that were
planned for 40-45,000 inhabitants when they
were finished.

Let us now turn to the detail plans of older
neighbourhoods. There the office made many
changes. In the traffic system grid some of the

A ffly-oover wwas tto bbe bbuilt
over tthe mmain hharbour aarea.
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highways were abolished, for example in the
Grjótathorp area and at the harbour. In the
eastern part of Reykjavík a part of the
Fossvogur highway was abolished, i.e., along the
River Ellidaár from Höfdabakki Road up to
Lake Raudavatn.

The office changed designated land use in
many places. Among other things, the industrial
areas on Eidsgrandi were changed to a resident-
ial area, a move creating a policy towards
moving industry out of the north coast area. In
a revised detail plan for the Old Town Centre,
connecting roads were abolished and more
concern for conservation entered the picture.

Although the Development Office often
agreed with the new value systems that were
emerging in society, in some cases it became on
the defensive and even had to back off or
abandon some projects because of the com-
plaints of conservationists.

Examples are the Central Bank building that
was planned for the northwestern side of
Arnarhóll and a detail plan for Grjótathorp that

did not go far enough in terms of conservation.
These projects were, as many others, in private
hands.

One of the most important projects of the
Development Office was an incentive im-
provement in environmental matters. A
preliminary report was written in 1973 and the
following year the ruling Independence Party
made this the main issue of the city elections. In
preparation a Program on Environment and Outdoor
Life, later called the Green Revolution, was put
together.

Important aspects included a system of paths
for cycling and pony trekking in the city,
although original ideas for such a system of
paths had already appeared in the 1965 plan.
The program introduced many original ideas, a
design concept for the various open spaces in
the City was agreed, and a landscape plan made
for many of them.
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MMaaiinn cchhaarraacctthheerriissttiiccss ooff tthhee ÚÚllffaarrssffeellll ppllaann::  AA ttoowwnn cceennttrree ffuunnccttiioonnss aass aa ““bbrriiddggee”” oovveerr tthhee RRiivveerr KKoorrppaa aanndd tthhee
WWeessttllaanndd hhiigghhwwaayy.. TThhee rrooaadd ttoo tthhee eeaasstt iiss ssoouutthh ooff tthhee rriivveerr aanndd tthhuuss ddooeess nnoott sseeppaarraattee mmoouunnttaaiinn aanndd sseettttlleemmeenntt..

TThhee GGrreeeenn RReevvoolluuttiioonn ooff ‘‘7744
ssttaarrtteedd eennvviirroonnmmeennttaall ppllaannnniinngg..
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The Conservatives had formed a rather clear
planning policy in 1978 or shortly before the
Leftist Party took over the City Council for the
first time. Various large projects had reached the
final stage of preparation and would, very likely,
have been implemented if the Conservatives
had remained in power. The largest of these
projects were: 1. A rebuilding project for the
Skúlagata area, 2. A commercial area in the New
City Centre and 3. New residential areas in the
Grafarvogur Bay area.

All these projects were stopped because of
the new planning policy of the Leftists.
Therefore, for example, the project of building
a residential area in Skúlagata was stopped.
Because these projects were stopped, the need
for new residential areas north and east of
Grafarvogur Bay was more urgent than before.
As the Leftists wanted to start the project at
Grafarvogur Bay they realized that a dispute
caused by the nearness of the virus research
centre at Keldur was still unresolved.
Furthermore, an exchange of land in this area,
among other things, the land of the Gufunes
Radio Station owned by the state, was not yet
completed. This meant that the Leftists started
to look towards the Raudavatn area for the next
residential area. Because of this new situation
and a new planning policy, a new master plan
was published before the election in 1982. The
eastern part of this plan is published on the
facing page.

Shortly before the elections the planning of
the next residential area in the Raudavatn region
was announced. Then came the big bomb: the
Conservatives published a map showing rifts in
the bedrock in that area. This map showed that
the planning had not been carried out with

enough consideration for the fault problem.
This was quite a mistake, even though it actually
would have been rather easy to make changes in
the plan to make sure that buildings were not
placed over the fault lines. This failure and
disputes over planning in general were the major
reason why the Leftists lost their majority vote
in the election.

After the election the Conservatives revived
the three large projects that the Leftists had put
aside or started to change. The first issue that
was revived was the detail plans of the Skúlagata
area that had been published in 1975. There the
floor/area ratio was proposed to be 1.5 and
could be raised to 1 if the buildings were meant
for residents. This clause was added because it
was considered positive to increase the
proportion of flats in that area. This proposal
excited a wave of protest centred mostly on the
rather high ratio.

Looking at this now it is clear that people were
too concerned with dangers connected with the
high floor/area ratio because of a misunder-
standing of who would occupy the flats. Usually
very few families with children live in such
residential areas. Instead, most of the
inhabitants are elderly people, couples with no
children or single people, and therefore there is
less demand for outdoor areas.

All over the world city flats have become
popular, whereas the interest in suburban areas
has been somewhat on the decline. It was
therefore completely logical that the city should
try to respond to the wishes of the citizens who
wanted to occupy flats in the older parts of
town. The concept of condensing the town, as
a matter of fact, also had become a policy of the
Leftists, but paradoxically the Conservatives,
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5 The Reykjavik Planning Office

These ggrey ppedestrian
streets wwere tto bbe ccovered.

An oold KKringgla pplan: 
a ppedestrian sstreet ssection.

OOnnee ooff tthhee ppllaann pprrooppoossaallss ooff tthhee CCoonnsseerrvvaattiivveess
ffoorr aa ddeennssee sseettttlleemmeenntt aatt SSkkúúllaaggaattaa..

TThhee PPllaannnniinngg OOffffiiccee pprreesseenntteedd aa rreeddeevveellooppmmeenntt ppoollii-
ccyy,, ee..gg..,, ttuurrnniinngg aa ffiisshh ppllaanntt iinnttoo aa ccoovveerreedd ssttrreeeett..
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Thhee LLeeffttiissttss ssttaarrtteedd aa ppoolliiccyy ooff ddeennssiiffyyiinngg sseettttllee-
mmeennttss,, bbuutt tthhee CCoonnsseerrvvaattiivveess ttuurrnneedd aaggaaiinnsstt iitt..

TThhee LLeeffttiissttss ccoonnttiinnuueedd wwiitthh tthhee KKrriinnggllaa ppllaann,, bbuutt tthhee
CCoonnsseerrvvaattiivveess llaatteerr hhaadd aa mmaallll ddeessiiggnneedd iinn iittss ppllaaccee..

TThhiiss ffiissssuurree mmaapp iinnfluuenced tthe
elections iin 11982..

Gudrún JJónsdóttir, DDirector
of PPlanningg, 11979-884.

This iis tthe eeastern ppart oof tthe ffirst mmaster pplan oof tthe LLeftists iin 11982. TThe ttext iindicates cchangges
made iin tthis pplan ccomppared tto tthe 11977 pplan ((ppagges 1150-1151).

In ttheir 11982 pplan tthe
Leftists mmade mmany
alterations –– pprimarly bby
ggoingg aaway ffrom tthe sshores
with tthe ssettlements tto tthe
Raudavatn LLake.  
After tthe eelections iin tthe
sppringg iin 11982, tthe
Conservatives cchangged tthe
pplanningg ppolicy aaggain tto
their eearlier ccoastal ppolicy.
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The masterplan of the
Reykjavík Planning
Office in 1988
As tthe CConservatives ccame
back tto ppower iin 11982 tthey
rejected mmost oof tthe
changges, tthe LLeftists hhad
pplanned ffor. 
This nnew mmaster pplan iis
quite ssimilar tto tthe iir eearlier
pplan oof 11977 ((pp.150-1151).
The rresedential aarea oof
Keldnaholt iis, hhowever, lleft
out bbecause oof aan
unresolved ddisppute tto tthe
Keldur rresearch ccentre.  
The GGeldingganes ppenninsula
is aa mmixture oof rresidenses
and iindustries aand hheavy
industrie aat GGufunes iis
reduced. TThe iideas oof tthe
Leftists; tto ccreate aa ccentre aat
the GGolf ccourse, aas wwell aas aa
resedential aarea aat
Raudavatn LLake wwere
abandoned. 
The ggreen aareas aat tthe
coasts aare rreduced iin ssize
and tthe ssettlements mmoved
closer tto tthe ccoastline.
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during their reign of power, turned against
increased density.

Another large project that caused disputes in
the autumn of 1983 was the idea of building a
shopping centre in the proposed New City
Centre of the Kringla area. What mainly caused
the dispute was the fear of the Leftists that there
would be excessive investment in commercial
space and also dissatisfaction with the develop-
ment of shopping malls. The Conservatives
argued that it would be impossible to stand up
against their development because the shopping
malls could offer lower prices. But certainly
more planning problems go with this kind of
commercial centre, such as increased traffic, the
death of neighbourhood shopping and often
also an uglier environment.

The Conservatives soon started to prepare a
new master plan for 1984-2004. That plan was
approved in 1988 and is shown in the  previous
broadsheet spread. In this plan the twenty-year
planning period was divided into two halves and
the main emphasis put on the first half, i.e., the
period 1984-1994.

In addition to this it was decided that the plan
should be reviewed every four years at the
beginning of every new elected city govern-

ment. In reality this has turned out somewhat
differently because the publishing of the review
has most often dragged to the end of the term
of office so that today a recently approved
master plan is most commonly introduced in the
winter before the new city elections, and then of
course as a planning policy for the majority for
the next term of office and for the future.

The negative aspect about letting the an-
nouncement of the plan drag until shortly
before elections is that then the politicians most
commonly have become so wary of the views of
the electorate so close to the elections that they
hesitate to introduce necessary planning
measures in case they turn out to be unpopular.
Because of this it might be better to ban the
announcement of master plans later than two
years before the next election.

Let us now look at how ideas in the 1986 plan
turned out in terms of residential areas. The
plan abolished all ideas of building in the
Raudavatn area and instead returned to the
earlier policy of using the lower lying areas close
to the coast – now in the vicinity of Korp-
úlfsstadir. In the new plan some industry is
shown on the Geldinganes Peninsula; however,
further decisions about Geldinganes were
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The 11982 pplan aabandoned tthe iidea oof aa rresid-
ential aarea aand ddelayed ddecisions uuntil llater.

TThhee 11997777 ppllaann  pprrooppoosseedd aa rreessiiddeennttiiaall aarreeaa iinn
tthhee mmiiddddllee ooff GGeellddiinnggaanneess,, bbuutt iinndduussttrryy aatt iittss ttiipp

In tthe 11965 pplan, oonly iindustry iis ppropposed iin
this aarea.

Plan 11988 ppresents iindustries aat tthe EEidsvik
Inlet. TThe ppenninsula hhas mmixed lland uuse.

TThhoorrvvaalldduurr TThhoorrvvaallddssssoonn,, DDiirreeccttoorr
ooff ppllaannnniinngg,, 11998844-22000022..

These ffour mmapps aand tthe
largge mmapp oon tthe oother ppagge
ppresent tthe pplanningg iideas
dominant ffor GGeldingganes
and iits vvicinity ffrom 11965-
1992. 
All tthese ppictures aare ttaken
from tthe mmaster pplans oof
each pperiod. AA llater cchappter,
on ppagge 3397, eexpplains tthe
newest iideas. 
Dark ggrey rreppresents
industries, lligght ggrey
residential aareas. SSolid
colour ssiggnifies iideas tto bbe
realized iin tthe pplanningg
pperiod iin qquestion, aand tthe
chequered ssppaces iideas tto
be rrealized aafter tthe pperiod.
Strippes iindicate mmixed lland
uses. 
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delayed, though indications were given that the
area might be used only for industry.

After the city council elections in 1990 the
plan was again reviewed because of the re-
quirement for a review every four years and
published as a new master plan valid for 1990-
2010. This new plan was approved by the City
Council in 1991 and approved the following year
by the minister in charge of planning. One of
the main novelties of that plan is that again the
Geldinganes Peninsula is proposed as a largely
residential area and the Conservatives had held a
competition for a detail plan for the area.

As the Leftists came to power for the second
time in 1994, they put a new large harbour in the
plan for the Eidsvík inlet. They also increased
the industrial areas on the south slope of
Geldinganes and started a gravel quarry there.
Somewhat later the Conservatives started to
express their doubts as to whether it was right to
use Eidsvík for a huge harbour because this
would mean that the possibility for an out-
standing residential area in the Geldinganes area
would be irreparably damaged because the
harbour and the industrial area would spoil the
view.
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Information bbooklet oon tthe
master pplan oof 11992.

The 11992 pplan sshows, ffor
the ffirst ttime, aa llargge
harbour iin tthe EEidsvík IInlet
and bbackland llargge hharbour
areas cconnected tto iit, bboth
in GGeldingganes aand iin
Gufunes. MMost oof GGufunes,
however, hhas rresidential
areas, bbut mmixed ccommercial
at tthe SSound HHigghway. TThe
black ddots ssiggnify ggrade
sepparated iintersections.

The eeastern ppart oof tthe llast mmain pplan ppropposal oof tthe IIndeppendence PParty bbefore tthe lleft wwingg
pparties ttook cchargge oof tthe ccity iin 11992.
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The problem of Eidsvík and Geldinganes
again became one of the main election issues in
the spring of 2002, the arguments on both sides
being similar. The debate on planning at this
election will be described in the section that
starts on page 390. There the main character-
istics of the master plan of 1997 for these
eastern areas will be reviewed, followed by a dis-
cussion of the plan proposal of 2002.

One of the biggest "technical" problems in
the planning work in Reykjavík and other large
communities is how wide a gap there often is
between the very general frame provided by the
master plan and the detail plans of the various
neighbourhoods. Therefore a new intermediate
planning level was introduced: the neighbourhood
plan. The picture above shows a part of such a
neighbourhood plan for region 5 in Reykjavík,
the New City Centre. As can be seen from this
map, the plan mostly announces projects that
are especially important for the inhabitants, not
least projects that commonly have been lagging
behind schedule, such as the finishing work in
the open spaces. In Reykjavík, as in many other
communities, such work has often lagged
behind, mostly because of the very fast pace of
construction. To make the programmes of the

City clearer in this area, it turned out to be
convenient to present them as a neighbourhood
plan. A necessary first step before such finishing
measures are decided on is that the basic pro-
jects, like that of road building, should be com-
pleted. It is therefore often said that the
greenery follows the asphalt.

The first environmental programme to be
decided in Iceland was the Green Revolution of
1974 in Reykjavík, but later other communities
in Iceland followed this example. After the Rio
World Conference in 1992 most governments
signed declarations attesting that they would
have environmental programmes developed for
their countries that were in accordance with the
policies set forth in Agenda 21.

Following the Rio Conference the UN urged
state governments to motivate the local govern-
ments to have their own local agendas agreed as
a way to follow up on the environmental
objectives at the lower levels of government as
well. Such a local agenda for Reykjavík has now
overtaken the earlier role of the neighbourhood
plan.
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RReeyykkjjaavvííkk ssttaarrtteedd ttoo wwoorrkk wwiitthh nneeiigghhbboouurrhhoooodd ppllaannss iinn tthhee 11998800’’ss.. IItt bbrriiddggeess tthhee ggaapp bbeettwweeeenn tthhee
rraatthheerr sscchheemmaattiicc mmaasstteerr ppllaann aanndd tthhee tteecchhnniiccaall ddeettaaiill ppllaann,, aanndd ffiittss wweellll ffoorr pprreesseennttiinngg ppllaannnniinngg iiddeeaass..
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The planning of an area is very much influ-
enced by how it is divided into communities.
That the Capital Area is divided into eight com-
munities obviously has had a considerable effect
on how the settlements in this area have
developed.

In order to understand how these com-munal
units originated from the division of the area
into legally recognized municipalities it is best to
review how the area was earlier divided into
districts and then study why these old districts
were later sudivided into smaller communities.

Earlier sections of this book have described
how the country was organized into several
levels of governance as well as levels of church
jurisdiction. The basic unit, however, was the
ancient communal or local district (hreppur) that
later became, for the most part, today´s local
communities. The ancient communal districts
had clear geographical demarcations as early as
1100 years ago and therefore have been of
prime importance, whereas other social systems
have often been changing so they have not
exercised as much of an effect.

The governmental level of the communal
district also has a unique position as each district
was a union of the inhabitants themselves,
rather than being a unit under the auspices of an
over-riding authority, governmental or religious.
The ancient communal district is thus a social
unit of the people themselves.

It is not quite certain when the communal
districts first started to be formed but scholars
are certain that it was sometime early in the
period of the Commonwealth. Their origin lies
in the fact that they took over the function of
family groups, mainly as concerns the obligation
to care for people, as the prime importance of

the family had been reduced, possibly not least
in Iceland. Some theorists see the founding of
the communal districts as a remarkable awaken-
ing of a social conscience, a sign of a collective
responsibility that goes further than a kinship
group, in which the sense of kinship is
overtaken by the sense of social duty. Ólafur
Lárusson suggests that the communal districts,
in demonstrating social consciousness, are the
most important accomplishment of Icelanders
during the Commonwealth period.

Another reason for the communal districts,
besides supporting the poor, stemmed from the
need of farmers to collectively round up and
then separate their sheep, as the numbers of
sheep had grown so that they had to be driven
into the highlands for summer pasture. The
Icelandic communal districts also had the duty
of collecting and distributing the tithe among
the needy, as specified in the tithe law of 1096.

The first census was conducted in 1703 and
the 163 communal districts almost had the same
boundaries they have today. In the nineteenth
century the number of communal districts
started to increase, especially because of the
establishing of urban areas that needed to be
given special local government.

Various costs came with the development of
these little early urban cores, as for example
buying land and providing fresh water, services
that the people in the rural part of the
communal district were not quite willing to pay
for. Therefore it was often rather easy to divide
the large old communal districts in two, resulting
in an urban and a rural part. As these small
urban areas increased in population they were
called market centres (kauptún) and the biggest
of them trading centres (kaupstadur).

VI Development of Neighbouring Communities
1 New Communities ca. 1950
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The rural communities that were formed by
dividing the districts were often divided again,
as other urban cores developed or because their
area had been split because of the growth an
urban area. The number of local communities
in Iceland, i.e., rural communities and urban
communities, reached about 250 around the
mid-twentieth century. Since then there has
been a considerable decrease in their number
because some of the towns have grown
together and also because the state government
have increasingly set requirements, for example
that they have more inhabitants. In 2001 the
number of communal districts was therefore
down to 120. It is to be expected that in the
future there will be 40-60.

Let us now look at how the three ancient rural
communal districts in the Capital Area have
been divided into more communities. By
studying this history many things become
clearer as concerns the historical roots of
today's communities, including how many there
are.

Let us start by looking at the ancient Álftanes
communal district, which reached from the
Álftanes Peninsula to the Vatnsleysuströnd
district in the south. As some urban core had
developed within this district, in Hafnarfjördur,
the inhabitants there asked for a division of the
ancient communal district. This was agreed to in
1878. The urban part of this communal district,
where Hafnarfjördur was located, was given the
name of the Gardar communal district and the
other part, farther out on the Álftanes
Peninsula, the Bessastadir communal district.
This division was guided by the division into
church parishes.

The people of Hafnarfjördur were interested
in becoming a totally independent town, an
interest that was held in check by the years of
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hardship that started around the turn of the
century in 1900. A little later, following a sudden
improvement in fishing, the people renewed
their interest in obtaining trading station rights.
The matter was again brought before the
Althing, where it was reported, among other
things, that the Garda communal district was
unwilling to provided money for a supply of
fresh water for the town. The case was
introduced for the second time at the Althing
and in 1908 Hafnarfjördur acquired trading
station rights, a natural step as by then the
number of inhabitants had reached 1500.

The ancient Seltjarnarnes communal district
took in the whole peninsula where most of
Reykjavík now is as well as most of the area of
the town of Kópavogur. There is a long history
of how Kópavogur was divided. This story
started as Reykjavík was made a legislative unit
in 1752. Gradually the area of Reykjavík
increased so that in 1932 it had grown so much
that it cut the peninsula in two. Therefore the
old communal district had been divided into
two parts. The tip of the peninsula,
Skildinganes, as well as the area where Kópa-
vogur now is formed one communal district.
The western part, where the town of
Seltjarnarnes is now, had a settlement of coastal
fishing farms from ancient times, whereas there
were only two legal farms in the area where
Kópavogur is now, the farms of Kópavogur and
Digranes. Neither of these was considered a
particularly good landholding.

Even if the Kópavogur area was not very well
suited for farming, people wanted to start small
farms there to provide food for the increased
population of Reykjavík and some small farms
were started in the Fossvogur and Kópavogur
Valleys. Somewhat later both valleys, along with
the whole of the Digranes Peninsula, were for
the most part divided up into leaseholds. By
1945 the population of Kópavogur numbered
500 and was increasing.

In 1946 the Progressive Society of
Kópavogur put up a slate of candidates for the
Seltjarnarnes communal election and won three
seats of five on the Town Council, with the
result that the seat of government was moved
from the western tip to Kópavogur in the east.
This, together with the geographic separation of
the two, led to the forming of a new community
in Kópavogur at the beginning of 1948. By
then the population of Kópavogur had grown
to 1200.

The last of the large ancient communal
districts in the Capital Area was the MosfellUndesirable ddivision oof lland

often ffollows ppurchases.
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communal district that stretched from the River
Ellidaár and up north to the River Leirvogsá . As
Reykjavík continued to grow it needed ever
more land from the Mosfell communal district
until it had reached the Úlfarsá River (also called
Korpa) in 1955.

Already at the beginning of the twentieth
century farming had started to increase in the
Mosfellssveit communal district and an urban
core was formed close to the school at the River
Varmá. Later a communal centre, Hlégardur,
was founded there so that gradually this area had
grown to become a town centre. The Mosfell
community got trading station rights in 1986
and since then has been called Mosfell Town.

The next communal district to the north of
the Capital Area, i.e., to the north of the Mosfell
community district, was the ancient Kjalarnes
district in Hvalfjördur fjord. It reached from
Leiruvogur Bay to the demarcation of the Kjós
district at the River Middalsá. An urban core
started to develop in Kjalarnes in the
Grundarhverfi neighbourhood around 1960 and
in 1998 the Kjalarnes area became unified with
Reykjavík.

The Kjós district is sometimes seen as a part
of the Capital Area and some people from the
capital carry on activities there. These are mostly
summerhouses, for example at Lake Medalfell.
The City of Reykjavík has started to build an
outdoor centre at Hvammsvík and has started to
plant trees that in the future will grow to
become the Hvammsmörk Forest in the
mountains above. In the Kjós community no
urban core has developed yet – excepting the
summerhouse area – and no master plan has
been made.

The district that goes to the south from the
Capital Area is the Vatnsleysuströnd communal
district, going along the coast in the direction of
Keflavík. This whole coast earlier belonged to
the ancient Vatnsleysuströnd district that also
included the Njardvík districts until they were
made into two independent Njardvík
communities in 1880-1890. The Vatnsleysu-
strönd district has only avery small urban core
and there has been discussion about uniting it
with Hafnarfjördur.
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The most important aspect of settlement devel-
opment in the Capital Area after World War II
has been development towards the south, in
Kópavogur and also to a certain extent in the
Garda local district.

This development came about in part because
of the increase in population and the lack of
building lots in Reykjavík proper. As the com-
munities were not able to meet the demand for
new lots people started to build houses without
permits in open spaces. Within Reykjavík these
houses were mostly in the Múli and Blesugróf
neighbourhoods, but in Kópavogur these were
mainly houses built on leaseholds.

Increased car ownership and improved roads
out of Reykjavík to the south made this possible
and the building areas in Kópavogur had some
advantages for those who were wanted to farm
or garden on a small scale. This development
also had positive aspects for companies, as was
the case with the Silfurtún factory in
Gardahreppur.

The Silfurtún factory originally was a pro-
ducer of concrete blocks but later expanded
into tarpaper production. This activity  – located
where the Vífilsstadir road is connected to the
Hafnarfjördur road  – later became the beginn-
ing of an urban core that became the present
town of Gardabaer.

The fact that Reykjavík was completely gov-
erned by the Conservatives may have influenced
the rise of Kópavogur as the Socialists saw there
a possibility to pull together, with the result that
this community for decades had a Socialist
government.

The main problem with the forming of a
town in Kópavogur was that there were almost
no job opportunities and the inhabitants

generally had a low income so that there was
very little money for anything but to build
schools. Therefore the laying of roads and
pavement lagged behind for a long time and
hardly started before 1975.

Of late the town has prospered, however, and
because of its central location within the Capital
Area has been successful in attracting a
considerable number of businesses. In 1998 the
population was over 20,000 and Kópavogur had
grown to be the second largest town in Iceland
within a few years.

Around 1960 Ólafur G. Einarsson became the
municipal clerk for the Garda district. Together
with others, he put forth ideas on how to start a
residential area in the district. A master plan for
an urban area in the district had already been
published in 1955, but Einarsson was
instrumental in starting new neighbourhoods.

In 1960 the community got a new name as it
was legalized as a market town, Gardakauptún.
Einarsson and the town council started to have
residential areas planned, one in Flatir south of
Vífilstadir Road and another on the Arnarnes
Peninsula. The community bought the land
where Flatir is located, the first piece of land
that the community owned.

The residential area on Arnarnes Peninsula
was planned for private land according to a new
type of agreement. An association of the
inhabitants was formed, chaired by Steingrímur
Hermannsson, later Prime Minister, and that
association accepted the responsibility of paying
for the road by charging fees for houses that had
not yet been built on roads that the community
had built.

One of the primary reasons for the
considerable interest in the building lots in
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Gardakauptún was that large and appealing lots
were offered, especially on the Arnarnes
Peninsula. This meant that most of the people
who built their homes in this area were well
educated and reasonably well off.

At this time Reykjavík had decided not to
continue to offer lots because of how fast the
land was consumed by the new neighbourhoods.
Many have pointed out that because of this
many of the highest taxpayers were driven away
from Reykjavík and sometimes their businesses
with them. Here is one of the reasons why the
average salary level in Reykjavík has been
decreasing.

This planning policy of Reykjavík turned out
to be the beginning of the development that
made the neighbouring communities – which
earlier were the communities of the poor  – into
the communities of the wealthy. Reykjavík, on
the other hand, has slowly become a community
of the less wealthy, at least compared to its
earlier standing.

The political as well as the economic land-
scape has become reversed, that is, the
Conservatives now make up the majority of the
politicians in most of the neighbouring

communities. This is especially a surprise in
Kópavogur, where the Socialists for decades
controlled the majority vote.

The biggest political news is that in Reykjavík
in the election of 2002 the Leftists then entered
their third consecutive term of office. Indeed, it
is possible that the Leftists have gained such a
strong hold in Reykjavík that a Conservative
majority is no longer possible.

The population of Gardakauptún had risen to
1800 in 1965. Two years later the community
acquired trading rights and since then has been
called Gardabaer. As with Kópavogur, Garda-
baer was originally a bedroom suburb of
Reykjavík. Early it adopted the same policy as
Kópavogur, namely to increase the number of
jobs as much as possible. The community was
rather successful in this so that by 1980 there
were about 1350 jobs in Gardabaer and the
inhabitants numbered about 5000.
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As already described, Hafnarfjördur, Bessa-
stadahreppur (Bessastada District) and Garda-
baer are a part of the old district of
Álftaneshreppur. Therefore the communities
share not only geographical proximity but also
historical connections.

In the second half of the nineteenth century
Bessastadahreppur was rather strong in fishing
but most of the fishermen were also farmers. In
1870 there were 100 homes in the district and in
all except three livelihood depended first and
foremost on the ocean.

At this time, 50-100 small boats fished from
the Álftanes Peninsula.

Overfishing of these shallow waters and later
the coming of British trawlers into Faxaflói Bay
in 1895 meant that the quantity of fish in these
waters was greatly reduced.

At the same time the growth of Reykjavík
increased the need for agricultural produce. The
Álftanes area therefore changed in the first
decade of the twentieth century from being a
community of fishing farmers to a thriving
agricultural area. In this process the number of
inhabitants dropped to 300 from 600.

Improvement of the road from Reykjavík to
Hafnarfjördur facilitated agricultural develop-
ment easier so those who had to give up fishing
in the rowboats used at the time had the good
options of moving either to Hafnarfjördur or
Reykjavík and becoming seamen on the
schooners and later the trawlers, the first trawler
being outfitted from Hafnarfjördur.

Many people in Hafnarfjördur therefore trace
their roots back to the neighbouring com-
munities in the districts of Gardahreppur and
Bessastadahreppur.

Hafnarfjördur has a unique position among
the neighbouring communities of Reykjavík in
the fact that it is, like Reykjavík, a very old town.
For centuries Hafnarfjördur was one of the
strongest commercial ports in Iceland and it has,
by far, the longest continuous history of
commerce in the country.

The main reason for this was the unique
natural harbour in Hafnarfjördur, the result of
an eruption of Mt Búrfell about 7000 years ago
when much of the lava that was erupted flowed
into the fjord. The largest lava stream was
deflected to the north and west by a large rock,
the Hamar, thus creating a lava breakwater that
provided shelter in the inner part of the fjord.

In the German Era when Hanseatic merch-
ants operated in Iceland, Hafnarfjördur was the
main commercial port for the merchants from
Hamburg, lasting until the Danish monopoly
was introduced in 1602, when the Danish
merchants took over the Icelandic trade.

Hafnarfjördur, however, remained almost
equal to the Hólmur trading station in Reykjavík,
a trading station that was later moved from
Hólmur Island, first to Örfirisey Island and then
to Reykjavík.

It was not until with the decision to establish
only six main trading centres in Iceland in 1786
when the trading station for the south-western
part of the country was decided. Here
Hafnarfjördur lost out in the competition with
Reykjavík to become the main town in this area.

Hafnarfjördur gained trading station rights in
1908. A few years after the turn of the century
trawler outfitting started in Hafnarfjördur,
helped primarily by the availability of the good
harbour. In 1922 the state planning commission

1166

3 The Development of Hafnarfjördur and Bessastadahreppur

CCoommppeettiittiioonn ffoorr tthhee ttoowwnn cceennttrree
aanndd tthhee ddoommiicciill ooff tthhee pprreessiiddeenntt..

TThhiiss iiss tthhee wwiinnnniinngg pprrooppoossaall,, wwiitthh aa ttoowwnn cceennttrree
bbaasseedd oonn aa cciirrccllee aanndd aann aaxxiiss..

AA 11997722 pprrooppoossaall ffoorr tthhee mmaasstteerr ppllaann ooff BBeessssaassttaaddiirr
ddiissttrriicctt.. TThhee sseettttlleemmeennttss aarree vveerryy ddiissppeerrsseedd..

PLANNING  IN  ICELAND



started the task of drawing up a plan for Hafnar-
fjördur, shown in the picture above.

This plan was meant to be finished quickly but
it was delayed, primarily because the topological
map of the town's area was not ready. The plan
finally was presented to the town council in
1930 and approved  the by representatives of
the the state government in 1933.

This plan was the basis for guiding the town's
development for decades, though of course it
underwent several changes.

In 1961 a competition was announced for the
planning of the downtown and the adjacent

harbour areas. This led to a completed detail
plan of the downtown area which was approved
by the Minister of Social Affairs in 1967. Ten
years later several changes to this plan were
made. (See page 403).

In 1966 work was started on a master plan for
Hafnarfjördur for the twenty-year period 1968-
88. In 1978 Hafnarfjördur started to take
planning matters into its own hands by hiring a
planner and establishing a special planning
office, as did some other towns.
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For most of the time Reykjavík has been the
ruling force in planning and settlement in the
Capital Area, for example, for the planning of
the whole region in 1965, again in 1972 and later
still in 1986.

Of late the communities in the southern part
of the region have been growing in strength and
therefore have gained a rather strong position in
planning. The fact that there are four com-
munities in the southern part, with similar
interests, makes them stronger.

The other two neighbouring communities of
Reykjavík –  Seltjarnarnesbaer and Mosfellsbaer
–  stand somewhat alone in terms of planning
interests. Seltjarnarnes, however, is geograph-
ically almost a part of Reykjavík and also utilizes
various services provided by Reykjavík.

Reykjavík has also had close co-operation to
the north with Mosfellsbaer, among other
things, for geothermal district heating. Mos-
fellsbaer is the town that, in the future, will
probably share the most in common with
Reykjavík in the field of planning. To start with,
the two communities have grown together at the
Úlfarsá River and also at Leiruvogur Bay and
now they are also growing together east of the
Mt Úlfarsfell at Lake Hafravatn. Reykjavík and
Mosfellsbaer also share an interest in certain
basic road construction, for example, the road
system on the northern part of the Capital Area,
because of their common interest in devel-
opment to the north.

The Seltjarnarnes area has a long history, like
most other areas in the capital region. In early
times the warehouses that sheltered the falcons
before they were sold abroad were built on
Valhúsahaed  and the Nesstofa building was the
stately seat of the national doctor and a pharma-

cist. Just as in Bessastadahreppur there was a
great deal of small-scale fishing from Seltjar-
narnes but as fishing decreased in the shallow
waters, as in Bessastadahreppur, seamen had to
resort to going to Reykjavík for jobs on the -
efficient schooners. Fishing from the
community therefore almost disappeared but at
the same time the practice of agriculture grew.

Around 1955 a considerable number of resid-
ential buildings started to rise in Seltjarnarnes.
The lots were sought after and the inhabitants
grew to around 1300 in 1960. In 1990 they had
grown to more than 4000, soon reaching the
limit of what could be built in this small area.
Nevertheless, development of certain occupa-
tional activities and of certain types of com-
merce and services continued. Here the town
profited from the fact that it can attract people
from Reykjavík to seek these services.

Mosfellsbaer originally was a rural district but
the building up of several institutions, for
instance for care of the sick and handicapped in
Skálatún and Reykjalundur and the factories
associated with them, sparked urban devel-
opment in the 1950's. In that period agri-cultural
and greenhouse activities also started to thrive,
mostly because of utilization of geothermal
heat. The number of inhabitants had grown to
700 in 1960 and since then the growth in
population has been proportionally more rapid
than in the other communities in the Capital
Region. In 1990 the population numbe-red
about 4200 and had reached 6100 in 2000. The
first master plan for Mosfellshreppur was made
to cover the period 1983-2003 with later
revisions for 1992-2011.

The plan for the Mosfell area suffers from the
fact that the Westland Highway goes through
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the whole length of the settlement. Through
lack of foresightedness on behalf of planning
authorities and the Directory of Roads, money
was invested in the relocation of that highway
rather than to start to build the planned future
highway that will go over a bridge from
Geldinganes Peninsula to the Álfsnes Peninsula,
thus bypassing the town of Mosfell.

People argued that without an improvement
in the old highway the Thingvellir Road would
not have been connected to a good thorough-
fare. Another fine future solution, however,

would have been possible, namely, a road from
the south from the River Korpa and over to
Lake Hafravatn.

From there the road could have proceeded
north between the Helgafell and Aesustadafjall
mountains and be connected there to the road
to Thingvellir. This road could have connected
in the future to the Above-Settlements-Road
that is supposed to run to the east of all of the
communities in the Capital Area.
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Compared to urban development areas abroad,
possible areas for development in the Capital
Area are unusually clearly defined by environ-
mental features. In the east there are high and
snowy heaths, in the south there is a lava field, in
the north the Esja mountain range, and the
Atlantic Ocean in the west.

Because of these geographical constraints the
limits of urban development had been obvious
for a long time and should have provided an
incentive to create ideas about the future use of
this land.

Nonetheless it was not until around 1960 that
people started to work on the first regional plan.
This is even more surprising because good, clear
suggestions for a regional plan of the area had
been published a half a century before by Alfred
Raavad, who proposed in 1909 that urban
development should take place between Reykja-
vík and Hafnarfjördur.

It is regrettable that the state and planning
authorities did not move sooner. When planning
preparations finally started, the Capital Area had
already been dissected into eight municipalities,
which made attempts to form a regional plan
much harder.

One of the things that has to be done at the
start of all planning work is to analyse the basic
geological and geographical features of the area
in question and research what kind of problems
could arise and to try, in the very first steps, to
reduce the effects of any negative aspects.

The first picture in the series of three below
shows the basic topographical characteristic of
the Capital Area – that it is placed on four pen-
insulas. The next picture shows that the main
city thoroughfares are today mostly located in
the middle of the settlement areas, resulting in

cutting areas apart and creating a vacuum. These
arteries also cause more pollution and accidents
than would otherwise be expected.

The last figure shows the optimal highway
layout for the area that should have been
planned for even in the first Danish drafts for a
regional plan. This picture explains the principle
of placing arterial roads out of the settlement
areas; in one case the main artery lies to the
front of the settlement, passing over bridges
that would connect the peninsulas at their outer
ends. In this way travel distances between the
outer ends of the peninsulas would be greatly
reduced.

Secondly, another highway should have been
drafted to the east of the settlement area. In this
way all heavy and through traffic would have
been kept out of the residential neighbour-
hoods. In most foreign cities highways are
placed well outside urban areas.

In the plan of the Development Office of 1977
people finally started to work according to these
important basic conceptions, for example by
moving the Westland Highway out to the Geld-
inganes Peninsula and from there to the Álfta-
nes Peninsula – a highway idea today called
Sundabraut.

In order to work on moving the traffic out of
the urban areas and to the east the office
presented the idea of an Above-the-Settlements
Highway (Ofanbyggdavegur), an idea that later
entered the plans of the other communities.

Let us now return to the problem that today
there still has not been formed a necessary
common approach for the Capital Area. The
communities are usually reluctant to give up any
part of their power. Therefore some force most
often has to be applied to achieve unification.

VII Regional Plan of the Capital Area
1 Initial Ideas and Conditions  

Danes fformed iideas oon tthe
reggion cca. 11961.

Ravaad ppropposed aa rreggional
developpment pplan iin 11909.

The CCappital AArea’’s cchartacter-
iissttiicc ffeeaattuurree iiss ccaappeess aanndd ffjjoorrddss..

It iis bbetter tto mmove ttraffic oout
of iinhabited aareas.

Freeways ttoday ggo tthrouggh
the iinhabited aareas.
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Over many decades the Icelandic government
has been very reluctant to put pressure on the
local governments until it has been absolutely
clear that this was necessary. Experience shows
that the communities are unable to get together
on their own to produce an effective regional
plan.

The ideal should have been for the Althing,
sometime before 1950 before the urban cores in
the neighbouring communities started to de-
velop, to put the whole area, except for
Hafnarfjördur, under the jurisdiction of
Reykjavík.

Any idea of unification is today politically
very difficult, and a unification of only a few of
the communities in the Capital Area cannot
achieve the goal in question, namely, to come to
grips with the basic aspects of planning in this
settlement area.

In connection with the new regional plan of
2001 it has been proposed that the planning law
should be changed so that the Capital Area
Planning Commission will be continuously
employed and certain specific clauses that only
apply to the Capital Area will be put in the law.

The best solution, however, probably would
be that some type of a Capital Area government
be established that would have jurisdictional
authority over aspects that have to do with the
whole of the area, like the highway layout, the
harbour questions, the airport issue, and where
to place heavy industry.

The division of Iceland into electoral districts
in 2003 can possibly lead to some shaking up of
governmental traditions in the capital region.
Firstly, Reykjavík has been separated from the
collar of communities that surround it.
Secondly, the splitting of Reykjavík into two
electoral districts is a positive feature in that
people are getting used to the idea that the city
can be broken up into more units.

That Reykjavík will be cut up in some way is
actually a precondition for the acceptance by the
neighbouring communities of the idea of
collaborating with Reykjavík. Up until now
Reykjavík, with its size, has been overpowering
and has been able to bend most decisions to its
own advantage.

11711

When tthe DDanes wwere pprepparingg tthe ffirst rreggional pplan tthey eevaluated wwhere tthe aareas tthat pprovided tthe bbest vview wwere llocated.
There wwas nno ddistinction bbetween aareas ffacingg ttowards oor aaway ffrom tthe ssun. CComppare tto tthe eevaluation oon ppagge 1132.

There wwere 99 ccommunities iin
the rreggion, bbut nnow 88.



As it had become clear in the late 1950's that
Reykjavík needed to be extended beyond the
peninsula, the question arose as to what
direction development should proceed. Three
main possibilities were at hand: to the south, to
the east to the heaths in the direction of the
Árbaer and Breidholt areas or to the north.

The City of Reykjavík now started to develop
very ambitious ideas about planning. It soon
became very clear that a vision common to the
whole Capital Area needed to be developed.
When Reykjavík had hired Danish planners in
1960, the city obtained the approval of the other
communities in the region that the first step
should be to create a scheme for the whole area.

This work of the planners actually was meant
to be a preparation for a Nordic competition for
a regional plan for the Capital Area. Soon it
became apparent that the preparation of such a
competition would be very elaborate and time
consuming, so the concept of the competition
was changed to be a Nordic competition for
planning the settlement area of Fossvogur.
Meanwhile, the Danish planners were hired to
make a master plan for Reykjavík.

At the same time a collaborative committee
was at work and the master plan that was publ-
ished in a large book in 1966 also contained an
idea for a regional plan for the Capital Area (see
next page).

To begin with the work of this committee on
the regional plan was informal, but in 1964 a
new planning law provided formal legal
authorization. The committee consisted of two
representatives from each community and a
chairman from the state planning commission,
totalling 17 people, and thus proved to be rather
unwieldy.

In 1965 the committee approved, in its own

name, the first regional plan for the Capital
Area. Obviously, however, there was still lot of
work to be done so a special regulation extended
the mandate of the committee.

In November 1973 the committee approved
the decision to send a new regional planning
proposal to the communities of the Capital
Area. The report included a revised and more
detailed regional plan map made in 1972.

Comparing the two regional planning pro-
posals of 1965 and 1972 reveals how the
development of planning ideas had been
progressing. An influential factor was that most
of the communities had, in the meantime, been
starting to carry out their own research for
planning and had discovered many things that
they questioned.

The plan of 1965 had an area extending from
Reykjavík to the southern communities as well
as northward that embraced a part of the
Úlfarsfell Area. Mosfellssveit, at this time, still
had not entered the picture, except for the small
urban areas at Lágafell and Varmá.

In the 1972 map (see next spread) the most
prominent change was that ideas were presented
about broad development areas in Mosfellssveit.
Land use in Reykjavík had not changed much
between the two maps and was for the most part
in accordance with the Danish master plan of
1965, except that the institutional areas in the
Úlfarsfell Area were greatly expanded in the
1972 map and a residential area appeared in the
Hamrahlíd neighbourhood. In addition, some
work had been done on the highway ideas by the
River Korpa, ideas that the Reykjavík planners
were not impressed with.

In the 1972 map green areas are shown on the
Kópavogur side of the proposed Fossvogur
throughway in an area where Kópavogur had
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2 Proposals for a Regional Plan in 1965 and 1973

Foreiggners wwere pprizes iin tthe FFossvoggur
comppetition, bbut IIcelanders wworked oout.

Here hhouses aare pperppendicular tto tthe vvalley, sso
both ssides ccould bbe eexpposed tto tthe ssun.

There wwere tthree ddirections
for nnew ssettlements.
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A nnew iidea ffor aa rreggional
pplan wwas ppublished 11973.

Reggional pplan ddrafts wwere ppublished ttoggether wwith tthe RReykjavík mmaster pplan, wwhich wwas aapppprov-
ed iin 11965. AAs uusual tthe rreggional pplan mmainly ppresents tthe pplanningg iideas oof tthe ccommunities.

nevertheless planned a residential area in 1973.
This caused protests in Reykjavík because this
would mean that the throughway would have to
be moved all the way up to the Fossvogur neigh-
bourhood in Reykjavík.

In Kópavogur industrial areas were also now
shown along the new Reykjanes highway, for
example at the Smidjuvegur and Skemmuvegur
Roads, where later a large commercial and
industrial area arose in an area that Kópavogur
got from Reykjavík.

In Gardabaer the town centre was moved in
the 1972 map from the ocean to east of the
Hafnarfjördur highway. Soon afterwards the
centre started to be developed. Here it has a
more central location in the settlement than did
the older location. Unfortunately people now
have discovered that the town centre has
insufficient space.

In the new map the industrial areas of
Hafnarfjördur and Gardabaer at their
jurisdictional boundaries at Hraunholt had been
extended considerably. In addition, industrial
areas in Hafnarfjördur were shown at the
Straumsvík harbour, and the industrial area

south of the old harbour at Hvaleyrarholt had
been expanded.

In Bessastadahreppur the residential areas
were extended in the 1972 map and a small
downtown area proposed. The residential areas
on the Álftanes Peninsula had actually grown
much faster than people had expected.

As the regional plan was introduced to the
local governments in 1973, Reykjavík totally
objected because it had by then started a
revision of its own master plan and already by
then it had become clear that it would be
changed in a profound way. Similar objections
came from the other communities.

Reykjavík also pointed out that the mandate
for the collaborating committee had expired and
that there had surfaced the idea of establishing
a union of the communities in the Capital Area,
a union that soon should start work on planning
for the region.

This union was established in 1976 and two
years later an agreement was made on the
establishment of The Planning Office of the Capital
Area.

Dark ggrey sstands ffor
industrial aareas, mmiddle ggrey
for ooppen oor ggreen aareas, aand
ligght ggrey rresidential aareas.
Chequered ssymbolizes llater
use, ii.e., aafter tthe eend oof tthe
twenty-yyear pplanningg pperiod,
in tthis ccase aafter 11983.
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It has frequently happened in the history of
planning that planning proposals have neither
been approved of by the communities in quest-
ion nor accepted by the ministry in charge of
planning. This outcome, however, is not as
negative as it looks because the important point
is that the planning becomes part of the political
agenda of the communities in question.

It can even be positive for a community to let
a plan remain unconfirmed because that pro-
vides a better possibility of making speedy
changes as sudden needs surface. On the other
hand the lack of an approved plan is bad for
various members of the community, industri-
alists and inhabitants, because they then have
less assurance that the plans they have been
depending on will in fact be executed. An
uconfirmed plan means that they have less
security in deciding financial investments and
their own plans for the future.

As for a regional plan, there is no govermental
level in Iceland that can assure that what is pro-
posed in the plan will be carried out. Iceland has
in fact two governmental levels: state and local
governments. A third intermediate level, as the
Fylki in Norway, has not been introduced in
Iceland in spite of much discussion and an ob-
vious need.

Because of this lack of an intermediate gov-
ernmental level, regional planning is in fact im-
portant because it offers an achievable co-ordin-
ation of planning ideas for areas that actu-ally
should form one settlement unit. Given this
fact, it is certainly a problem that regional plann-
ing units in Iceland are most often too small.

In a proposal from the State Planning Author-

ity in 1991 on the division of Iceland into reg-
ional planning areas, the south-west was divided
into eight planning areas. This proposal has
been followed to a certain degree. It would,
however, have been better to work with the
whole south-west as one planning unit for reas-
ons explained later.

Because of the lack of an executive power
and elected representatives who can see that a
regional plan is indeed carried out, it is still more
important that the regional planning proposals
obtain formal confirmation by the communities
in question.

In addition, the state government must con-
firm both the planning process itself and the
projects that the state government also have a
part in. An example is the development of vari-
ous infrastructures such as the road/highway
system and various social services.

It was therefore highly regrettable that no type
of confirmation of the regional planning ideas,
neither in 1965 nor in 1973, was achieved. On
the other hand it can be seen as a good step
forward that somewhat later in 1976 a Union of
Communities in the Capital Area was established,
whose mission should include planning.

By this time similar unions of local govern-
ments had been created all over Iceland and they
already had had an important role in regional
development in their areas.

These unions, however, have become less im-
portant of late because of unification of some
of these communities into still larger com-
munities. The Union of the Capital Area has
been operative since 1976, and in 1980 it establ-
ished the Planning Office of the Capital Area.
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3 The Proposed Regional Plan of 1986

The pplan rrepport wwas sshort
and cconcise.

Stylized sscheme oof tthe
future hhigghway ssystem.

TThheerree wwaass ggoooodd ccoo-ooppeerraattiioonn oonn tteecchhnniiccaall aassppeeccttss
ooff tthhee ppllaann.. HHeerree wwaatteerr pprrootteeccttiioonn aanndd wwaatteerr mmaaiinnss..

An iidea oon tthe mmain ppippelines ffor ddistrict
heatingg. DDotted llines sshow ffuture iideas.
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The rreggional pplan oof 11986 wwas –– aas uunfortunately ooften ooccurs aat tthis pplanningg llevel –– mmainly tthe gglueingg ttoggether oof pplanningg
ideas ffrom tthe ccommunities iinvolved. TThe bbiggggest ggains oof tthis pplan wwere iin tthe ttechnologgical aand eenvironmental ffields.
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The office was given the main task of
working on a new regional plan for the Capital
Area and also worked on several related tasks
like disseminating information and issuing a
magazine on planning for the Capital Area. It
also organized conferences and meetings,
though many felt it sometimes overstepped its
main objective of drawing up a regional plan.

About the same time as the regional planning
work was starting, the name of The Reykjavík
Development Office had been changed to The
Planning Office of Reykjavík. A review of the
master plan was then initiated. Some changes
occurred in Reykjavík planning at this time,
largely because a Leftist majority had come to
power for the first time in the city.

To start with there was close co-operation
between these two planning offices. In 1981 the
Reykjavík Planning Office issued and obtained
confirmation for a plan for the eastern part of
Reykjavík east of Grafarvogur. Regrettably,
because of the pressure of time, this was not
really a total review of the master plan of
Reykjavík.

As the Conservatives again came to power in
1982 it soon became apparent that Reykjavík
did not want to take part in the work on the
planning proposals that the Planning Office of
the Capital Area had started. Sadly, people gave
the reason that the new planning office would
like to appropriate too much power for itself.

At these times Reykjavík had a very strong
position in terms of the development in the
region. It could for example, mostly decide for
itself where the commercial and occupational
areas were to be built. The other communities
mostly got the leftovers.

Also it is sometimes said that this situation
also had developed because of a clash of
personalities, i.e., that of Davíd Oddson, the
new mayor, and the chairman of the Capital
Area Committee, Júlíus Sólnes, as well as the
head of the Planning Office, Gestur Ólafsson.

Both the planning offices worked on the
planning matters of the area for some years, but
not with much co-operation. A new master plan
for Reykjavík was published in 1985 before the
policy for the area as a whole had been decided
on and a regional plan issued. This master plan
of Reykjavík has the time frame 1984-2004.

A little more than one year later, in October
1986, the regional plan of the Capital Area
1985-2005 was issued. As such plans are
reaching their final stages the plans are
presented to local politicians and officials in the
area in question. These proposals were pre-
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sented to all the town councils in the area except
for the City Council of Reykjavík, where the
presentation was not accepted. That Reykjavík
was not a part of the approval process meant
reduced interest within the smaller communities
in the Capital Area to confirm the plan. And as
a matter of fact most of them already had
started a review of their own master plans and
some of them even had had them approved and
confirmed.

The disappointment of those who were
working on the regional plan was great. Thor-
steinn Thorsteinsson, a traffic engineer at the
Planning Office at that time, described in an
article attempts that were made to come to
some agreement: "It can be said that the pro-
posals have been watered down and the final
text of the report has become full of phrases
like (it would be preferable, one should aim for),
etc., rather than presenting definite proposals." 

Thorsteinsson ends his article by saying:
"However low a common denominator had
been found in planning in the Capital Area, it
did not seem low enough so that the council
members could sign it because of the fear that
it would tie their hands or give the council
members of other communities veto rights over
some clauses." 

From what has now been described it is clear
that regional planning should primarily operate
at a level different from that of the master plan,
i.e., more on a policy making level that concerns
the largest issues involved. The main thorough-
fares and connecting roads can be mentioned,
but a proposal for this system was approved in
the master plan of Reykjavík in 1965 and has, as
a matter of fact, already led to the formation of
the road system for the whole area.

The main city arteries are for the most part
the financial responsibility of the Directory of
Roads, which have a tendency to adhere to old
policy, even though somewhat different ideas
have surfaced in the meantime.

The question of the placement of harbours
has also been a great issue in the region and the
various communities have engaged in un-
bounded competition to gain the advantages
presented by having good harbour facilities. An
agreement among them on a harbour plan is not
likely to be reached unless they can agree on the
distribution of expenses and income from the
harbours.

Legislation regarding harbours actually
provides the possibility to do so with the
establishing of harbour associations in a certain
development area.A rreggional uunion wwas ccreated

ffoorr ccoommmmoonn ttaasskkss iinn tthhee aarreeaa..
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Because of what has now been described it
seems necessary, as regional planning is starting,
to make binding agreements on how to govern
these largest aspects. Otherwise there is the
danger that none of the communities will con-
sider themself bound by the agreements unless
they decide the features of the plan fit their own
community.

At the beginning of a new regional plan in
1998 and 1999 many politicians talked about this
problem and tried to find why it has been so
hard to establish successful co-operation in
planning for the capital region.

In an article in 1999, Ingibjörg Sólrún
Gísladóttir, then the mayor of Reykjavík, said:
"In the plan the communities will try to foresee
future development in order to be able to
respond to it in time and thus to shape
conditions …. In order that this may come
about the communities must follow the plans,
accept the obligations that go with them, and
nurture co-operation on what unites them and
not on what separates them. This is easier said
than done, not least because in this area there
has developed a tradition of disagreeing." She

then continued to trace how politics had
affected decisions by referring to the fact that
the Conservatives, when they were in power in
Reykjavík, were not very willing to work with the
Leftists in Kópavogur and Hafnarfjördur. She
accurately pointed out the problems associated
with the difference in the size of Reykjavík and
the other communities.

Such emotional aspects certainly have some
effect; it can never be expected that such aspects
can be fully avoided and it is not to be expected
that people approach attempts at co-operation
with the only goal that of trying to be fair. The
fact is that in community planning such huge
interests are at stake, such as trying to get
commerce and services located in their own
community, that the communities are bound to
try to exercise their rights to the fullest.

This situation will hardly be changed until
some kind of a common Capital Area
Government has been formed. In the forming
of such a government it is most important that
the economic aspects will to some degree be
shared by the communities in common because
that will reduce the need of the individual
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TThhee AAVVSS rreeppoorrtteedd oonn tthhee ppllaann-
nniinngg ooff  tthhee CCaappiittaall RReeggiioonn.. 

The CCappital AArea ddivides iinto tthree wwinggs. TThe oorigginal wwingg ggoes oout iinto tthe oocean, bbut tthe nnew
north aand ssouth wwinggs fform aa nnew ssettlement aaxis. TThe wwinggs aall ddivide iinto ddifferent uunits.

The llargge ddot sshows tthe
ggeoggrapphically nnatural
pposition ffor aa ccity ccentre.
The tthree wwinggs aall hhave
their oown ccentres oof ggravity
which ccould, ggeometrically,
be ddefined aas ttheir ccentres.
The ddotted llines sshow iideas
for aa ttrain ssystem ffor tthe
reggion.
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communities to be on guard for their private
interests during the planning. In spite of such a
union the communities have to maintain some
independence as areas or neighbourhoods with-
in the Capital Area.

Let us now turn to the projects that the Capi-
tal Area Office worked on. One of the projects
was water conservation. It had become apparent
by then which of the earlier conservation areas
east of the Capital Area had to been reviewed.
Somewhat later a new map was issued to assure
the purity of the municipal water supply and the
office also worked on establishing a common
trash disposal company, Sorpa.

The office also laid out the foundations for
establishing a bus company for most of the
area. This company was created with the uni-
fication of the bus companies of the com-
munities outside Reykjavík and in 2001 this
company was unified in turn with the Reykjavík
Bus Company, thus creating one common bus
company, Straetó, for the whole area.

Additionally, the office created the idea of a
fence to girdle the whole Capital Area to hinder
sheep and horses from wandering into the area.
Finally the Capital Area Association has worked
on the planning of transportation for the
handicapped.

As can be seen, these issues are not central to
planning. The reason why so much attention has
been directed to them is in part that there has
not been agreement on the necessary steps to
take on the large planning issues. The office
therefore  – in order to achieve something  –
had to approach issues where there was little
disagreement, areas where certainly some good
results could be achieved.

At this time there was no specific debate
going on about the domestic airport area so
Reykjavík confirmed a detail plan for the area in
1986. One of the projects that caused the most
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stir was the issue of the Fossvogur Throughway.
This artery, which was planned to go from
Breidholt down through Fossvogur Valley and
then south and west around Öskjuhlíd Hill all
the way to the old town centre of Reykjavík, had
little traffic value for Kópavogur. Kópavogur
therefore refused to allow such a throughway to
be placed on the Kópavogur side of the valley
and refused to accept it as a part of the town's
master plan.

Therefore, as the master plans of Reykjavík
and of Kópavogur were approved the maps
contain some specific markings stating
exceptions in regards to this proposed
throughway.

The State Planning Office had great worries
about this, and in 1989 it hired the University of
Iceland to carry out an assessment of the
influence of the proposed throughway on the
neighbourhoods in the valley and also secondly
on the environmental and traffic aspects as
concerned the Capital Area – especially as
concerned the development of downtown
Reykjavík.

This report was issued in 1990 and led to
some agreement to temporarily put the matter
aside. In this case we can observe how political
animosities between two communities can
constitute a considerable part of a problem.

The work on the report induced Reykjavík to
offer a compromise proposal to build the
throughway below the present ground surface
level to a certain extent and for the first time
made public a proposal to reject the throughway
proposal in favour of a tunnel to go under
Kópavogur and to connect with the
Breidholtsbraut Road.

The UUniversity ddid aa sstudy oof
the FFossvoggur ddispputes.

A mmaggazine ffor tthe CCappital
Area wwas ppublished ffor yyears.

This iis aa ppicture sshowing RReykjavík aand iits ssurroundings. TThe wwater aand ggreen aareas aare sshaded bbut
urban aareas aare wwhite. TThis hhelps uus uunderstand hhow llarge oopen aareas aare iin ccomparison tto tthem.
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As Reykjavík had finished developing the Breid-
holt area it started to build towards the north
and east and thus away from the centre of
gravity in the Capital Area as it had become.

The centre of gravity started of course in the
Kvosin downtown area and then gradually
moved east over the peninsula. As settlement
started to develop in the southern communities
of Kópavogur, Gardabaer, Bessastadahreppur
and Hafnarfjördur the path of this centre of
gravity started to turn to the south and in 1980
it was already within the borders of Kópavogur.

Kópavogur had at the time developed a rather
large commercial area in the Skemmuvegur and
Smidjuvegur Roads and also presented, in its
master plan at this time for 1982-2003, rather
large commercial areas to the south in an area
later called Smárinn.

Because of an economic downturn at the time
the outlook was not good for the success of this
area in spite of the opening of the new Reykja-
nes Highway, which was a prerequisite for the
development of a centre in this area.

A new aspect of planning and development in
an area of this type was that the area was priv-
ately owned. The Town of Kópavogur gave the
developers appointed by the owners the right to
plan a commercial area.

The developers invested a considerable sum
of money to make the area suitable. Because of
the economic downturn there was some delay in
developing the commercial possibilities, but
there was finally progress in the mid-1990's.

This development brought about an innov-
ation, namely that Reykjavík was no longer,
because of its size and topographical location,
almost alone in controlling where a new com-
mercial area could be built.

The spokespersons for Kópavogur were
rather smart in advertising this new area as the
centre of the Capital Area and also made use of
the unfortunate name for the commercial centre
at Breidholt, Mjódd ("The Narrow Strip") and
advertised: "We build on Breadth". The
continued development in this area, as well as in
the adjacent Gardabaer – together with
improved traffic conditions – has meant that
today this commercial centre is on its way to
becoming the strongest in the Capital Area. The
largest event by far was the opening of The
Smáralind Shopping Mall in the autumn of 2001.

This new commercial development probably
was the strongest incentive for the communities
in the Capital Area to start preparing a new
regional plan where one of the main objectives
was to come to an agreement on where the
shopping centres in the area should be located.

This new co-operative planning, however,
meant that the communities actually were trying
to put some limits on the excessive growth of
the centre in Kópavogur. Now the Town of
Kópavogur was at least in a similar position to
that of Reykjavík earlier, namely that common
agreement among all the communities would
primarily mean the limiting of the positive
advantages of competition.

Somewhat later – as the regional plan for the
Capital Area was introduced in the summer of
2001 – Kópavogur issued a plan for a new
neighbourhood and a new commercial centre
close to Lake Ellidavatn.

This new Kópavogur centre is also close to
large residential areas in Reykjavík. Because of
this nearness it is obvious that this new com-
mercial centre is bound to reduce and even
destroy some commercial centres in Reykjavík.
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In the last decade of the twentieth century a
new vision started to develop – primarily in-
volving young people – in the Capital Area. This
new vision meant that the young people had
become less interested in a suburban lifestyle.

Housing demand therefore shifted to flats
close to downtown Reykjavík. This demand for
space led to the re-kindling of the earlier
dissatisfaction with the airport in the very
expensive area of Vatnsmýri, close to down-
town. This meant that the City of Reykjavík
thought it necessary to have a referendum on
the location of the airport on 17th March 2001;
the public voted by a slight majority for
relocating the airport.

In the early scheme of the regional planning
work – that was now in its final stages – the
assumption was stated that the airport would
stay where it is. This new disagreement about
the airport meant that people started more and
more to say that this new regional plan proposal
would probably not be approved and that
therefore, like the earlier proposals, it would not
be of much value.

It was as early as 1988 that the work on the
conceptualization of the regional planning
started but the planning itself was not begun
until January 1999. It came as somewhat of a
surprise that already in the autumn of that year
one of the main planners of Reykjavík, Bjarni
Reynarsson – who had by then moved to the
Development Office in the City Hall – had
written an article about how the regional
planning work was developing.

In the article, Reynarsson complained about
some of the concepts of the work. He wrote,
for example: "…right at the beginning [the
project] was directed towards seeking proposals
for where to build in the Capital Area in the next
two decades instead of promoting a public
debate on future opportunities and a future
vision for the area…. Soon people realized that
the council members were not in possession of
the necessary criteria to evaluate the pros and
cons of the various proposals." 

Reynarsson continued: "A second issue that
has characterized the first part of the planning is
the direct extrapolation of the development of
the last few years, namely, a re-active approach
instead of a policy-making pro-active approach.
Of course, there is a need to take into account
what the Capital Area would look like if the
present development continues unchanged in
the next few decades. But at the same time it

should not be forgotten that planning is the
formulation of harmonized policy where
negative aspects of development are changed
for the better."

Reynarsson continued: "As to traffic, it is ac-
cepted as a fact that today's private-car-centred
policy will remain unchanged for the duration of
the planning period, with all the concomitant
costs, and the bus system is hardly dealt with
even though this is a central issue in the regional
plans of other city areas." 

These quotations show us that it is not only
Kópavogur that was dissatisfied with the
conceptualization of this regional planning
project. This led people to conclude that its final
acceptance and approval were not quite certain.

The communities, however, accepted the plan
proposal individually in the autumn of 2002, but
when the approval process reached the Ministry
of the Environment, the State Planning
Institute expressed its concerns on how the
airport issue should be concluded. Reykjavík's
response was that the airport was not included
in this plan but rather that the white spot on the
map simply meant that the decision on the
airport would be delayed to a later date. This
sufficed as an answer, so the plan was approved
by the Minister shortly before Christmas 2002.

The regional plan shows a new shopping area
by the Vesturlandsvegur Highway that extends
into new areas south of Mt Úlfarfell.

In the spring of 2003 the first idea for a plan
of that area was issued which made it clear that
it would include a mall, which was a huge
disappoint-ment to many. People could see that
the plan did not succeed in coming to grips with
the development of commercial centres – it can
even be said that the battle has been lost and the
law of the jungle prevails.

The uncontrolled development of supermar-
kets means, among other things, that the
commercial areas that already exist will start to
decline. In some places neighbourhood shops
will be totally wiped out, with serious social
consequences for those who do not own a car,
like those less well off, young people, children
and the elderly, who must, for the most part,
depend on small shops in the neighbourhoods
that sell products at high prices.

This development perpetuates the tendency
towards car-centred planning and thus increased
investment in the road/highway system. The
communities seem not to care, because in
Iceland the state pays for most of the cost for
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highways. This means that the communities do
little to work against the added costs and they
seem to be rather insensitive to the social costs
that hit the underprivileged in their com-
munities.

Another serious matter that evolves from the
unconstrained building of these supermarkets is
that they offer lower prices – if one does not
count the social cost – that pull people from the
countryside to the Capital Area. This makes the
local commercial services remaining in the
countryside both more limited in scope and
more expensive.

Only a few other issues are as serious as
concerns the sustaining of the rural areas in
Iceland, but the state government turns a blind
eye and seems to say: "The market and the
capital shall guide our future development."

That Iceland has become a member of the
European Economic Association (EEA) means
that the planning of the Capital Area has to be
announced within the European area. The
project was given to a group of Danish and
Icelandic planners, architects and engineers.

In some ways those in charge of the planning
were unfortunate that the project was form-
ulated just before 2000 because exactly at that
time there was a great change in vision about
the Capital Area, for example as concerns the
priority of the car and the preference of young
people for living in centrally located areas.

In addition, the airport issue erupted during
work on the planning. This delayed the planning
work and changed the schedule, but the worst
thing about the airport was that a solution was
not really reached.

It would have been right to tackle the airport
area right at the beginning so that preliminary
work in that area would have been a part of the
work schedule. This was important because any
decision on the airport would affect other
decisions, especially how the lines are laid out in
the plan.

Beside the issues that have been mentioned, a
new matter surfaced in the autumn of 2000 as
the first plan for a science park in the Capital
Area was published. Students at the University
of Iceland made the proposals, most of which
are connected to their ideas about moving the
domestic airport.

The proposals suggested using the northern
part of the airport area in Vatnsmýri – between
the University and Landspitali-University
Hospital – for connecting these institutions.
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Also they extended the science area to the south
where deCODE Genetics had just recently
constructed a fine building.

In the beginning of 2001, the University
issued primary drafts for a science park in the
area next to deCODE. In the middle of that
summer three other communities published
ideas about science parks – Kópavogur, Garda-
baer and Hafnarfjördur.

It seems unrealistic that all these science parks
could develop in the Capital Area, which means
that this aspect did not become a part of the
regional planning work.

The section on page 412 about the newest
development in planning after the municipal
elections in the spring of 2002 presents further
elaboration on the planning concerns of the
communities in the Capital Area as well as for
the area as a whole.
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This and the next three sections will trace how
villages and towns were formed in the various
parts of the country. In Iceland we have our
own scale of defining a village and a town: even
a small settlement of 50 is called a village and we
use the word town for a settlement of 500.

It has been explained earlier how various
centrally located farms in different regions
almost became little villages, as did some of the
central farms with religious and secular power
during the beginning of the settlement of
Iceland.

Trading sites on the coast in the early
centuries also became the first step towards the
development of villages. However, it was not
until fishing and the fish trade started to develop
to a considerable degree that permanent resid-
ence developed at these trading spots. Iceland,
of course, could not export more than it could
produce and, because conditions for agriculture
are poor in Iceland, only the fisheries could
become the basis for the forming of urban
cores and trading sites, and then of course only
at the coast.

At the end of the seventeenth century
considerable seasonal fishing had developed at
coastal fishing farms and from fishing stations,
but during unusually cold years, smallpox
epidemics, bad government, a violent eruption
and ensuing haze in the later eighteenth century,
and the aftermath of the Napoleonic Wars
hindered the development of coastal settle-
ments. Around 1820 there were fewer inhabit-
ants in the first Icelandic fishing villages than
there had been at the end of the eighteenth
century.

It may come as a surprise that the greatest
population growth in the seasonal fishing spots
was on the Snaefellsnes and Akranes Peninsulas
and on the Breidafjördur Islands. This means
that the west was the area of first urban
settlement connected to fishing. That these
seasonal spots were rather big can be seen from
the fact that Dritvík on the Snaefellsnes
Peninsula often numbered 500-600 fishermen.
In the late eighteenth century in Hjallasandur,
called Hellissandur today, there were 100
fishermen's huts and in 1703 about 300 people
lived there. Lúdvík Kristjánsson has suggested
that this was probably the oldest fishing village
in Iceland. The biggest island fishing station in
Breidafjördur Bay was on the Bjarnareyjar

Islands. In 1703 there were 50 boats there and
the inhabitants and fishermen together numb-
ered around 300.

The industrial revolution began early in the
nineteenth century and led to an increase in the
size of towns and cities in Britain and Europe.
This called for the importation of a large
amount of food, which in turn meant an
increased demand for Icelandic fish. After the
end of the Danish-imposed monopoly in
Iceland in 1854 more nations started to trade
with Iceland.

A new and profitable processing method for
fish had become possible in Iceland – salted
fish, and in 1865 to 1920 exports expanded ten-
fold. This contributed to the growth of the
fishing villages and thus the urban areas along
the coast also grew. The main fishing harbours
were now, as before, first and foremost on the
Snaefellsnes Peninsula and in the south-west.
Later, after the advent of decked ships in
Iceland, two things happened: these larger
vessels could go out in bad weather, but it also
became harder to go fishing along open, sandy
coasts like the south shore of Iceland.
Additionally, harbours were built at small fishing
spots and the smallest fishing villages like those
on the Snaefellsnes Peninsula.

Fishing started to increase where there were
reasonable harbour conditions, as at Eyrarbakki
and Stokkseyri in the south and on the
Reykjanes Peninsula at Sandgerdi, Keflavík and
Njardvík. Further development occurred in
Reykjavík and Hafnarfjördur as well as Akranes,
and later fishing increased in Bolungarvík and
other areas in the West Fjords.

As the twentieth century approached, Ísa-
fjördur took the lead in the West Fjords. On the
Snaefellsnes Peninsula, on the other hand, the
number of trading harbours had been reduced
to three – Hellissandur, Ólafsvík and
Stykkishólmur, each with around 500 inhabit-
ants. Only a few of these fishing harbours
progressed, except Ísafjördur, which at the
beginning of the twentieth century had about
2000 inhabitants.

The reasons why the urban areas that have
been mentioned did not grow further included
the fact that they were situated at the end of
peninsulas or in narrow fjords, lacking space,
which meant that urban development could not
be supported by agriculture. An essential

VIII Development of Towns in the Countryside
1 Development of Towns in the West and West Fjords
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function of agriculture was to add to the spectr-
um of job opportunities as well as to provide
the inhabitants of villages with enough food.

Another reason is that these villages had
started to grow because of fishing techniques
that did not require advanced harbour facilities,
but the larger fishing vessels that came into use
required harbour facilities that could not be
constructed except in a very few places.

Later, the essential criterion was whether the
harbour was suitable for coastal ships in order
both to export fish easily and to provide access
for the goods and equipment that needed to be
brought in. This meant that only a few places in
the country could become the fishing harbour
towns of the future.

Ísafjördur was the only urban area in the
western part of Iceland, except for Akranes
further south, that grew considerably in the
nineteenth century. One of the most important
reasons for this was that Ísafjördur is located on
a rather enclosed fjord. In this area many small
fishing villages had developed like Hnífsdalur,
Súdavík, Ögur, Arngerdareyri, Sandeyri, Kollsá
and Hesteyri. The large quantity of fish exports

from Ísafjördur was in part because the produce
of these villages was brought there for shipping.

Despite the fact that fishermen and farmers
started to bring wet fish to Ísafjördur, con-
centrating on fishing rather than processing the
catch at home, the amount of fish from these
small places still increased. In 1870 exports of
salt fish from Ísafjördur amounted to ca. 670
tons and 50 years later in 1920 had grown
tenfold to 6700 tons. The planning development
of this future capital of the West Fjords will be
described in the section on page 198.

Let us now return to a discussion of the
nineteenth century places that would be
commercial and urban centres in the future.
After the Althing (parliament) had been re-
instituted in 1845 the Icelandic members started
to push the government to authorize permits for
the establishment of market centres in their
home districts.

The Althing was thus flooded with requests,
but the realist Tryggvi Gunnarsson took the lead
in the battle against this drive and in 1885 said
that the parliament had legalized so many spots
that the insurance companies no longer wanted
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to insure ships and cargo for all these places,
unless with a special permit from the
comptroller of insurance. Gunnarsson's
attempts to control this expansion were not
effective enough as the MPs lacked the
understanding of the earlier Land Commissions
that it was important to control the increase of
legalized trading spots. A comment was publ-
ished in the spring of 1927 in the newspaper
Dagur, in Akureyri: "The nation has, in recent
decades, overbuilt the country with villages and
towns." 

The farmers, who still held sway in the
country, knew that urbanization on the coast
was a threat to their power. In 1931 a comment
in Dagur said that a battle was being fought on
whether "the power of the farmers or of
Reykjavík is going to be dominant in the
future…. Reykjavík had, so to say, sprung up in
just a few years and most people consider this to
be an unnatural and unhealthy growth…and the
country areas are almost bleeding to death be-
cause of the huge sacrifices in terms of man-
power given to the capital." 

Various technical aspects other than insurance
were of importance in connection with the
question of the number of harbours, for
example, problems with providing health
control and customs services.

On the other hand, it is no surprise that local
people were pressing for obtaining legalization
of a trading centre. There was, for instance, no
legalized trading centre in the area from
Reykjavík to Snaefellsnes. As the discussion
took place in the Althing on whether Akranes
should be given legal status, it was pointed out
that travel from Akranes and Borgarfjördur to
Reykjavík was extremely difficult because their
only option was to go by boat and therefore
travel was often delayed by the weather.

The road to Reykjavík from the rural areas in
the west went over the Akranes Peninsula,
where people had to wait for a boat ride. This
meant extra pressure for the people of Akranes.
This same sea route from Akranes to Reykjavík
was for a long time well used and can be said to
have been turned into a "national road" as the
Akraborg plied between Akranes and Reykjavík.

In the discussion in parliament, some MPs
stressed that a trading station in Akranes would
hurt Reykjavík. In spite of this argument,
Akranes was legalized as a trading centre in
1863. At the same time the people of Mýrar and
Borgarfjördur called for legalization of their
trading centre, Brákarpollur, today named

Borgarnes; authorization was granted in 1867.
Borgarnes never grew much as a fishing town
because it was located deep in the fjord and did
not have good harbour conditions. However, it
gradually grew as a centre for the surrounding
rural areas, among other things because regular
ship connections to Reykjavík were provided
until the causeway was built across the fjord in
the 1990's to shorten the distance to Reykjavík.
The causeway changed Borgarnes into a service
centre for highway traffic.

Let us now turn to the ancient origins of
fishing villages on the Snaefellsnes Peninsula.
Around 1880 three villages were legalized
commercial centres – Búdir, Ólafsvík and
Stykkishólmur. In 1901 Hellissandur was added
and somewhat later Búdir was abolished.
Stykkishólmur is among the oldest trading
centres in the country and ca. 1840 had a popul-
ation of about 130 and boasted a pharmacy, a
shop, warehousing and cottages for the free
merchants. Around the middle of the century,
Stykkishólmur was chosen to become the seat of
the amtmadur (deputy governor). In addition the
sheriff's was located there, as well as a minister,
a doctor and a library. In spite of this auspicious
beginning, Stykkishólmur did not really take off
as a fishing town and had only 600 inhabitants in
1920. In the twentieth century it grew only a
little, having about 1100 inhabitants in 2000.

Stykkishólmur never reached the goal of
becoming a fishing town of any size, though
shrimp and shellfish production provided
income until the collapse in 2002. What has
helped the town is its beautiful location and its
popularity among tourists. The picturesque
setting of small islands, the hospital and the
Catholic Church give the town a shape and an
atmosphere which make it very beautiful.

As the twentieth century progressed some
settlement developed at the old fishing stations
of Rif and Grundarfjördur. On the southern
part of the peninsula, however, there is hardly
any other urban spot except for Arnarstapi.

There is only one urban spot in Dalir County
– Búdardalur. This village has almost no fishing
but has a service station for the surrounding
agricultural areas. Búdardalur has had difficulties
in growing, not least because the traffic to the
West Fjords goes primarily over Hrútafjördur
and the Djúp and not through the Dalir,
Gilsfjördur and Bardaströnd. This could change,
however, if a road is built over the
Thorskafjördur highland from Gilsfjördur over
to the Djúp. Road traffic would increase in the
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Dalir if the ferry Baldur stopped running be-
cause then the road traffic to Ísafjördur over the
Djúp and to the southern fjords of West Fjords
would increase.

As 1900 approached, fishing started to in-
crease in many places in the West Fjords.
Engines were added to both rowboats and
schooners. This meant that the fishing industry
started to concentrate in certain villages, Bíldu-
dalur being the first to buy schooners. In the
southern part of the West Fjords a few fishing
villages started to develop, Patreksfjördur be-
coming the largest and reaching 400 inhabitants
in 1920. At that time, Bíldudalur had 300
inhabitants, Thingeyri around 400, Flateyri 300
and finally Bolungarvík, located at the outer end
of the Djúp, around 700. All these fishing har-
bours were important in the utilization of the
fisheries in the West Fjords in the twentieth
century, even though the number of inhabitants
did not substantially increase.

At the end of the twentieth century, as fishing
was regulated with quotas, the people of the
West Fjords did little to secure quotas so that the
quotas and therefore the fishing have moved
away. Because of the nearness to fishing
grounds the West Fjords have historically held a
good position, not least fishing from small
boats. Therefore, after the loss of quotas, the
settlements in the West Fjords have mostly de-
pended on fishing from small motor boats, ex-
cept for Ísafjördur, where they have a few big
fishing boats.

Whaling has constituted a very special chapter
in the history of the West Fjords. The pioneers
were mostly Norwegians and whaling
companies established whaling stations in many
places in the West Fjords and also in the East

Fjords. Whaling was prominent in 1890-1915
(until banned in 1915 as whale stocks were
threatened by the size of the catch). The largest
whaling station was Sólbakki, which is now
called Flateyri in Önundarfjördur Fjord.

The production of whale oil amounted, in this
period, to ca. 100,000 barrels. At the Framnes
station they produced some 55,000 barrels, in
Sudureyri 64,000 barrels and in Meleyri around
62,000 barrels. A few other places produced less.
The profits from whaling were huge, and it has
been estimated that the net profit was double
the income of the national treasury during this
period.

In order to process the whales the Nor-
wegians brought equipment with them to Ice-
land, including steam-driven whaleboats and
steam equipment to extract the oil. Many of the
buildings of the whaling stations were also
imported from Norway and put up at the new
whaling stations. Thus almost complete in-
dustrial villages were imported from Norway.
Later, when the whaling stopped, many of the
buildings were moved away, many of them to
Ísafjördur. Others were moved, for example, to
Reykjavík. The private home of the director of
Sólbakki, for example, was rebuilt in Tjarnargata
Street; today this building is known as the gov-
ernment reception hall.

The highly mechanized operation of whaling
became an important school for the Icelanders,
where they learned how to operate machines
and tools. This helped very much in the in-
troduction of motorboats and trawlers to the
country, and this also is the reason why the West
Fjords were ahead in this development.
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Herring fishing was the impetus for the de-
velopment of the fishing towns in the north just
as fishing for cod and groundfish had started the
urban development in the west and the West
Fjords. Actually it was in the east that herring
fishing first started in the mid-nineteenth
century.

The first herring outfitters were Norwegian
merchants that brought goods to sell to Iceland
in the spring, mainly lumber, but then started to
fish for herring during the summer and finally
took the herring home with them at the
beginning of the winter. To start with, the herr-
ing were caught in nets that were pulled towards
the inner part of fjords where the fish were
scooped up.

Around 1900 the herring started to be caught
in the north and actually also, to a certain extent,
in Ísafjardardjúp Fjord. In 1901 the number of
barrels of salted herring produced in
Siglufjördur had already reached 2800. In 1910
the number had grown to 7600. After that there
followed a slump in the herring catch but after
World War I there again came a peak and then
another drop around 1920. The ups and down
attest to the fact that fishing for herring, as well
as marketing it, has been quite a gamble. The
people from the south that flocked to this work
in the north and east therefore sometimes
returned with a lot of money but also,
sometimes, they had hardly earned a penny. One
of the main advantages that came with the
herring fishing was that it gave both workers and
ships new tasks which helped to make fishing a
year round industry and which meant a
strengthening of urbanization by the coast.

To start with, the only product was salted
herring, cured directly on the landing piers and
put into barrels. In 1911 the first herring cooker

in Iceland was installed in Siglufjördur; some--
what later two more processing plants were built
in Akureyri and Krossanes, and finally one in
Hjalteyri in 1937. Two cookers were installed at
Strandir and at Eyri in Ingólfsfjörd, but the
herring cookers that were in Djúpavík and
Ófeigsfjördur never became operational because
by that time the herring had disappeared from
the north and moved to the east.

The main herring salting harbours, besides
those already mentioned, were Hólmavík,
Skagaströnd, Saudárkrókur, Hofsós, Ólafs-
fjördur, Dalvík, Hrísey and Raufarhöfn, where a
cooker was also installed in 1926. The profits
from herring reached their peak shortly before
World War II, when herring accounted for about
40% of the country's export value.

Foreigners played a big part in the fishing,
mainly Norwegians, but because these fish could
not be transported long distances without
cooling or processing most of the work took
place in Iceland, though some of the foreigners
processed the fish onboard.

In 1945 the herring catch dropped suddenly
but rose rapidly again and in 1947 had reached
200,000 tons before again dropping until 1955.
In the war years, the herring suddenly appeared
in the south so that much of the herring was
processed in harbours on the Reykjanes Penin-
sula and in Faxaflói Bay. The percentage caught
in the East Fjords also gradually increased.

Around 1960 the herring catch started to
grow immensely and did go up to about 800,000
tons in 1966, among other things because of a
new power block that could pull up the seine so
that the herring could be pumped directly from
the seine into the boats, instead of having to
scoop them up from floating seines alongside
the ships.
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The enormous effort expended in catching
the herring meant that the stocks almost com-
pletely collapsed in 1968. The stocks began to
make a comeback around 1990 and since then it
has been possible to catch herring, but almost
wholly to the east and south of the country and
farther out to sea.

Icelanders became rich during World War II
because of the high prices for fish products and
because of the huge amounts of money paid
out by the British and American military. After
the war Icelanders started to use this money to

buy new motorboats and trawlers for year-round
operation, but after the herring disappeared
some of the fishing towns in the north have,
however, had a hard time finding a good enough
base for their existence.

Most places in the north that were agricultural
service centres as well as fishing ports have the
surest existence. These are often towns that are
located close to the centre of rural areas, which
often means that they are placed close to the
heads of the fjords, such as Blönduós,
Saudárkrókur, Akureyri and Húsavík. The three
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first of these towns have also enjoyed the priv-
ilege of being located on the Ring Road around
the country and are therefore service centres for
the Ring Road traffic. Húsavík, on the other
hand, is placed rather far north of the Ring
Road, which has meant that it has had the most
difficulties of these main towns in the north.
Húsavík has lately been trying to find a new
foundation for its existence, primarily in the area
of tourism. Whale watching trips are popular
and a whaling museum has been built.

Some of the towns in Eyjafjördur Fjord have
been developing quite well, primarily because

they are situated close to Akureyri and can make
use of the services that are available there.
These include Dalvík as well as Ólafsfjördur,
after a tunnel was built through Ólafsfjördur
Múli. Before that the road ran along the steep
hill of the Múli and was dangerous, especially
during the winter.

Now in 2003, work has started on building
two tunnels to connect Siglufjördur to the other
settlements in Eyjafjördur. These two tunnels
create the possibility for tourists to make a circle
tour around the eastern part of Tröllaskagi,
which is on the west side of Eyjafjördur.
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Eastern Iceland has always had some unique-
ness in terms of settlement in Iceland, primarily
because of its geographical position and char-
acteristics.

The central East Fjords are deep and have
little lowland area. In this they share a common
characteristic with some of the fjords on Trölla-
skagi and in the West Fjords. In such fjords the
settlers from Norway will have felt at home and
this, together with the nearness to Norway,
meant that the East Fjords were the first areas to
be settled in Iceland.

Not much agricultural area was to be found in
the fjords but there are wide agricultural areas in
the Fljótsdal District as well as in the lowlands
of Vopnafjördur.

Above these areas rise the huge eastern
highlands, the enormous Ódádahraun lava field
and the Vatnajökull Glacier, the third largest in
the world, that frame and isolate the east.
Because of these enormous landscape features
the east was almost totally cut off from other
parts of the country when it came to land
transportation, except for some connection with
the north-east.

Job collaboration of people in the east with
those in other parts of the country was minimal
compared, for example, with the exchange of
manpower between the south and the north. An
exchange of manpower occurred when people
from the north came south for the winter or
spring fishing and people from the south went
north to help process the herring catch in the
summer.

A low population was also characteristic of
the East Fjords; though one of the four quarters
of the country, it had only about 10 % of the
population. And because the settlements mostly

were rural areas and small villages and towns,
this percentage has dropped more than in the
other quarters of the country so that now the
people living in the East Fjords number only
about 4% of the total population.

Because of the lack of land for cultivation,
the good harbour facilities in the east were a
compensation. Therefore there were numerous
fishing farms and farmers from the agricultural
inlands came over the mountain paths to the
fishing stations in the fjords, as in most other
areas in Iceland.

As urbanization took off in Iceland it also
started to a certain extent in the East Fjords
region. The urban areas in the east are char-
acterized by being small, among other things
because the mountain ridges between the fjords
made it harder for people from nearby regions
to exchange work than for those who lived, for
example, on the rather flat terrain of Faxaflói
Bay.

The commercial harbours were also, from
early times, both small and numerous. This was
primarily caused by the fact that each fjord had
to have its own commercial village because of
the mountain ridges that separated them and the
fact that, in most places, no land transportation
was possible around the steep headlands. The
geography of the region did not allow the
inhabitants of several fjords to band together to
use one big harbour.

At the turn of the century in 1900 there were
thus many small commercial spots in the East
Fjords: Bakkafjördur, Vopnafjördur Eystri,
Seydisfjördur, Mjóafjördur, Nordfjördur, Eski-
fjördur, Búdareyri, Hrúteyri, Búdir, Stödvar-
fjördur, Breiddalur, Djúpivogur and Tálkna-
fjördur. The most progressive period in the East
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Fjords, around the turn of the century in 1900,
was caused by the substantial participation of
foreigners in the fishing, especially by the
Faroese as their islands were only 500 km away.

Unlike the other foreign fishermen, the Faro-
ese most commonly had their headquarters in
Iceland, in this case in the East Fjords. What
drove the Faroese to the fishing grounds off the
East Fjords was the invasion of British trawlers
in their home waters. Around 1900, they got
about 70% of their catch in Iceland. The Faro-
ese fished all round Iceland, but mostly in the
east as well as in the West Fjords region.

The people in the East Fjords profited greatly
from the fact that the Faroese landed most of
their catch there, both at their own companies
and also at Icelandic companies. This gave the
easterners work and later income as their own
fish were exported.

The eruption of Askja in 1875 had a huge,
negative effect on settlement in the East Fjord
region. Westerly winds prevailed at the time and
the ash and pumice fell over the East Fjords and
were even blown as far away as Stockholm.

The thickness of the ash in the fjords was
commonly 5-10 cm and around 30 cm at the
innermost settlements. Many of the farmers on
the heaths were forced to abandon their farms.

This uprooting meant that people from the
eastern regions made up the highest percentage
of those who emigrated to North America at
the time.

It is surprising how fast the pumice and ash
are eroded by wind and water and how fast the
vegetation is able to regenerate. Grass had re-
turned by the last decade of the nineteenth
century, which induced many Icelanders to mig-
rate to the farms that had been abandoned be-
cause of the eruption and the emigration to
America.

It has already been mentioned that the
Norwegians started fishing for herring in
Iceland in the East Fjords around the middle of
the nineteenth century. Many of the outfitters
were, at the same time, merchants, some of
whom in due time settled permanently and
became some of the most entrepreneurial and
progressive people in the East Fords, the most
famous of them being Otto Wathne.

Around 1883 the Norwegians also started the
new enterprise of whaling, especially in the East
and West Fjords. They built processing plants
where they rendered liver for whale oil. The rest
of the whale was usually thrown away, though
the locals often made use of what was left over.

The largest whaling stations in the East Fjords
were both in Mjóifjördur, one at Asknes close to
the mouth of the fjord – which produced ca.
88,000 barrels in the whaling years – and the
other at Hamarsvík in the inner part of the
fjord, which produced ca. 60,000 barrels.

There were also large whaling stations in
Sveinsstadaeyri and Svínsskálastekkur in
Eskifjördur, which produced 35,000 and 17,000
barrels respectively. The highest catch was in
1905 with about 1000 whales killed. After that
the catch fell year after year until whaling was
finally prohibited in 1915.

Right up to 1920 fishing was mostly con-
ducted from small boats and most of the catch
was within the fjords themselves. After that the
ships started to increase in size. In spite of this
it has been a characteristic of the East fjords
that the ships have been rather small and in
1940, when there were already 34 trawlers in the
country, there was not yet a single trawler in the
East Fjords.

Because the East Fjords are closest to Europe
the first undersea telegraph cable came to land
in Seydisfjördur in 1906. From there a telegraph
line went overland north to Akureyri and then
westward before turning south to Reykjavík.
Because of the telegraph a bridge was erected at
the end of Lake Lögur, where the town of
Egilsstadir now is. A road connection from the
east to the north, however, was not established
until 1934. Some fishing towns were not conn-
ected to the road network until very late, e.g.,
Neskaupstadur in 1949.

Egilsstadir is unique in terms of road
transportation as it is located by the Ring Road.
In addition, mountain roads go from there
down to the most important fjords. The bridge
over the end of Lake Lögur contributes to this
concentration at Egilsstadir.

As people started to build houses by this
bridge in 1947, the settlement started to grow
quickly. It has, since then, been constantly on the
increase. In 1990 the inhabitants numbered 1500
and 1700 in 2000.

In the same period the population of other
communities in the east dropped, with the
exception of Hornafjördur, which has experi-
enced considerable growth, among other things
because, like Egilsstadir, it too is located by the
Ring Road.

During the years of World War II the military
used the deep fjords in East Iceland (and else-
where) as safe havens for naval vessels that
waited to take part in the protection of shipping
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convoys that were on their way north to the
Soviet Union. Their second purpose was to
engage in battle in the ocean east of the fjords.
A seaplane harbour was also located in the east
of Lake Lögur, where the village of Egilsstadir
started to develop after the war.

Even though the agricultural area of Hérad is
rather good the road connections down to the
fjords, where most of the people lived, were
difficult. Milk, therefore, could not be trans-
ported and therefore there was little cattle
farming in the district, though in most of the
fjords people could keep enough cows to meet
local needs for dairy produce. The main agri-
cultural activity in the area has therefore always
been raising sheep.

One of the aspects that has long held back the
development of the East Fjords is that there has
been, for centuries, a lack in agreement on what
should become the main town of this part of
the country. As free trade was in sight, the
Danish government had to decide in which har-
bours captains could present their ship's docu-
ments. A bill that the Danish government put to

a national meeting in 1851 proposed that the
main commercial harbour be in Seydisfjördur, a
proposal that the meeting accepted.

In the law on the freedom of commerce of
1854, the Danish parliament decided that the
main commercial harbour should be
Eskifjördur. The people of the East Fjords were
very dissatisfied with this decision and they
again and again stressed that Seydisfjördur was
the better choice.

Commercial activity had already grown
considerably greater in Seydisfjördur than in
Eskifjördur as a result of the fact that the
Norwegians had made it their main harbour.
The main reason behind the decision of the
Danish parliament for Eskifjördur was probably
that the seat of the county sheriff was situated
there.

In the ensuing discussion in the Althing in
1893, Björn Bjarnason from Grafarholt showed
that the Hérad district and Reydarfjördur had a
very strong position as concerned future roads
between the agricultural areas and the fjords.
Bjarnason did point out that most of the
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agricultural produce came from Hérad and that
the snowy Fjardarheidi Road to Seydisfjördur
was a problem. He furthermore pointed out
that land transportation from Hérad would be
easiest down to Reydarfjördur but not to
Eskifjördur because road connections presented
basic difficulties.

Bjarnason visualized that a train track would
be put through the Fagridalur Valley between
Hérad and Reydarfjördur and he concluded:
"And then the capital of the east might be best
placed by Lake Lögur." 

These primary arguments about
transportation and its importance for a capital
for the east were already clear to Bjarnason in
1893. This part of the country would have fared
better if the people there had shared Bjarna-
son's keen understanding of planning.

In the beginning of the twentieth century
Seydisfjördur was one of the fastest growing
towns in Iceland, together with Reykjavík and
Akureyri. But already in the 1920's the boom
was almost over and after that Neskaupstadur
(Nordfjördur) sped ahead of Seydisfjördur,
becoming the most populous town with about
1100 inhabitants in 1930. Neskaupstadur got its
trading station rights in 1928.

In 1925 the State Planning Commission
started to deal with the planning of Nes-
kaupsstadur, then still named Neshreppur, and
the plan and report were finished in 1928.

That same year an article written by Gud-
mundur Hannesson, a member of the com-
mission, appeared in Morgunbladid. Hannes-son
wrote: "I am in no doubt…that my work on the
planning commission is the most important of
the tasks that I have been working on….In
Nordfjördur there is, for example, a very
important task for us planners, as it is the fastest
growing trading station in the east.
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“The fisheries are the strongest there and
there is a good agricultural area close to town.
But this town has been built under a steep hill
where there is no low ground and over the
whole hill there is one gully after another. In
addition, more than half of the town is built in
a danger zone where people know that
avalanches have fallen into the ocean."

The planning proposal tried to make some
amendments and recommend precautionary
measures, which in fact was difficult. These
planning faults eventually caught up with the
town when a huge avalanche hit in 1974, killing
12 people.

Eskifjördur was the commercial harbour in
the east that was first granted trading station
rights in 1863. After that a map of the town area
was made according to instructions from the
king.

This map not only suggested that there be
residences and warehouses for merchants but
also industrial institutions, houses for manual
labourers and water mills. Even though the
Danish government took a positive view, not
much happened in terms of its growth.

Gudmundur Hannesson described Eski-
fjördur in a newspaper article in 1927: "Eski-
fjördur is built on the south side of a steep hill
by a good harbour…. The village is primarily
one row of houses along the road by the ocean,
long but very narrow…. It is a considerable
distance out to the fishing grounds and the
herring catch, that earlier was the main source
of wealth, has failed the inhabitants for a long
time, and in addition there is almost no land
available for cultivation. This has meant that
there is little progress there."

Good rroad oover ÖÖxi ((939)) wwouuld
reduuce ttraffic iin tthe ffjords..
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In the earlier parts of this book the first sprouts
of urbanity which occurred in the south have
been described. The first villages were the
seasonal "village" of the Althing (parliament)
meeting at Thingvellir and the bishop's seat at
Skálholt, which was also a major centre of learn-
ing. In addition to these, large farms and cultural
centres in the south, like Oddi and Haukadalur,
were almost like villages.

The study of the commercial sites in Iceland
has also been traced, the most important being
Eyrarbakki and the Westman Islands. This
section will describe the forming of urban cores
as they started to develop in the nineteenth cent-
ury and then continued to strengthen in the
twentieth century.

As in other places in Iceland it was fishing that
became the foundation for the new towns. The
lack of harbours on the sandy south coast
meant that even though the south had very
strong agricultural areas – as well as fishing
grounds along the coast – only four places along
the coast proved to have some future: Vík in the
Mýrdalur Valley, Thorláksshöfn, Eyrarbakki and
Stokkseyri.

The town in the Westman Islands was by far
the largest fishing town in this part of the
country. It grew steadily through the whole
twentieth century becoming, eventually, the
biggest fishing town in Iceland. For some reason
fishing from Eyrarbakki and Stokkseyri never
took off and it is not very clear why this was so.
It is, however, likely that outfitters had the
Básendar sea flood of 1799 in mind, as they
took care not to venture into flood areas.

This great flood and its influence on
Eyrarbakki was described as follows: "…the
ocean broke apart and washed away one

warehouse….all loose stones rolled as well as a
wall that had been built from big rocks…. The
ocean…undermined the foundations of most
of the merchants' houses…[and] came up
through the floor of the houses and through
locked doors, breaking windows and smashing
walls." (Minnisverd tídindi II, pp. 107-110).

Another factor that held down growth in
these two villages may simply have been that
conditions, in many ways, were better in the
Westman Islands and the fine Reykjanes and
Reykjavík areas were not very far away. An
additional reason for the lack of growth could
have been that Eyrarbakki merchants had long
been unpopular primarily during the period of
trade when the Danish merchants retained their
residence in Denmark.

As the route for transportation of goods over
the Hellisheidi Heath improved, people started
to bypass the merchants at Eyrarbakki. This
unpopularity may even have contributed to the
discussion in the middle of the nineteenth
century on legalising a commercial centre on
Dyrhólaey Island, along the coast further east.

In 1877 Thorlákshöfn was legalized as a
trading centre and Stokkseyri in 1883. However,
a shop was not opened in Stokkseyri until 1889
and at the turn of the century the village had
about 500 inhabitants.

By 1930 Stokkseyri was in decline. The only
one of these four villages on the south coast of
Árnes county that has continued to grow is
Thorlákshöfn, where large and expensive
harbour facilities were built during the 1960's.

The best agricultural areas in Iceland are
located in the southern lowland, for most of the
time utilized for raising sheep and cattle. When
the road over the Hellisheidi Heath had been
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built, as well as the bridges over the Ölfusá
River in 1891, the Thjórsá River in 1895 and the
Hvítá River at Brúarhlöd in 1907, the southern
lowland became the biggest producer of
agricultural produce for the Capital Area.

What followed was the establishing of pro-
cessing plants in the region, the first being the
Rjómabúin dairy to produce cream. Most of the
time, however, milk was processed at home.
Cream and butter from the dairies, as well as
eggs and skyr (Icelandic yogurt) from the farms,
were transported over the heath to market.

In 1930 two dairies were established, one in
Hveragerdi and the other in Selfoss. In the same
year the Árnes Co-operative Association was
established in Selfoss. The establishing of these
two large industrial and service companies
meant that the village of Selfoss started to grow
rapidly.

The establishing of a branch of the National
Bank in 1919, as well as of a co-operative shop
in 1925, was among the first steps towards the
urbanization of Selfoss. In 1970 the population
was about 2400 and in 2000 about 4600. The
major agricultural activities in the south needed
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services, and therefore two additional villages
developed, Hella and Hvolsvöllur, as well as Vík
in the Mýrdalur Valley.

Another incentive for urban development in
the south was the establishing of secondary
schools, usually located where there was the
possibility of utilizing geothermal heat. Urban
cores in the south that were originally selected
as sites for schools were Laugarvatn,
Haukadalur, Reykir in Biskupstungur, Flúdir in
the Hrunamanna District, and Árnes in
Gnúpverja District.

The geothermal heat also provided an
opportunity for starting other types of activities,
mainly greenhouses. Some maintenance
services developed and finally services for tour-
ists. In the latter part of the twentieth century
the area experienced a growth of summerhouse
settlements.

Besides the geothermal heat and other natural
resources, the south has huge hydropower
resources because of the two largest rivers in
Iceland, the Hvítá and the Thjórsá. It was, how-
ever, on the Sog River that the first hydropower
plants were built by the City of Reykjavík.
Reykjavík built three power plants there to meet
the needs of the city, but the local people
enjoyed some of the advantages, such as in-
creased work and a supply of electricity.

In 1968 the first large hydropower plant on
the Thjórsá River, in the northern part of
Gnúpverja District at Mt Búrfell, started
operation. Since then the building of power
plants in the Thjórsá and Tungnaá River area
has continued, which has created work for the
local inhabitants and thus secured the settle-
ments.

For the greater part of the twentieth century
the town on the Westman Islands was the most
populous in the south, but shortly before 2000
Selfoss surpassed it in population. The West-
man Islands for most of history had a very
unique position, at one point having been a
separate county. The town was granted trading
station rights in 1786 and again in 1918.

The Islands are very beautiful and well suited
for settlement. There is a good natural harbour
and some agricultural area, even though a lack
of agricultural produce in the early ages most
probably held down community growth.

In 1973 an unusually dramatic volcanic erupt-
ion started in the eastern part of Heimaey
Island, just outside town. The island was
successfully evacuated, with no lives lost.

The people had to put up with living on the
mainland for many months or until it was

Heimaey pplan, 11932. CConjoined hhouses bby tthe
harbour bbut nnot iin tthe rresidential aareas.

Flúdir iis oone oof tthe sschool llocations tthat hhas
developped iinto aa vvillagge.
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increased aactivity.
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considered safe to allow them to move back to
the Islands. Because of this catastrophe, houses
were built on the mainland, financed by a state
contingency fund, among other places, in
Thorlákshöfn, Höfn and Reykjavík.

Many of the islanders did not return, so the
eruption meant a reduction in the number of
inhabitants.

In modern times maintaining communication
with the Islands has become a great problem.
This factor is actually the main reason why most
of the islands in Iceland have been abandoned,
even though in earlier times they were con-
sidered to be some of the best places to live.

The Westman Islands, for a long time, have
enjoyed the services of a state-supported ferry:
Herjólfur, sailing from Thorlákshöfn. The
problem is that it takes three hours to sail from
there to the Islands, which is about four times as
long as from Eyrarbakki if the ferry went from
there instead.

In that sandy area it is, however, very hard to
construct a harbour, but in the autumn of 2000
the Althing agreed to start an investigation into
constructing a ferry harbour there.

A little further inland there is the Bakki Air-
port, where some of the Westman Islanders
have garages for their cars so as to drive when
they come to the mainland. The flight time to
the Islands from there is only five minutes.
Some discussion also has taken place on build-
ing a 15 km tunnel to the Islands, but that would
be very expensive.

It is not unlikely – if air services out of Reyk-
javík decline still further or are stopped – that air
service will be operated from the Bakki airport
and also probably to some extent from the
Selfoss airport.

There has been much talk about introducing
hovercraft boats for transportation, but the
height of the waves makes it impossible to use
such boats in bad weather. A ferry, on the other
hand, can go in most weather, though the great
question is whether it is possible to build a
harbour at Bakki that will not constantly be
filled with the sand drifting along the coast.
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In this and the next two sections the towns in
the countryside that are most likely to be the
most important urban cores of the future will
be described. It should be noted that large
towns in Iceland means much smaller towns
than in larger countries.

This first section describes Ísafjördur and
vicinity. Although the West Fjords have been
losing population, it seems that Ísafjördur is
going to survive. The state has given consid-
erable support to Ísafjördur and vicinity in many
ways, for example by building an 11 km tunnel
that was opened in 1995.

This tunnel starts in Ísafjördur and branches
in the middle of the mountain to Sudureyri in
Súgandafjördur and to Önundarfjördur, where
the village of Flateyri is located.

In addition, the villages of Bolungarvík and
Hnífsdalur are located very close to Ísafjördur
and thus also take part in creating a cluster of
towns in the Ísafjördur area. Even though there
are currently problems in the fishing industry in
this area, various other possibilities are being
attempted to strengthen the settlements.

Ísafjördur has a long history as an urban core
and was one of the six places in the country that
first got trading station rights in 1786. As the
fishing started to improve in the nineteenth
century the settlement by Ísafjardardjúp Bay
started to grow and Ísafjördur soon became the
main outfitter and export town for the cluster of
settlements located on the bay.

At the turn of the century the inhabitants
numbered about 1100. In 1930 the population
had grown to 2500 and had reached 2900 in
1945. Since then only a small increase has
occurred.

As is usually the case with the narrow fjords in
Iceland, the lack of lowland areas is a
disadvantage. On the other hand, these fjords
have the great advantage that most of them are
natural harbours, especially where a spit of land
stretches out into the fjord, sheltering a calm
body of water.

At first, the settlement now called Ísafjördur
took its name from this spit and was called
Skutulsfjardareyri. So the town of Ísafjördur
actually stands by a fjord that still bears the
name of Skutulsfjördur.

Because the town has a long history, a
considerable part of the buildings on the spit is
from earlier times. Many of the buildings
represent important epochs in the architectural
history of Iceland.

This has proven to be a resource for Ísa-
fjördur, as well as in some other old towns in
Iceland, now that tourism – meaning both
foreign and native tourists – has become an
important industry. For a long time this heritage
was not respected, but later, ideologists started
to explain the importance of this architectural
heritage to the Icelanders.

In 1992 – 93 a special investigation was
conducted into this architectural variety. As
often with such investigations, the settlement is
categorized according to periods, building
material, planning, characteristics, etc. Such an
investigation is a foundation for making wise
decisions as to what houses, or units within the
settlement, should be preserved.

In 1971 the Icelandic planning law became 50
years old. The State Planning Committee then
decided to announce a competition on the
planning of a fishing town with respect to the
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social and economic connection of these towns
to the surrounding rural areas and urban centres.

The prize was shared by two proposals, one of
them for Ísafjördur and the West Fjords and the
other for Thorlákshöfn and the southern
lowland. The authors of the winning proposal
for Ísafjördur were four young men: Ingi-
mundur Sveinsson, now a well-known architect,
Ólafur Erlingsson, a chief engineer, Ólafur
Ragnar Grímsson, now the President of Ice-

land, and Gardar Halldórsson, later the State
Architect of Iceland.

In the special issue of the Sveitastjórnarmál
announcing the winning proposal, the intro-
duction stated: "What was proposed has been
achieved, namely, to induce a closer col-
laboration between disciplines concerned with
construction, on the one hand, and social
sciences on the other." 
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Akureyri has a long history as a trading place
and its location, deep in the Eyjafjördur Fjord,
surrounded by agricultural areas, makes it a
good spot. The good harbour conditions, pro-
tected by the gravel spit of Oddeyri, are also an
important asset.

The first settlement was created on a little
sandbank below the Búdargil gully, where now is
the town centre. The Oddeyri spit, created by
material deposited by the River Glerá where it
enters the fjord, was much larger and a little
further north. Fjaran lies beneath a high hill that
stretches inwards beside the fjord. These three
areas – the downtown, the Fjaran coast and a
part of Oddeyri – form the old part of
Akureyri.

Because of Akureyri's tradition as a cultural
centre and a school town, the state government
decided in 1987 to establish the University of
Akureyri. Many thought this was rather bold and
as a matter of fact hardly sensible for such a
small country as Iceland to spread its power at
the university level.

The establishing of the university on the other
hand has proved to be a necessary foundation
for the town to come to grips with future
development. The state has been very
supportive, for example by relocating research
divisions and creating branches of state
institutes in Akureyri connected with the
university, including the Fishing Industry
Research Institute and the Oceanological
Institute. Furthermore, various other offices
have been moved to Akureyri, such as the Office
of Equality and an office of the Tourist Council.

This has had the effect of allowing Akureyri
to succeed in moving away from being primarily
an industrial and fishing town to becoming a

centre of culture and information technology.
Agriculture and the fishing industry, however,
are still the main base for the town's
occupational activity. The new development
means that young people are now willing to
settle in Akureyri and various sprouts for future
growth have now succeeded in finding their
place there.

Let us now turn to planning matters. One of
the prerequisites for attaining the cultural
standing that strong modern towns need to have
is that the town is beautiful and that it has
beautiful architectural areas that attract tourists
and create a pleasant atmosphere. In this regard,
Akureyri builds on the past, for example, within
the field of education.

Akureyri also has a long tradition in gardening
and the planting of trees. The pioneers in these
fields were Danish merchants and their wives,
who were the elite in the town's formative
stages. The most famous plantings are the
Lystigardur Garden and Kjarnaskógur Forest.

Because of how Akureyri had already become
a strong town around 1900, many beautiful
wooden buildings were built there, buildings
that still today create the foundation for the
attractive atmosphere in downtown Akureyri. In
addition, there are old and beautiful
neighbourhoods in the Fjaran and Oddeyri
areas.

The people of Akureyri discovered early that
this architectural heritage was a cultural resource
and therefore started to do research into the
value of the buildings and the older neigh-
bourhoods and adjust them to the plan. The
first master plan for Akureyri was confirmed in
1927, and development followed the main lines
of that plan for a very long time.
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Finally, however, it was decided to make a new
master plan, valid for the period 1972-1993.
This plan took some guidance from the
extensive work of the Danish planners in
Reykjavík in the 1960's. Among other things, the
road system in Akureyri was, as in Reykjavík,
divided into four categories of roads, i.e., primary
roads, connecting roads, collecting roads and
residential streets.

Social matters were also introduced into the
plan, among other things by carrying out a

survey among the townspeople about their ideas
about planning and the future, which can be
seen as a step towards what we today call
participatory planning. This plan was made by
Gestur Ólafsson and his office.

The next master plan was worked on during
the last decade of the twentieth century, mostly
by Finnur Birgisson, but in close co-operation
with the Planning Division of the town and its
planning director, Árni Ólafsson. This plan
covers the period 1990-2010. Even though the

2011

In tthe 11990 AAkureyri pplan, ppossible ffuture
buildingg lland wwas sshown iin lligght ggrey.

Already iin 11963 tthe iidea oof aa ffew llargge ccentres
in IIceland wwas iintroduced.

A mmap sshowing cconservation vvaluues oof bbuuildings iin tthe OOddeyri aarea.. BBefore aa pplanning pproposal iis mmade,
specific eevaluuations hhave tto bbe mmade oof bbuuilding mmaterials, aage, hhistory aand aappearances..

Good  aarchitectuural sstuudies hhave
been mmade oof AAkuureyri..

DEVELOPMENT OF  LARGER  TOWNS  IN  THE  COUNTRYSIDE



law requires that a master plan should be
reviewed every five years, a revision did not
occur for eight years. Work on that revision
started in 1995. Now it was the planning
division itself that was in charge, with Árni
Ólafsson and Matthildur Elmarsdóttir at the
helm. Future development is shown in the
master plan to the south of today´s settlement
on the Brekka. The next step was to advertise a
competition for planning this area – the result
being announced in 1996.

The new neighbourhoods, meant to contain
2000 flats, have an estimated building time of 20
years. With this plan a new type, a frame plan, was
introduced as an intermediate step between the
master plan and the detail plan.

The principal idea of the plan is that an urban
street goes through the whole length of a neigh-
bourhood, with the idea of making the street
somewhat like an old city street with a dense and
lively atmosphere.
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For a long time there has been a lack of policy
making within the regional and country
planning levels of Iceland. The politicians in
Iceland have lacked the courage to have such
plans made. The process would have included
making decisions about what settlements are the
most important, e.g., in order to utilize the nat-
ural resources of the country.

In order to be able to formulate such a policy,
people also need to come to a conclusion on
what will be a logical settlement structure of the
country in the future. The development towards
a few, large fishing towns and the need of
people and companies to settle in or close to
strong service centres mean that the
development areas in the country are going to
be few in number. Some of them are already
very apparent: the southwest and the north
central areas. Areas that can be served by these
settlement cores are the area from Vík in
Mýrdalur to the Holtavördurheidi Heath in the
south and the area from the Holtavörduheidi
Heath to the Langanes Peninsula in the north.
The fishing areas in these regions also follow
this same division.

A look at this scheme on a map of Iceland
(see the map below) reveals that the coastline
outside of these two main settlement regions in
Iceland, i.e., from the Langanes Peninsula in the
northeast to about Vík in the south, is very long
or about 1/3 of the country's total coastline.
The necessity for a strong service region in the
east, close to the middle of this area, is therefore
evident. What follows from this reasoning is
that the settlement structure of the future needs
to have these three basic pillars: south-west,
north central and east central.

In order to let this triangular settlement
structure work as a whole, people need to make

sure that the east pillar holds up, for example, by
improving and shortening road distances, both
on the Ring Road and also by building a
highland road on the north side of the Vatna-
jökull Glacier.

The task of strengthening the eastern pillar is
of national interest because the profitability of
fishing and fish production in the east would
thereby be secured. In addition, the utilization of
the energy resources would become easier and
cheaper and  the things that the eastern part of
the country has to offer, in terms of tourism,
would be more easily obtainable for the benefit
of the whole country.

In view of this, the present distribution of
settlement areas in the eastern part of the
country is clearly a problem, but the huge Kára-
hnjúkur power plant and the aluminium smelter
at Reydarfjördur that are now being built can
turn development for the better. But there are
more things that need to be considered in
assessing the future regional outlook for the
east. People need to estimate, in a realistic way,
what can be done in terms of the various
villages and towns.

On the next broadsheet there is a graph that
shows how the older towns in the east have been
losing population. The new towns of Egilsstadir
and Hornafjördur, on the other hand, have been
growing steadily. This demonstrates that these
two towns have some of the preconditions
needed for the future, for example, a location
along the Ring Road.

One of the biggest problems in the east is that
there has been no agreement on which of the
existing towns should become the capital or
main centre of the east, even though the
development of late has clearly shown that
Egilsstadir is the most logical town for this task.
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In the section on the early development of
towns in the east, on page191, an account was
given showing why, in the historical devel-
opment of the area, there was no agreement on
which town should be strengthened to become
the service centre of the region. This
unfortunate disagreement is quite different to
the experience of people in the southern,
western and north central areas.

The result of this strife is that no single town
has been decided on as the future core and
therefore central services have been distributed
widely over the towns in the region. In addition
to the earlier disagreements, various disputes as
to which of the towns in the fjords should be
accorded privileges in terms of a central
harbour and other services have also caused
troubles.

Emotional aspects have also been a part of
the question as to which place should be the
capital of the east because the old towns in the
fjords have had a very hard time accepting the
vision that the future service centre should be
inland, in the new town of Egilsstadir.

This is also partly because the road
connections from the fjords up to Egilsstadir
have been rather poor and also because these

204

The mmid-ssection oof tthe eeastern ccoast, aand iits uurban ccentres. TThe cconstruction oof aa nnew aaluminium
pplant iin RReydarfjördur aalso lleads tto tthe cconstruction oof rroad ttunnels.

Expplored ttunnel oopptions iin
‘‘93. DDistances iin kkilometers.

Satisfaction aand ddissatisfaction wwith vvaroius
features iin RReykjavík aand iin tthe eeast.

PLANNING  IN  ICELAND

towns are socially different. On the one hand we
have harbour towns in the fjords but on the
other, the agricultural and service town of
Egilsstadir. In addition to this difference in
nature, Egilsstadir is so new that it does not
have the respectable appearance that the people
of the East Fjords would like their capital to
have.

In spite of this, the fact remains that Egils-
stadir has been constantly growing stronger. An
upper secondary school has been established
there, and good sporting facilities, a hospital, a



hotel and other service-related activities, so it is
not unlikely that the people of the East Fjords
will soon come to an agreement on the policy to
make Egilsstadir the capital of the region.

What the future development of the east will
be is hard to predict, but it will mostly depend
on  the new power plant and the building of the
aluminium smelter in Reydarfjördur. What
happens after these huge construction projects
are finished is hard to tell, i.e., whether this will
be able to turn things around for the East Fjords
in a permanent way.

A part of the this has been that the state is
now in the process of constructing tunnels
between some of the fjords to shorten dist-
ances, providing the residents with better
opportunities to get to services and new work
locations. At Egilsstadir a back-up airport for
the international airport in Keflavík has been
built. Recently, direct flights from Europe have
started to go into Egilsstadir and, together with
the coming of the new ferry, Norröna, in 2003,
are hugely improving the region's position in
terms of communication and tourism.

205

Eggilsstadir sstarted tto ddevelopp aaround 11947. IIts ppositioningg hhas mmany aadvantagges: iits ccentral
pposition, tthe iintersectingg ttranspport rroutes ddue tto tthe bbridgge, aand iits llocation oon HHigghway 11.

County ppoppulation nnumbers,
and cchangges, 11987-11997.

The ppoppulation oof oold ttowns ddecreased wwhile iit
increased  iin ttowns oon HHigghway 11. 

The LLaggarfljót BBridgge wwas bbuilt 11905 wwhen tthe
telepphone llines ccame ffrom SSeydisfjördur.

DEVELOPMENT OF  LARGER  TOWNS  IN  THE  COUNTRYSIDE



206

In this chapter on the development of regional
planning of the countryside in Iceland, those
regional plans that have been completed will be
described in four sections, one on each of the
four parts of the country.

As planning work at the level of regional
planning has not yet developed considerably,
this section will partly deal with the position of
regional planning in general: how well things
have been going, what the next projects are, and
what projects are considered to be logical from
the point of view of the ideology and theory of
regional planning.

Regional planning is a rather new component
of the law on planning. It was introduced into
Icelandic law in 1964 because people in charge
of planning in Reykjavík realized how necessary
it was that the other communities in the Capital
Area enter discussion on the planning of
Reykjavík itself as well as of the surrounding
areas.

In the large report on the master plan of
Reykjavík, published in 1966, there is a chapter
on the regional plan of the Capital Area on
pages 204-209. In addition, an idea for a regional
plan for the Capital Area has been published.

The basic idea of the regional planning level is
to be an intermediate step between programmes
on the country scale and programmes of
individual municipalities – and also to provide a
platform for co-operation among communities
in certain areas, where their closeness is such
that it is logical that they work together on
certain tasks.

The last point has had some effect in making
the communities more amenable to start co-
operating with their neighbouring communities,
even though it demands some financing, the
level of which depends on the number of
inhabitants. Together they pay half of the cost,
the other half is paid by the state.

The planning law does not demand that a
regional plan is made but rather that regional
planning originates in the willingness of the
communities in question to start such a project.
Often some urgent issues or problems need to
be at hand in the region in question so that
communities are ready for a large project like
this.

Three factors are largely responsible for
making regional planning weak in Iceland.
Firstly, there is no intermediate governmental
level between the state and the municipalities.
After 1960 there was much talk about

introducing a third government level, which
would embrace large regions in order to secure
co-ordinated work on the common interests of
the area in question. Unfortunately, this dis-
cussion did not lead to any results.

Secondly, the regional plans that have been
carried out in Iceland have most often only
covered small areas. And thirdly, there has been
a lack of co-ordination in regional planning
work with other programmes that have been
underway, such as development plans on behalf
of the Regional Institute of Iceland.

These projects have mostly been made to
assist in the building up of certain occupational
areas like those of fishing or communication.
These two types of plans – an economic reg-
ional development plan and a physical regional
plan – should have been co-ordinated and
should also have embraced the same areas.

In the section on plans for the larger regions
of the country, on page 223, an account will be
given of various attempts that have been made
to work with these larger regions – both in the
governmental sense and also in the physical
planning sense.

In the four sections here, the focal point,
however, will mainly be on how the regional
planning work in the countryside has developed,
a description that both provides an overview of
the work that has been done and that will also
put us in a position to understand better where
enough progress has not been made.

The biggest problem is, as mentioned earlier,
that the regional plans usually cover too small an
area and therefore most often do not embrace
areas that are large enough to be logical units
that need to be looked at in their totality, yet this
is what is necessary to be able to lay out the
larger lines that are required to form a plan for
large areas.

It is not completely wrong to have started
with rather small regions because often planning
then proceeds to encompass a wider area. If
this, however, takes too long a time, even many
decades, then valuable opportunities may be
lost. It is also a problem that in Iceland little
work has been done on the country plan level,
which could be used as a forum for co-
ordinating ideas – e.g., among the three trans-
portation sectors, land, sea and air – not only for
the country as a whole, but also for individual
regions.

The basic characteristic of regional planning
is that it is an intermediate step between the
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State government, on the one hand, and on the
other, the level of the usually small, individual
communities. Today these small communities
first and foremost come together at the regional
planning level to co-ordinate ideas and to
formulate a policy in a rather limited area. The
big problem is that, even though some good
ideas on policy are created, what is missing is
planning at the intermediate regional level that
could provide follow-up on the various
programmes and would be responsible for
furthering the goals of the plan.

Some might ask: If the work at the regional
planning level is so hard to execute, for example
because of the lack of an intermediate
government level, why should communities
embark on such an uncertain journey, a journey
that will produce plans and programmes, when
it is uncertain if there is enough will to follow up
on them once they are formulated. And those
who ask could add: Keep in mind that because
the regional planning work is on a voluntary
basis among the communities, then the
communities have a veto right, both during the
planning work itself as well as at the moment of
approval or rejection.

Because of the situation that has now been
described, it has frequently happened that the
proposals of the regional planning commissions
have been rather inadequate and later, when
placed before the communities for approval,
then one or more has refused to sign. This
means that a plan that has not been approved of
at the community level may not be confirmed by
the minister in charge of planning concerns.

Let us now study the map on p. 208. The map
shows an idea of the State Planning Office from
1991 on how the country should be divided into
regions for planning. Here the country is divided
into 19 regions, starting with no. 1 on the Reyk-
janes Peninsula. No. 2 is the Capital Area, and
the third is Borgarfjördur.

Rather good regional planning work has been
conducted in areas 1 and 2, but when it came to
the west central area no. 3, unfortunately the
area was not looked at as a whole but instead
was subdivided into three small regional plann-
ing areas.

There are many reasons why this happened.
First, that as this regional planning work started,
the number of communities in the Borgar-
fjördur and Mýrar counties was so large that a
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Hvalfjördur’’s nnorthern sshore
is aan iimpportant aarea.

collaborating committee for the whole area
would have been too large to work together
effectively. This is because, according to the law,
two representatives from each community shall
have a seat on any regional planning committee
as well as a district representative most often
appointed by the State Planning Authority.

Let us now briefly examine each of these
three regional plans. The first is the regional plan
for south of Mt Skardsheidi (see map to the
right), which is actually the town of Akranes and
vicinity as well as the area to the east on the
north coast of Hvalfjördur Fjord.

The main motivation for this plan was that
Akranes, with about 5700 inhabitants, has rather
little area so that the town has to seek to
collaborate with its neighbouring communities
to solve various concerns, for example, a fresh
water supply, waste disposal and various types of
outdoor facilities.

The most logical route taken to effect co-
operation would have been the unification of
the neighbouring communities with Akranes.
Such unification proposals in the countryside
usually lead to the objection that the wishes and
needs of the smaller communities will be

disregarded in the face of the votes of the urban
area, which will usurp all the power.

What has helped unification in spite of such
worries is that these neighbouring communities
often have so few inhabitants that they have
trouble coping with the increased responsibil-
ities that are being delegated by the State to the
local governments. Examples of such issues are
schools and services for the handicapped.

Given the economic problems that small
communities often experience, the larger
communities frequently have been able to
negotiate with the rural districts to offer them
services that they would otherwise not have.
The agreement often specifies that costs shall be
shared by the entire community, e.g., for
providing for utilization of geothermal heat in
the most densely populated areas.

In the case of the unification of Kjalarnes
with Reykjavík, Kjalarnes got a good deal which
included, among other things, an enlargement of
the primary school and kindergarten as well as a
promise of regular bus service into the city.

What primarily has stood in the way of
unification in the Akranes area is that two of the
small communities, the Skilmanna and
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Hvalfjardarstrandar Districts, enjoy high
incomes from the harbour and the aluminium
smelters at Grundartangi. Because of the lack of
interest in unification, creation of a regional
plan became a method to induce and regulate
the necessary collaboration.

Let us now take a broader perspective of
some regional planning concerns in the Akranes
area and on the north coast of Hvalfjördur.
What, first of all, characterizes the activity in the
fjord area is the heavy industry area at
Grundartangi (aluminium and ferrosilicon
smelting) and deeper into the fjord the NATO
defence areas, including numerous oil tanks. The
whaling station is in the same area but has not
been in operation because of the international
ban on whaling, but this could change in the
near future.

All this activity depends on considerable ship
traffic in the fjord, which can affect
environmental issues. Therefore it did not come
as a surprise that, when the idea of enlarging the
heavy industry area at Grundartangi was intro-
duced in 1995, the community on the opposite
south coast, the Kjós District, lodged serious
complaints. The basis for this was, among other

things, that the Kjós District declared that it
should have equal rights with the communities
on the north side even though the legal limits of
communities along the fjord are based on where
they can put their nets, i.e., 150 m from the
shore.

In connection with this it should be noted that
ships waiting to be allowed into the harbour at
Grundartangi often lie to in the calm waters on
the south side of the fjord. Furthermore, the
pollution from Grundartangi is highly visible to
the settlement in Kjós.

Earthen walls and the planting of trees to
reduce visual pollution are only provided at the
northern side of the industrial area. Since the
people in Kjós look directly across the fjord to
the factory, as do the people from the Capital
Area that have built their summerhouses there,
these attempts to mitigate visual pollution are of
no effect.

In addition to the factory buildings
themselves, rather large power lines have to run
through Kjós. It is therefore logical that
planning for the north coast of the fjord should
also be seen as a planning concern for Kjós. In
reviewing this problem, we now see that it
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would have been logical for the regional
planning to have been extended to the south
side of the fjord.

The Grundartangi/Kjós example demon-
strates that it is not fair that communities on
one side of a fjord can make drastic decisions
which concern the whole fjord without
consulting their neighbours on the other side of
the fjord and giving them the possibility of
influencing the decision.

Another odd thing connected to such heavy
industry areas in Grundartangi is that all fees
paid by the two industries there go to
communities with very few inhabitants. It
seems that both the profits and the negative
aspects should be shared by all the communities
involved.

The next regional planning area in the
Borgarfjördur area was decided to be the areas
north of Skardsheidi Heath, which embrace the
upper regions of Borgarfjördur, i.e., south of
the River Hvítá. Within this area there is no
urban core except Hvanneyri, but the area,
however, is in many ways interesting, among
other things because of its popularity for
summer housing and its rich natural resources,
especially geothermal hot water. The district
heating of Akranes gets its hot water from the
Deildartunga hot springs in this area.

There are few areas of disagreement about
this regional plan because few people live there
and because there is not much building activity.
It is, however, worth noticing that – when the
regional planning proposal had been approved
by the joint committee and been advertised
publicly – 50 of the 77 critical remarks came
from people around a single lake, Skorra-
dalsvatn. There are many summerhouses at this
lake.

The problem is caused by the fact that for a
long time this lake has been a reservoir for the
Andarkíll Power Plant. What happens every
year in the late winter is that the water level
becomes very low because the water stored
there is then being used to generate electricity.
The lower shores of the lake that then appear
are rather unattractive and cause the
summerhouse owners problems as it is difficult
to push their boats into the lake.

This is a good example of how conflicts of
interest can surface in planning. In this case
people will have to try to resolve this conflict,
for example by setting limits on how low the
water level can be. The fundamental lesson
from this example is that it is not a good idea to
use beautiful lakes in summerhouse areas as
reservoirs.
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The pplan nnorth oof MMt
Skardsheidi, 11997-22017.

Other things were disputed about this
regional plan, for example proposals on areas
for cultural landscapes. Such proposals include
putting restrictions on changes in the areas in
question because of their historic importance.
Because of objections the idea of establishing
such areas in the Skorradalur and Lundareykir
Valleys was abandoned. The proposal on a
possible cultural landscape at Hvítárvellir was,
however, supported.

Nor was an agreement reached about the
position of the Borgarfjördur Road from
Fnjóskárdalur River to the Kleppjárnsreykir
Farm. Because of objections there was no
common agreement about the regional planning
at this time and therefore it was neither
approved by the communities nor confirmed by
the minister.

The third regional planning area is the
regional plan for Mýrasýsla County for 1998-
2010. The plan spans only 12 years, which was a
novelty that was introduced in the new planning
law of 1998, i.e., that a regional plan could cover
a minimum of 12 yeas. Earlier the general rule
had been 20 years.

This regional plan has one town, Borgarnes,
within its limits. In addition, there are rather big
summerhouse areas within the area, as well as
many good salmon and trout fishing rivers. The
long and varied coastline is a valuable asset. The
focus of this plan was primarily on
environmental issues. One of the biggest issues
was the selection of a site for waste disposal and
the idea of placing it at the Fíflholt farm even
got to the pages of the national newspapers.

Different opinions surfaced, for instance, on
the best site for obtaining fresh water for
Borgarnes. This issue was delegated to the
master plan of that area because at this time the
communities around Borgarnes had been
unified with the town. This meant that many
such problems could now be dealt with on the
master plan level.

In spite of this delegation to the master plan,
water protection areas are shown in the regional
plan and they are divided, as most often, into
three categories: spring areas, nearby areas and
distant areas. This was one of the issues that
was confirmed. Other issues raised by the
regional plan that were confirmed included the
classification of the coastline according to the
pollution protection regulation, the waste disposal
site at Fíflholt farm, and a gravel mine at
Lyngbrekka.

On the map of the Planning Institute,
mentioned first in this section, the Snaefellsnes
Peninsula area is no. 4. There, nothing has
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happened in regional planning matters as yet.
What is of some relief in this situation is that
the communities at the far end of the peninsula
have been unified into a large new community,
Snaefellsbaer. The master plan of this
community was approved in 1996 and embraces
an area big enough to have earlier been called a
regional plan because of the small scale of
regional planning in Iceland. A new national
park, Snaefellsjökull Glacier, was established in this
area in June 2001. The new park should
substantially increase opportunities for tourism.

Area no. 5 on the map covers the Dalir and
East Bardaströnd Counties. A regional plan was
made for this area in the 1990's. This regional
plan was never printed, as were the two regional
plans for Skardsheidi Heath.

To print and distribute such a proposal, with
analyses and ideas about a regional plan, is a
very effective way to advance planning and ideas
about how to effect co-operation. In spite of
the fact that the plan was not printed, this plan
was a step forward, not least because the
numerous islands in the inner part of the
Breidafjördur Bay were incorporated into the
planning area.
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Area no. 6 on the planning authorities' map is
the western part of the West Fjords comprising
the south and north fjords and Hornstrandir.
An outdoor life plan is now in the process of
being made for the national park of Horn-
strandir. Besides that no other regional planning
work has been carried out in the western part of
the West Fjords. Master plans, however, have
been made for the urban parts of the com-
munities in this area, and one of the
communities, Súdavík, has had a plan made for
the whole of its region.

A very logical regional planning area, on the
small scale of such plans in Iceland, would be
Ísafjördur and vicinity because this area has be-
come a rather big interactive settlement follow-
ing construction of the new road tunnels.

Another logical regional plan area would be
the south fjords. As can be seen on the map of
the Planning Institute, the eastern part of the
West Fjords, i.e., Stranda County, is shown as a
logical part of a regional planning unit
encircling Húnaflói Bay.

Borrgarrnnes iis oonn tthe ssouttherrnn
borrderr oof MMýrrarr-ccounntty pplann..
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The area in the countryside most in need of a
regional plan is the Eyjafjördur area where
Akureyri is located. The planning process in this
area started in 1982 when a joint committee was
formed to produce a regional plan of the area.

Besides Akureyri, there are quite a few urban
sites in the Eyjafjördur Fjord region: Ólafs-
fjördur, Dalvík, Hrísey, Árskógsströnd, Sval--
bardsströnd and Siglufjördur. But not all the
towns or communities took part in this first
regional planning. Hrísey and Ólafsfjördur were
not among the first and the Glaesibaejarhreppur
refused to accept the joint platform that had
been approved.

The high degree of urbanization and strong
position of agriculture in the region makes it
rather easy to formulate clear ideas about the
development of this area. In addition, it helps
that the areas by the fjord are clearly defined by
high mountain ridges on both sides as well as
from the central highlands to the south.

Sigurbjörn Hallsson, an engineer and planner,
was hired to work on the planning. During his
time four reports were published, meant to
mediate the steps of formulating the basis of
work for the Planning Committee and others
who needed to be informed. This was fine work
and though it did not end with confirmation of
the regional plan proposal, it did result in
publication of a large report titled Svaedisskiplag
Eyjafjördur (Regional Plan of Eyjafjördur –
Prerequisites, Outlook and Goals). This 220-
page report has many positive features
compared to what commonly has been the
praxis of primarily publishing only the basis of
the work process in order to create a dialogue.

This regional plan proposal has a strong point
– compared to all other regional plan proposals
that have been made since, namely, that it is also
a kind of regional development plan for the
area. This is expressed in the fact that it
describes clearly how the various programmes
of the State and communities have to be a part
of the process of forming ideas so that sensible
conclusions can be reached on how the area
could develop.

The first part of the report describes the
general settlement development in Iceland and
demonstrates, in a clear way, what a difficult
time the countryside had in maintaining its
position. The author emphasizes his opinion
that if the countryside and the Akureyri area can
not be strengthened there is little need for

making plans because in areas of decline there is
much less need for creating new infrastructures
and preparing areas for construction and
development.

The author goes into the basic factors of
settlement development, such as the influence
of the change in occupational structure in the
Akureyri area, and also the outlook because of
the lower percentage of manpower in Iceland in
the basic trades. He demonstrates how service
industries will increase and that this will not be
good news for the Akureyri area unless a special
effort is made to better the position of the area
in terms of service.

In connection with the development of the
basic trades, Hallsson discusses the position of
the fishing industry and how the country's
foreign exchange policy has so often been hard
on that industry, which has meant the weakening
of the fishing towns and the countryside in
relation to the Capital Area. He also describes
the position and development of agriculture and
explains what can be done to strengthen it.

Hallsson shows how the possibility of
strengthening the countryside is very much
dependent on strengthening the country's
infrastructure – roads, bus services and har-
bours. He puts forth several demands, for
example, that the electric power supply system
should be strengthened and that the higher
charges for electricity in most rural areas be
levelled out. Furthermore, he makes the demand
that the whole country become one telephone
zone.

Many of the policy issues that were postulated
and demanded in this work have helped the
countryside, but not everything. What is the
most remarkable about this work is that it makes
very clear that a regional plan can be used to
sharpen the focus in regional development
matters and to present ideas that can evolve into
clearly formulated demands to the state and
state-run institutions.

In a special chapter on the nature of regional
planning and the possibilities that such a project
can provide, Hallsson mentioned aspects that
have been published in a new regulation on
planning from about 1985, where directions are
given on how to work on a regional plan. This
regulation stated, for example, that one of the
main goals of a regional plan is to co-ordinate
land use. At the same time, however, it is
obvious that a regional plan has to be guided by
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State plans for the country as a whole, among
other things, settlement policy. In some cases,
certain aspects of state sector plans need to be
worked out in some more detail for the area in
question. In connection with this, Hallsson
pointed out that regional planning, up to that
point in time, faced the difficulty that the state
only had very preliminary drafts ready for many
of the necessary long-term sector plans on a
country scale. For instance, there was not yet a
long-term plan for roads, harbours or airports.

Hallsson also pointed out the need for more
defined ideas about the possible locations for
heavy industry, which, however, had already
appeared in a good report in 1983. Also, he
pointed out that there was a lack of policy
making by the state concerning future natural
conservation areas as well as cultural heritage
areas. As to the various preconditions of the
plan within the Eyjafjördur area itself, the
committee had various surveys carried out and
worked at formulating policy.

Helgi Hallgrímsson, director of the Natural
Science Museum in Akureyri, wrote a very
important report which presented an important
first proposal on what natural areas in the

2114

Vertical: ccows. HHorizontal:
sheepp. DDiaggonal: bboth.

Suitable ooutdoor aareas iin tthe
Eyjafjördur aarea.

AA ccoommpprreehheennssiivvee pprrooppoossaall oonn ccoonnsseerrvvaattiioonn ccaammee
aalloonngg wwiitthh tthhee pprrooppoosseedd ppllaann,, 11998866-22000066..

SSoommee ooff tthhee vvaalllleeyyss iinn EEyyjjaaffjjöörrdduurr hhaavvee vveerryy sstteeeepp
hhiillllss.. TThhuuss tthheessee aavvaallaanncchheess ddaannddeerr zzoonneess..

Eyjafördur region need to be preserved. A part
of that map is shown in the column on the
right. Many a council member became very
surprised as they saw this map with the proposal
for hundreds of conservation areas. It is only
right to underline that starting by presenting
detailed ideas to spark discussion is a good
working method.

Hallgrímsson's work is similar to the State
Nature Conservation Index in that these areas are
most often small where certain natural aspects
are considered to be unique, but with less stress
on establishing continuous conservation areas.
Hallgrímsson's report also included a proposal
for a regional map, but as, some years later, that
this map was completed, it too was rejected by
the communities in question.

Other investigations that were worked out for
the area were aspects connected to the
inhabitants and migration patterns within this
area in 1971-1982. Interestingly, 84.6% of those
who moved from the Öxnadalur community
moved to Akureyri, whereas 43.9% of those
who moved out of the Svarfadardalur com-
munity moved to the nearby town of Dalvík
and only 27% moved to Akureyri.
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Based on this thorough work and a good
prediction of how large the population would
become on a country scale, the report predicts,
rather accurately, that the migration from the
countryside to the Capital Area would continue.
Therefore the population estimates of the plan
for the Eyjafjördur area for 2005 were rather
accurate. The report also deals with physical
aspects, like that of snow cover and hours of
sunshine, but primarily it was the future
condition of agriculture that was the main
focus. The plan, for instance, proposed the
planting of shelter belts to strengthen agri-
culture.

In 1989 the regional planning work was
continued and brought up to date. Thus three
years were added to the database so that the
planning was aimed for the year 2009. A short
report was published, along with the new
regional plan proposal, and contained, among
other things, the main policy decisions of the
earlier work. Included was a policy for an
overarching management of the harbours in the
area, a necessary joint community project. The
policy of planting a shelter belt was emphasized
and forestry proposed as a future occupation.

Furthermore, proposals were made to
connect those nature preservation areas that
were close to each other to form larger reserves
and finally it was proposed that the national
hazards should be mapped by the State Civil
Defence.

One of the things that the State Planning
Office did to strengthen the planning in the
countryside at that time was to establish a
branch office in Akureyri. The architect Bene-
dikt Björnsson was appointed as the first
director, and when it was abolished a few years
later, Björnsson overtook, privately, the next
review of the regional plan for the Eyjafjördur
area.

In the next revision of the regional plan a
rather extensive study of natural hazards was
added. The availability and protection of fresh
water supplies from certain areas was given
special protection and a great deal of work was
put into the question of waste disposal.
Specialists' studies showed that the Glerár Valley
was one of the best locations for waste disposal.
The alternative of transporting the waste to a
good disposal site in Skagafjördur was also
studied, but the added transportation cost was
judged as too negative.

The plan also presented ideas about forestry
areas, but in recent years the State has pursued
the policy of making forestry an occupation and
certain plans and programmes have been carried

out in all parts of the country. One such
programme has been drawn up as a special
regional plan for forestry in the north; however,
no maps accompany this plan. The planning law
allows certain limited features to be taken out of
the planning context and a special regional plan
process allowed for various planning features
because of their special nature. This has also
been done so that those in charge of these
special programmes need not wait until a plan
has been approved for all the areas in question.

Another example of such a special plan in the
Akureyri region is the laying of a fibre optic
cable. However, this means that the com-
munities where the cable is to be laid have only
a limited possibility to influence the route
selected.

As can be seen on the small map to the right,
from the Planning Institute, the 1991 proposal
was for four regional plans for the north: at
Húnaflói Bay, Skagafjördur Fjord, in the
northeast out to the Langanes Peninsula, and
then of course the Eyjafjördur region.

Except for Eyjafjördur, little work on regional
planning has been done. On the policy making
level, however, there has been some progress for
Skagafjördur, and in 2001 a regional plan work
for the East Húnavatn County was started,
which meant that area no. 7 had been cut in two.
In some ways, this planning work can be seen as
a forerunner for the unification of the
communities there. If unification goes through,
the strange situation will develop that what was
called a regional plan will then become a master
plan.

West Húnavatns County has already become
one community, so the start of a new master
plan there is to be expected. This plan would
then be similar to the small regional plans that
have been the praxis.

As concerns the Thingeyjar Counties, a very
interesting master plan has been made for the
Skútustada District, a plan that covers a huge
territory stretching all the way south to the
Vatnajökull Glacier. The Lake Mývatn and Laxá
River areas are very sensitive as concerns
environmental features. As a preparation for the
master plan of this area, in 1993 an
environmental impact assessment for the
community was issued. This is a pioneering
work in terms of environmentally connected
planning.
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In the proposal of the State Planning Agency
for the division of the country into regional
planning areas the whole central part of the east,
i.e., both the Múlasýslur Counties, are shown as
one regional planning area.

As was the case with other parts of the
country, it could be expected that this area no.
11 would be subdivided into more regional
planning areas. This also became the case as the
first regional plan in the east was begun,
covering the Hérad region.

This plan was worked on by the Landmótun
consulting office and confirmed by the minister
in charge of planning in August 2001. The
necessity that drove the making of this regional
plan was, among other things, ideas on con-
struction of a hydropower plant and heavy
industry in the East Fjords.

At the beginning of the regional plan work,
the Planning Institute decided that the plan
would not, in this first phase, change anything
that already had been decided on in the central
highlands plan. Therefore this plan for the
lowlands started at the line that divides the
highlands from the lowlands.

The author of the highland plan, the
consulting office of Landmótun, was the same
one that now worked on the lowlands plan, so
co-ordination of the two halves of the areas,
highlands and lowlands, was therefore easier.

In a later phase, considerable changes had to
be made in the central highland plan because of
new planning and design connected to the Kára-
hnjúkar power plant. This plan was worked on
jointly by the National Power Company and

Landmótun, according to authorization in the
planning law to define certain areas that extend
over many communities as a special regional plan. 

The area that this special regional plan was
meant to embrace was delimited by the glacier.
The reservoir was also included, as was the
water catchment area.

This planning area also extends all the way
down to Héradsflói Bay because of the power
lines, the generator plant, and also because of
the environmental impact of the runoff from
the power plant. This plan is described on page
252.

In fact there is a lot of overlap between the
Hérad regional plan and this special regional
plan but, as Landmótun worked on both plans,
co-ordination was facilitated.

During the time when the plan for Hérad was
being drawn up, people decided on the uni-
fication of the communities in the region.
Nevertheless, it was decided to allow the
Planning Committee members of the old com-
munities to finish their work.

It is right to point out that this area is so small
that there is little difference between this
regional plan and the master plans for the
separate communities, in fact that the minor
difference between these two types of plans is
merely a flaw.

In future, regional plans have to embrace
larger areas and, at the same time, be more
schematic. By doing so, they would only deal
with the main lines of the plan, lines that would
be worked out in more detail later at the master
plan level.

3 Regional Planning in the East

Diaggonal: ssheepp. HHorizontal: mmixed. VVertical:
forest aarea sstretchingg iinland.
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Various things stand in the way of drawing up
regional plans for larger areas, and in a more
schematic way. First is the lack of a social or
governmental unit that could direct the work.
Regional committees could perhaps enter the
picture, as in the regional planning of the central
highlands.

In the beginning of the Hérad plan project
there was an idea of seeking co-ordination of
the plan with a regional development plan that
was then underway, a plan that embraced the
central East Fjords. However, this sensible co-
ordination did not materialize as the branch of
the regional institute in the east was closed.

To start with, the idea was also to connect this
regional plan work, to some extent, to an
environmental impact assessment (EIA) as was done
in the preparation of the plan for the
Skútustadir community. Though this did not
happen, some environmental investigations
were carried out for the environmental impact
report on the Kárahnjúkur power plant that,
among other things, assessed the changes in the

water courses of the Lagarfljót and the Jökulsá
á Brú rivers.

If these hydropower plants had not been in
preparation and therefore it had not been
necessary to plan the area around the generator
plant, the choice of corridors for power lines,
and roads, etc. in the regional plan for the Hérad
would not have been difficult.

The only thing that would have been
necessary in this planning would have been the
development of the urban area at the south end
of Lake Lögur for the towns of Egilsstadir and
Fellabaer. The planning tasks in this area could,
however, have been resolved on the master plan
level.

In general it can be said that if no large
undertakings are in sight there is not much need
for making a regional plan, as was originally the
case in the east.
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TThhee nnoorrtthheerrnn ppaarrtt ooff tthhee rreeggiioonnaall ppllaann ooff HHéérraadd.. HHeerree tthhee RRiivveerr JJöökkuullssáá áá BBrrúú hhaass eenntteerreedd tthhee oocceeaann ffoorr mmiilllliioonnss ooff yyeeaarrss,, ffiilllliinngg uupp tthhee ffjjoorrdd,, aass
ccaann bbee sseeeenn iinn iittss ssqquuaarree ffoorrmm.. LLeessss sseeddiimmeenntt ccaarrrriieedd ttoo tthhee bbaayy bbeeccaauussee ooff rreesseerrvvooiirrss wwiillll mmeeaann tthhaatt tthhee oocceeaann wwiillll ssttaarrtt ttoo eerrooddee tthhee ccooaasstt..

TThhee ffiivvee ccoommmmuunniittiieess tthhaatt wweerree
aa ppaarrtt ooff tthhee rreeggiioonnaall ppllaann..
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On the map of the Planning Institute the area
from the Lón Lagoon in the east to the
demarcation between the two Skaftafell
Counties in the west has the number 12. A
recent unification of the communities in this
area, however, means that this area has become
one long community called Hornafjördur. The
plan of this area is called a master plan even
though the area is very big.

The next area in the map is area no. 13 that
extends to the west from area no. 12 to the
Jökulsá River on Sólheimasandur. The
communities in this area, to a large extent, have
been unified so that here a regional plan is not
needed because the master plans have become
large enough to resolve most of the joint pro-
jects in this area.

Area no. 14 is Rangárvalla County; area no. 15
the upper part of Árnes County; area no. 16
Thingvellir, Grafningur and Grímsnes; area no.
17 Flói; and finally area no. 18 consists of Ölfus,
Hveragerdi and Selfoss. These are the regional
planning areas that the map of the Planning
Institute presented in 1991 for the southern part
of Iceland. A regional plan had been made for
three of these areas.

The first regional planning worked on in the
south was for Ölfus, Hveragerdi and Selfoss. In
1980, a regional plan was advertised, a plan
intended for the period 1978-1998. None of
these three communities were, however, ready to
agree on the planning proposal but they made
an announcement that they would be guided by
it.

The report was printed and published as a
manuscript. In 1999, a revision of this proposal
was suggested but this project has never been
completed. The regional plan for Flói was

worked on around 1990, extending to 2011, but
was never approved.

A proposal for a regional plan of Thingvellir,
Grafningur and Grímsnes for 1993-2013 was
worked on shortly after 1990 but was not
approved. The work was continued somewhat
later, for the period 1995-2015. This plan was
confirmed by the minister of planning on 17th
December 1996. This plan has been printed and
published.

Some years later an unexpected thing occurr-
ed for the first time: The communities in the
areas requested and were granted nullification of
the plan. The reason given was that this plan put
limits on a new work at the master plan level by
the communities, which had now merged. This
shows that the regional plan level is in trouble in
more than one way.

For some time, work was under way on the
regional plan of the upper half of Árnes
County, but the unification of some com-
munities in this region derailed this work, as in
many other places. One of the connected
problems is that the communities that are
merging are not always congruent with the areas
that the proposal for a regional plan division
suggests.

Today it is necessary to ask whether, in these
communities in the south as well as in Rangár-
valla County, the small proposed regional plans
have become obsolete. It seems that there is
developing consensus on that.

The Reykjanes Peninsula was added to the
south as the new electoral districts were created
in 2003. This, together with a plan on building a
south coast road to connect two areas, makes it
logical to start looking at the planning of these
areas together.

4 Regional Planning in the South

The ffirst iidea oon rreggional pplanningg aareas. AA
substantial cchangge hhas ooccurred iin tthe ssouth.

Landingg aapppproaches aand mmilitary aactivities
make pplanningg ddifficult iin tthe KKeflavík aarea.

RReeggiioonnaall ppllaann ooff FFllóóii;; IInnffrraa-
ssttrruuccttuurree wwaass tthhee mmaaiinn iissssuuee..
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Regional plan work started rather early in the
Sudurnes region on the Reykjanes Peninsula.
The main impetus for this was plans for the
construction of many fish farms in this area
around 1986 and the milirary base. In haste a
regional plan for the whole of Sudurnes was
conceived, extending from 1987-2007, a plan
that, however, never got approved.

In the Sudurnes area there is a planning tradi-
tion because of the necessity to resolve matters
concerning the Keflavík airport as well as the
military defence areas. This led to the making of
a special plan to encompass the airport, the
defence areas and vicinity.

The planning committee in charge of this task
worked under the auspices of the Icelandic Min-
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Reggional pplan oof SSudurnes, 11987-22007. TThe ppicture sshows NNW ppart oof tthe aarea, tthe aarea tthat iis mmost ddensely ppoppulated. TThe mmain
incentive oof tthe pplan wwas tthe nnecessity ffor wwater pprotection bbecause oof ffish ffarmingg aand ppollution iin tthis aarea oof vvolcanic ffissures.

This wwell eexecuted pplan wwas
ppublished iin 11989.

TThhee sshhaappee ooff tthhee wwaatteerr pprrootteeccttiioonn aarreeaa ddeerriivveess ffrroomm
tthhee ffiissssuurreess aanndd tthhee ddiirreeccttiioonn ooff ggrroouunndd wwaatteerr ffllooww..

The llarggerst pprotection aareas aare aat tthe SSW ttipp
and iin tthe aarea aaround llake KKleifarvatn.
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itry of Foreign Affairs because it was not only
the interests of the US military that had to be
taken care of, but also of the inhabitants in the
area.

Something similar can be said about the
planning area of Thingvellir, Grafningur and
Grímsnes. There, the interest of many more
than the locals had to be respected and therefore
it was no surprise that the regional plan for that
region was abolished.

The reasons for the general interest in the
Lake Thingvellir area include the important fact
that this area contains the largest amount of
fresh water in Iceland. This resource calls for a
water protection plan, a plan that conceivably
can go against the temporary interests of the
landowners in the area.

A second point is that in this area, thousands
of urbanites have a second home in their
summerhouses – in fact, a use of the land that is
constantly growing and that is year-round. It is
therefore necessary to plan this area as an urban
area where, for example, the road system

provides safe access, even in winter snow, and
allows distribution of newspapers.

The new planning law includes a paragraph
that requires that natural hazards should be
accounted for in a plan. Some types of natural
hazards, for example avalanches, landslides and
ocean or river floods, are easy to account for
within the boundaries of small communities.

As we approach natural hazards that affect a
far larger area, such as earthquakes, lava flows,
and volcanic ash and pumice, it is not enough to
look at the terrain in patches. Because of this,
separate communities have not been able to take
account of these types of hazards in their
planning.

If it is actually the intent of the lawgivers to
account for natural hazards and carry out the
planning process in such a way that planning can
help avoid or mitigate hazards, another planning
level is required beyond the master plan of the
communities.

In 2002, a graduate student at the Envi-
onmental and Civil Engineering Department of the
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This rreggional pplan iis nno
longger vvalid.

Thinggvellir iis tthe rrichest wwater aarea iin IIceland,
a nnatural rresource nnot tto bbe jjeoppardized.

It iis ddifficult tto iinpprove tthe rroad ssystem wwhich
is bboth uunsystematic aand ssinuous.

Red: ccurrent ssummerhouse aareas, BBlue: nnew
additions. CCracks jjeappordize ggroundwater.

The mmany ffarms aand 11000 ssummerhouses
mean tthe aarea sshould bbe sseen aas uurban.
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University of Iceland, Hallgrímur M. Hallgríms-
son, wrote a fine MS thesis about this problem
and demonstrated a path that could be taken to
fulfil the needed objectives.

The basic idea of his thesis is to create a new
type of regional plan for Iceland where a division
into regions can be shaped in such a way that
they become logical units in terms of the impact

of natural hazards (see the map above). Of
course other are also taken into account.

The thesis drafts the methodology needed for
the making of a regional plan mainly focused on
hazards and illustrates the use of this method
for the large watersheds of the Lower Thjórsá,
Tungnaá and Köldukvísl rivers.

222

An iidea oon aa nnew rreggional pplan ddivision oof IIceland ffor. TThe ddemarcations aare cchosen tto ccreate
loggical uunits aas cconcerns nnatural hhazards iin eeach ppart oof tthe ccountry.

The MM.S. eessay wwith aa ppro-
pposal oof aa nnew ttyppe oof pplan.

WWaatteerrsshheeddss hhaavvee aann iinnfflluueennccee oonn tthhee ddiivviissiioonn iinnttoo
rreeggiioonnss iinn tthhee llaarrggee mmaapp aabboovvee..

The ssouth wwas ddivided iinto ffour aareas.The MM.S.
thesis mmainly ccovered aarea III bb.
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With the re-establishment of the Althing
(parliament) in 1845, a directive was issued on
electoral districts in Iceland. These electoral
districts were the 19 counties plus Reykjavík.
Each of these electoral districts had one
member in parliament and, in addition, there
were 6 members appointed by the king.

This division into districts underwent several
changes with the passing of time. MP's were
added in some electoral districts as the
population increased. But for most of the time
there were parliamentary districts represented by
one or two MP's, except that the number of
MPs for Reykjavík was increased. Gradually
towns became districts with one representative.
Later extra seats were added in order to level out
differences among political parties.

This old scheme was drastically altered in
1959 as eight large electoral districts were
established. They were the West, the West
Fjords, the North-west and the North-east, the
East Fjords, the South, Reykjanes and Reykjavík.
One advantage of these new and larger districts
was that a co-ordination of ideas about the
development of large regions was achieved.

These new districts gave wings to the idea of
an intermediate governmental level but failed to
lead to the establishing of governmental
regions. One of the reasons, often cited, is that
the people in the countryside would lose their
direct contact with their MPs because, according
to the new scheme, they would mostly be in
contact with the representatives of the regional
governments instead.

What surfaces here is the narrow under-
standing of the role of an MP, i.e., that he or she
should primarily be the spokesperson of the
electorate but, to a much lesser degree, work for

the common interest of their region or even the
interest of the country as a whole.

Even though this intermediate governmental
level was never instrumented, the new electoral
districts gave the impetus for some kind of
regional management. Regional associations were
established in each of the new electoral districts
except that a special association was created for
the communities in the Capital Region, which
actually occurred later than in other parts of the
country, or in 1976.

These regional associations were given various
tasks as, for example, to create suggestions on a
transportation and power policy for their
regions. As the two electoral districts of the
north, in combination, made up the old north
quarter, the east electoral district covered the
east, and the south electoral district the south,
the division of the country into four
governmental districts was strengthened.

To start with, there was one unified quarter
district in the north, but later it became divided
into two associations. The custom developed of
calling a meeting of these regional associations a
quarter assembly.

As the unification of communities progressed
at the end of the twentieth century the import-
ance of these regional associations was reduced
because the need for them as a platform was
largely based on the fact that within each
electoral district there was a great number of
small communities. The associations had there-
fore created platforms for bringing the indi-
vidual communities together.

As these regional associations followed, for
the largest part, the new electoral districts they
provided a common voice for the locals for
formulating ideas on issues such as

XI  Steps Towards Super-Regional Plans
1 Larger Electoral Districts in 1959 and Regional Associations

The gguardian ssppirits wwere aan
insppiration iin tthe rreggions.

TThhee ccoonnvveerrssiioonn ttoo eeiigghhtt eelleeccttoorraall ddiissttrriiccttss iinn 11995599
bbeeccaammee tthhee ffoouunnddaattiioonn ooff rreeggiioonnaall uunniioonnss..

TThhee eelleeccttoorraall ddiissttrriiccttss ooff 22000033 eevveennsseedd  tthhee iimm-
bbaallaannccee ooff vvootteess bbuutt aallssoo bbrrookkee uupp rreeggiioonnaall uunniioonnss..



tranportation and also created a means of
presenting their views more strongly to the
parliamentary committees.

The regional associations also had the goal of
promoting the idea that programs for regional
development should be formulated for various
areas in the country.

The division of Iceland into new electoral
districts in 2003 – even if it has some positive
features – means an end to the regional
associations in their original form because some
of the older districts were split up and others

merged into new units.
It seems odd that the new electoral districts

take little account of the history of govern-
mental divisions of the country and even, in
some cases, break up logical social units.
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A ssouth ddeveloppment pplan
wwaass ssttaarrtteedd,, bbuutt nnoott finished.

Because oof tthe ggreat nnumber oof ssmall ccommunities, tthere wwas aa ggreat nneed ffor rreggional
associations tto ssee ccommon iinterests. UUnification rreduces tthe nneed ffor ssuch aassociations.

The ssouth ccountry pplan ppredicted aa ssharpp ddropp
in aaggriculture, wwhich nneeded aaddressingg.
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STEPS  TOWARDS  SUPER – REGIONAL PLANS

In the first Icelandic planning law in 1921 only
villages and towns with 500 or more inhabitants
were obliged to have a plan made. At that time
it was judged as not being necessary to plan for
rural areas or for settlement areas.

Since this seemed inconsistent, in 1931 three
MP's, Hédinn Valdimarsson, Haraldur Gud-
mundsson and Vilmundur Jónsson, presented a
bill to the Althing which deals with: "…in what
way planning for rural areas could be introduced
to present the best way for their utilization and
easy access to profitable ventures within
agriculture for all Icelanders who wish to work
in this field.

"Special consideration shall be given to
markets for agricultural produce and to pro-
cessing the produce, increasing productivity,
building of permanent housing, improvements
in transportation, providing rural areas with
electricity, and also the creation of clusters for
co-operative farming or farms in joint
ownership."  

Thirty years later, in 1960, another bill was
introduced in the Althing proposing that
planning of rural areas should be undertaken.
This bill especially dealt with the need for a
general plan for the whole of the southern
lowland. The report accompanying the bill
states: "The nation cannot offer to let settlement
and occupations develop in such a haphazard
way as up till now…. Thorough investigations
need to be carried out to ascertain the possible
utilization of the country's resources so that
broader plans can be made than those of today,
reaching further into the future, and especially
drawn up for larger regions, settlements or parts
of the country." 

The establishment of the Development Bank of
Iceland in 1953 can probably be seen as the first

step towards regional development plans in
Iceland. The first area that was the subject of an
investigation by the bank was the West Fjords.
This work was continued and the first regional
development plan that was drawn up was the West
Fjord plan in the 1960's, undertaken, among
other things, with the assistance of Norwegian
specialists.

The structure of the government responsible
for economic planning on behalf of the State at
that time was rather complicated. The Economic
Institute and the Development Fund were merged in
1972 to form a new institute, the Development
Institute. The name of this institute was changed
to the Regional Development Institute in 1985, an
institute that has to this day been in charge of
planning for settlement development. The first
steps in this direction will be described in a
section on the activities of the Development
Institute on page 263.

There were various reasons why the regional
development plans did not get as good a
foothold as they should have. One reason was
the lack of an overview of the basic infra-struct-
ure of the country that a regional development
plan could take its bearings from.

There is one good exception to this, a 1200
page report by the Danish Kampsax Company
compiled in the 1960's on the future structure of
the transportation system in Iceland. This report
starts with an evaluation of the main parameters
of the transportation system and judgements
are made about what are their positive and
negative features. This turned out to be too big
a bite for the politicians to swallow, for example,
as the report pointed out that the number of
harbours and airports was far too high. The
report proposes a very radical decrease in their
number and proposes that the forces available
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2 Drafts for Regional Development Plans

These 118 pplaces wwere oobligged tto bbe pplanned iin
the ffirst pplanningg llaw oof 11921.

Roads bbuilt aaccordingg tto tthe WWest FFjord pplan
are sshown ddotted oon tthe mmapp.

Yearly rrepports wwere iissued
bbyy tthhee DDeevveellooppmmeenntt IInnssttiittuuttee..



should be gathered to strengthen the larger
towns. This reorganization could also mean
large savings in the development of the harbour
and airport systems. The report also points out
that the development of the road system was
already so well under way that within a short
period many of the harbours and airports would
no longer be necessary.

This report – written in English, about 1200
pages – was not translated into Icelandic, not
even an abstract. This shows that there was little
interest on the part of the politicians to engage
in development projects even though the need
was already evident.

Quite soon after work on the regional devel-
opment plans started a general opinion
developed in the countryside that this involved
too much paper work. Commonly such a report
began with a documentation of the devel-
opment of occupations and official services.
This first part of the plan for the South is
almost 400 pages long.

Icelanders have had little fondness for
paperwork. Throughout their history they did
not become used to spending much time
thinking about planning, as bureaucrats do, but
instead they have a tendency to venture into
things impulsively. For many a local politician,
reading all these reports was too much and
required too much advance thinking for the
preparation of projects. Many even thought that
the plans would cause a delay, a view that has
some truth to it.

How poorly the regional development plan
documents were received meant that the offic-
ials resorted to reducing the scale of them and
started to look at rather limited spaces. An
example is the Dalir County development plan
that was made in 1980. A project outline of this
type seemed very realistic to people, and as a
matter of fact, this type of development plan is
very similar to the regional plans that had
already, at that time, started to develop.
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As we have learned from the previous sections,
it has been very difficult to instrument plans that
embrace large parts or super-regions of the
country. In the 1980's the regional development
plans were only undertaken for small areas and
not at all for areas that can be seen as large
settlement areas of the country.

Previous sections have described how the
basic idea of regional planning is to cover large
areas and even whole parts of the country and is
in this way meant to create a policy for regions,
i.e., collectively for a number of communities.
The regional plans were, as it turns out, mostly
drawn up on a small scale so this primary
objective was not attained.

Many explanations have been sought as to
why this happened, one of them being that the
communities were too small and too numerous
at this time, which made it very hard to gather
them together in one platform for joint
decisions about a regional plan for a large area.

As the idea of a plan for south-west Iceland
was formed around 1990, it had already become
very necessary to start to look at this region as
one planning and development area. In this
process a proposal surfaced that a question
should be put to the regional associations in the
area and that a working group should be created
to work on the development of future ideas for
the region.

In the first step of the conceptualization it
was decided that it would be sensible to define
the area so that it would embrace the
Borgarfjördur area, the south lowlands, the
Reykjanes Peninsula and the Capital Area. A
draft containing this proposal was sent to the
Regional Associations in these four areas.
Fortunately, their boards agreed to take part in

this work and appointed their directors as
members of the work group.

It is right to point out that for this area, i.e.,
from Hvítársída in the west to the Markarfljót
River in the east, there was a suggestion of
making eight regional plans on the map of the
Planning Institute – areas that in some cases
have been divided into more regional plan areas
as time passed.

One of the main incentives for this push for
planning of south-west Iceland was because of
recent improvements of the roads in this area;
people were starting to see that this whole area
could develop into a single occupational and
service area.

What follows from this is that planning for
the whole area would become the common
interest of everybody, as concerns the devel-
opment of settlements and infrastructure.
Therefore, it would be logical that a draft on
ideas for the structure of this area as a whole
should be created.

The group worked from the autumn of 1992
to the autumn of 1993. As this work came to an
end a book of 108 pages, with all of the most
important data and proposals, was published.
During the process, several institutions and key
figures were contacted, including the Regional
Development Institute and the Prime Minister,
who at that time was the Minister of Regional
Development. A conference on the project was
held at Thingvellir, where the Minister gave the
opening speech.

One of the things that was of special
importance in this draft for a superregional plan
was that now the land itself should again be
seen as a valuable resource because people from
the urban areas were increasingly getting out

227

3 An Idea for a Super-Regional Plan for South-West Iceland

Cover oof aa bbook ppublished aat
the cconference.

This iis tthe mmain ffuture ddeveloppment aarea oof
Iceeland.. TToodayy’s ttranspoortatioon nneet iis ppresented.

SW IIceland iis ddivided iinto 88 rreggional pplans, bbut
opptimally tthere sshould oonly bbe oone pplan.
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into the countryside, seeking outdoor pursuits
and creating second homes there. In addition,
the whole region is actually one continuous
market as concerns tourism – an industry that is
highly dependent on the prior improvement of,
for example, roads.

A group of students at the University of Iceland
took part in some preparation work for the
group, including working on theme maps on the
various types of land resources in the south-
west.

The students also drew theme maps for the
various aspects that limit land use, such as areas
that need to be preserved for protection of
water purity, areas of natural hazards, and
reserve areas for a probable increase in agri-
cultural production if the weather on earth
turns warmer because of the Greenhouse
Effect.

A special part of the book – written in
preparation for a general structure proposal for
the area – covers the development of settlement
patterns in south-west Iceland all the way from
the time of the original settlement in the late
ninth century to the present. Certain patterns of

how settlement had developed and changed
were found, and based on this a prediction was
made on how the settlement structure was likely
to change in the future.

A special study was made on what new traffic
connections were needed. Another theme was
the creation of circular routes for tourism. The
Directory of Roads took a part in this and had
some investigations carried out.

The special studies carried out with the
collaboration of the group and the Directory of
Roads included ideas about building a south
coast road in order to connect the Reykjanes
Peninsula to the southern lowland. Another idea
was to build a road over Leggjabrjótur from
Hvalfjördur to Thingvellir and also to build a
road from Borgarfjördur over Uxahryggir in
order to connect the West with the southern
lowland.

Many of the ideas that were put forth and
studied in this work have since then entered
general discussion with increased intensity. Now
the south coast road is already in the planning
stage and a special investigation is to be made
concerning a route for the Uxahryggir Road.
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As described in a report, this work was seen as
a pilot study of how comparable planning work
could be carried out for other parts of the
country. Even though this was a part of the
goal, some of the representatives of regions
farther away from the Capital Area were wary of
these ideas. They worried that politicians in the
region could possibly aim to join forces,
meaning even more strengthening of power in
this area.

A table showing the number of inhabitants in
all the regions in this area was an important
news item in 1992 because what this table
graphically presents is that there were already
200,000 people living in this area, i.e., about 76%
of the inhabitants of the country.

This number was such a surprise because the
database of the Regional Development Institute
treats the Capital Region in a narrow sense. This
means that some parts of the Capital Region
were defined as rural areas, which gives a totally
wrong picture of how Iceland is actually settled
at the present.

Ten years later these numbers had increased
significantly and people have thus realized that

most of the population will in fact live in this
area in the future. This supports still further the
idea that this region needs to be planned as a
single superregion, a region we could even call
the New Iceland or City State Iceland.

This plan work, however, has not developed
very much since then, even though sporadically
proposals have been made, such as in the fall of
1999, when the alternate MP, Helga Gudrún
Jónasdóttir, presented a bill for an overarching
regional plan for this area.

In 2000 the Association of Icelandic Planners
approached the matter and organised a
conference held in the Nordic House in Reykja-
vík. This conference was called An Icelandic
Metropolis. It was of special interest that these
ideas, which had been discussed ten years
previously and were thought unusual at the time,
had then become widely accepted.

The mayor of Reykjanesbaer, Ellert Eiríksson,
said for example that the Reykjanes, the South
and the West could be taken together as border
area no.1 of the capital, and the rest of the
country as border area no.2. Earlier a similar
idea had been explained in the book Land as
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Inhabitants in SW Iceland 1992
Reykjavík 100,850
Reykjanes elect. district 66,416
Borgarfjördur county 1,373
Borgarnes town 1,788
Akranes town 5,272
Mýrar county 799
Árnes county 5,642
Selfoss town 3,977
Hveragerdi town 1,669
Thorlákshöfn town 1,269
Stokkseyri/Eytarbakki 989
Westman Islands town 4,870
Rangárvellir county 2,045
Hella village 592
Hvolsvöllur village              657

Total 198,208

...that was in 1992, 76% of
Iceland’s total population



Resource (see map to the left). In this map the
first circle shows a one hour drive out of Reyk-
javík and the second circle shows how this oNE
hour area could be expanded if all road
improvements were made. This map was made
before the Hvalfjördur Tunnel shortened the
distances to the west.

Many speakers at the conference of the
Planners Association described how Iceland
would, in the future, be engaged in much
tougher competition with foreign nations in
terms of getting young people and businesses
to stay in the Capital Region. Because of this, it
would be sensible to join hands and create a
marketing image for the area as a whole –
because the area, as a very varied whole, could
appear very strongly in marketing drives for the
area abroad.

This is indeed very important because even
though people are dealing with arousing the
interest of some businessmen, they look not
only at the labour market but also at the living
standards and the various other possibilities that
an area has.

In the work on the new regional plan for the
capital area in 1999-2001, this unfortunately was
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only done to a small extent. The narrow frame
of the plan was rarely surpassed, and a negative
aspect was that only the communities in the
capital area were allowed to take part in the
work.

It should, however, be mentioned that the
harbour areas were studied for the whole south-
west, so that the harbours in Thorlákshöfn and
Akranes were made a part of a study. This
regional plan work will be described in the
section on page 408.
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One of the most serious disputes within the
area of planning that has ever occurred in
Iceland is the dispute about the Regional Plan for
the Central Highlands, instigated in the spring of
1997 when the first official proposal for the
regional plan was advertised.

At the end of the advertising process, in the
autumn of that year, much criticism had sur-
faced. Various bills regarding the matter of the
highlands were presented to the Althing in the
spring of 1998 and then the dispute erupted
again.

The clause in the planning law that required
that two representatives from each community
have a seat on the planning committee for the
area in question was clearly impractical when it
came to planning of the highlands. There was
therefore a search for other ideas as to who
should be the members of the first regional
planning committee for the central highlands.

In response, a special clause was added to the
planning law in 1993 that directed that the
Minister of the Environment could decide a
joint committee could be composed of repre-
sentatives of the district committees that are
adjacent to the highlands, but not by
representatives from the non-adjacent
communities. Each of the seven regional com-
mittees then appointed members of the joint
committee and the Minister appointed the
chairperson.

This law was preceded by a series of disputes
that will be examined later, but before we start a
study into the complexity of these matters, we
should review the historical development of the
highlands.

In the centuries when Iceland was being
settled, there was a period of warm climate that
meant that the livestock had not yet increased

over the limits of what the grazing areas could
handle and the vegetative cover was good, even
far up into the highlands.

Because of this situation there were settle-
ments high up and travels across the highlands
are mentioned in many of the old manuscripts,
including in Sturlungar Saga and the Sagas of the
Bishops.

As time progressed, two things happened.
Icelanders built up a large stock of sheep that
were driven up to the highlands for grazing in
the summer, and secondly the climate started to
get colder. Because of these two things, large-
scale erosion started to take place in the high-
lands and in a rather short period most of it had
almost become a desert.

This, among other things, led during the
Middle Ages to the highlands becoming a world
of spooky horror stories, with the result that
people did not dare enter the highlands. Because
of this, knowledge about the highlands and this
vast territory was lost, so on old Icelandic maps
the country is shown as if deflated because the
mapmakers had so little feeling for its true
breadth.

In the first half of the nineteenth century
topographical points on the coast line of the
country had been surveyed so that when Björn
Gunnlaugsson drew his territorial maps in 1844
and then his first complete map of Iceland in
1849 the outline of the country was already
correct.

Showing the outline of the land correctly
made people realize that the settlements lay
almost like a collar around the country. In the
middle of it, however, there appears in these
new maps a little-known, but vast territory.
Because of the lack of information this territory
had the feeling of being a hole that needed to be

XII  Regional Plan for the Central Highlands
1 A Wrestle for the Authority of the Highlands
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filled in the process of mapping. Because of the
fear of what lay there, the scientists were
reluctant to go into the highlands to carry out
their studies.

In view of this atmosphere it is considered to
be one of Gunnlaugsson's greatest feats that he
faced the fear and went into the highlands in
order to list and draw the main characteristics.
In order to be able to draft the shape of the
terrain, Gunnlaugsson often rode up to the top
of the highest mountains and hills to draw the
landscape free hand. The data collected in these
drawings he later used to fill in the gap in his
map.

Today people are quite surprised how good an
idea this map gives about the various features of
the central highlands. This map became the first
map of Iceland of approximately the right
proportions and is considered to be one of the
greatest accomplishments in the history of the
natural science of Iceland.

The other scientist who contributed the most
to fill in information about the central highlands
was Thorvaldur Thoroddsen. Thoroddsen
travelled the highlands extensively and corrected
Gunnlaugsson's map at many points. Based on
his corrections, Thoroddsen issued the first
geological map of Iceland in 1901.

The methods employed in the very early map-
making in Iceland were very simple, but the
question all map makers faced was: where did
the settlements end and where did the highlands
start. In his map, Thórdur Thorláksson, in the
late seventeenth century, drew a dotted line
between the settlements and the highlands. This
was the first map that gives some idea about the
size and outer boundaries of the highlands.

Early in the eighteenth century Knob made
maps of separate parts of the country and the
counties. There the demarcations of the
communal districts are drawn above the farms
highest up and the highlands thus shown outside
of the communal districts.

The legal position of the highlands is that the
highland pasture areas are common land – those
spaces open to the general public for use of
resources. Later associations for sheep grazing
were created, which meant that certain areas
above the settlements were common lands. In
many cases communal districts that were located
far away from the edge of the highlands had the
same right to drive their sheep up there for
summer grazing.

In some areas in the highlands other rights to
resources were accorded, such as collecting
brushwood for fuel, trout fishing and hunting
geese. A common feature of all these rights was

that they were only very loosely defined and
thus could be others than those living directy at
the edge of the highlands.

Many cases were presented to the court in the
twentieth century where there was disagreement
about certain rights in the highlands. In two
findings of the Supreme Court in the spring of
1997, concerning rights in the Blanda area, both
rulings rejected the claims of the communal
districts in that area as concerns energy
resources. This could possibly be defined as
meaning that the rights of the districts abutting
the highlands as the most natural caretakers of
most matters concerning the highland area in
question is weaker than expected.

The ruling of the Supreme Court on this
matter states: "Act no.50/1907 that was referred
to in the assignment by the Minister of Iceland
of Audkúla Heath, from July 5, 1918 did not
grant further property rights than those
belonging to the church farms. This deed cannot
grant more extensive property to the plaintiffs
than that rightfully covered by the conveyor of
the deed. In view of this and of the utilization
of the country's mountain pastures, the
plaintiffs have not acquired the tradition of
ownership of the Audkúla Heath." 

The other ruling, in the spring of 1997, was
dealt with waterfall rights, which is actually the
resource that is being tapped by hydropower
plants. The claim of the locals was that they
should be accorded the waterfall rights, which
means that the National Power Company would
have to pay a fee for the hydropower utilized.
The ruling of the Supreme Court was that the
right of grazing that had been granted to
communal districts could not be seen as a wider-
reaching property right and therefore the
waterfalls usufruct could not be included.

The question of hunting rights has been in
dispute of late, for example, the right to hunt
geese. In Dalir County a verdict was passed in
the last part of the twentieth century wherein
the judge stated that the heath adjacent to the
farm in question is not rightfully owned by that
farm. The farmer therefore has no right to
prevent others from using this area for hunting,
even though he himself had used it as grazing
land.

Because of the great uncertainty about
ownership and other things relevant to legal
authority in the central highlands, two bills were
presented at the Althing in 1997-1998 that tried
to bring some order. The bills were passed as
law in the spring. The one law deals with
ownership and the use of resources in the earth,
primarily meaning geothermal resources and
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minerals. This law embraces all land and also all
areas within the distance over lakes and sea
where the owners can cast their fishing nets.

The second law on ownership of the high-
lands dealt with the so-called national lands. This
new law says that ground resources in the
highlands shall be the property of the Icelandic
State unless others can prove their right to them.
Quite a dispute took place in the Althing about
the definition of a right to a property. These
disputes have to some degree an old history
because the People's Party has for a long time
presented bills to the parliament declaring that
all the main resources of Iceland should be
owned by the nation as a whole.

In a way, the idea that these "national lands"
should be established in the highlands coincides
with the view that the nation should own the
highlands, as it is not to be expected that the
farmers on the adjacent farms can prove their
ownership of areas within the highlands, except
perhaps for grazing rights.

The legislation on the national lands deals
with various types of rights concerning the
highlands, or as stated in the second paragraph:
"The Icelandic State is the owner of the land

and every kind of land right and resource in the
national lands that is not subject to private
ownership." 

The Prime Minister is in charge of the
national lands except for land that has been
delegated by law to other ministries. This part of
the law, concerning state ownership, is parallel to
the law in many other countries.

In Norway the law is phrased in such a way
that if somebody cannot prove his property
right in an area, the area becomes the property
of the king. In the case of Iceland it is not a king
but the state that becomes the owner of these
properties.

This bill was presented to the Althing at a
similar time as a proposal for the regional plan
for the highland was put up for approval and at
the same time as the discussion about the
jurisdictional rights took place.

Because of this, the discussion became very
complicated and many perceived the national
lands bill to be a compensation for what had
been lost by dividing the jurisdiction of the
central highlands between the adjacent com-
munities, a decision that also gave these com-
munities the planning rights.
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Since the law was passed the Highland Com-
mission has been at work formulating and filing
claims on behalf of the state for ownership of
the central highlands.

The owners of the farms in question have to
file claims against the tate. The proposals of the
Highland Commission about what should be the
demarcation between the homelands and the
highlands have caused difficult disputes. It is
expensive for the farm owners to engage in
these court battles. As a solution it was
proposed that the State should pay the legal
costs.

The bottom line here is that a process has
been started to decide who the rightful owner is
and who holds usufruct right to the highlands,
whether it is a question of government or juris-
diction, or whether it is a question of property
rights of different kinds.

It is quite clear that it would have been more
appropriate and easier to wait with the planning
for the highlands until these basic legal
questions had been answered because planning
is necessarily always based on the legal and
governmental position of the areas in question.

Many people took part in the official debate,
in the newspapers and in other forums, as the
bills and the planning proposals were being
presented. One of the central questions was
whether it was right for the Althing in 1993 to
amend the planning law to allow the Minister of
the Environment to appoint a committee to
make a plan for the central highlands. In this bill
it was decided to give the regional committees
the right of appointing the committee members.
This decision was based on a proposal – that
had not been presented to the Althing – that
jurisdiction over the whole central highlands as
well as the glaciers should be divided among the
adjacent communities.

In an article that Páll Thórólfsson wrote in
Morgunbladid in December, 1995, he said: "It per-
haps would have been better to wait until the
jurisdictional lines, as well as the national lands
procedure, had been completed.

Most of the time the jurisdictions of the
communities follow the present boundary lines
of the farms. Because of this, it might well have
been better to complete the national lands
process first in order to decide how far the
farms and mountain pastures extend into the
highlands. Then the boundaries of the
communities would have followed auto-
matically."

A critical underlying issue in the entire
highlands dispute was that it was decided by
some public authorities to make a proposal for

the division of the highlands among the com-
munities before the disputes on the farm
boundaries, and therefore of the communities,
had been resolved. This was one of the things
that was so heavily criticized in the debate in
1997 and 1998.

As the planning proposal for the central
highlands was presented in the spring of 1997, it
came as a big surprise to many that the work on
it had been carried out as for regional plans in
general, i.e., it was only worked on by a
committee of "locals".

The committee had their meetings almost
only in their home territory. This planning
process and the shaping of this planning
proposal had therefore taken place almost
wholly in the countryside but not in the capital
area, in Reykjanes or in the West Fjords, because
these parts of the country had no repre-
sentatives on the planning committee.

When the population of the communities
adjacent to the highlands was totalled, it
appeared that on December 1, 1996, only 15,500
inhabitants lived there or ca. 3.9% of the whole
population. Since other communities in the
country on that date totalled about 254,000
inhabitants, they represented 96.1% of the total
population.

Nevertheless, the appointment of the com-
mittee members was formulated in such a way
that they were representatives of the regional
committees that are a modern version of the
ancient county committees. If the number of
inhabitants in these regions is calculated, the
result is a higher number than the committee
members were to represent. But to base repre-
sentation on the population of the adjacent
communal districts is more logical because the
highlands were being divided among them and
they were later given the jurisdictional rights
there except for the regional planning right, a
jurisdictional right that means the right to draw
up a master plan for their highland district. In
some cases these highland districts are like
narrow strips that extend up into the middle of
glaciers.

When it was realized that the precondition for
giving the adjacent areas the right of planning,
people started to enquire how the decision had
been made to divide the central highlands
between adjacent communities.

It seemed natural that the State Planning
Institute should have had a part in this, but
political views are always involved, as will be
traced later. In an article about the regional plan
in May, 1998, Stefán Thors, Planning Director of
Iceland, wrote: "As concerns the responsibility
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for the proposal for dividing the central high-
lands among communities, it is right that the
office of the State Planning Director had some
initiative in this work as a continuation of the
wishes of the Icelandic Nature Conserva-tion
Council in 1988, which stated the difficulties of
working with cases such as the building of
mountain huts and questions concerning the
conservation areas in the highlands as long as
there was an uncertainty what community was
jurisdictionally in charge of the case – and only
a district community is allowed to grant building
rights."

In these years, when the Ministry of Social
Affairs was still also the Ministry of Planning, it
had an investigation carried out on the standing
of the mountain pasture rights of all the
communities concerned. According to the law
on local governments of 1996, a mountain
pasture that has not been brought under the
jurisdiction of a certain community, but where
the inhabitants have the rights to drive livestock
to pasture, should be seen as a part of that com-
munity.

This paragraph was put into the law at that
time because of the various construction

projects that were taking place in the highlands,
for example in connection with power plants. It
was also a related concern that a decision was
needed as to which community should receive
the taxes that these projects produced. In some
cases the communities close to the highlands
agreed among themselves which community
belonging to the union of farmers enjoying the
rights to mountain pastures would get this right;
but if such an agreement had not been reached,
the Ministry of Social Affairs should decide on
the matter.

Some people argued that with this, a step had
already been taken towards dividing the central
highlands, but others pointed out that this had
only been done in order to resolve certain
governmental problems, otherwise later it would
have been totally unclear how far the mountain
pastures extended into the highlands and also in
many cases where the actual boundaries were.
When the investigation of the Ministry of Social
Affairs had been conducted, the State Planning
Institute received the results and used them as
the basis for a proposal on how to divide the
central highlands among the adjacent
communities.
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When the Ministry of the Environment was
established in 1990 the first minister, Júlíus
Sólnes, appointed a committee on highland
matters. This committee wrote a report as
preparation for writing a law on governmental
arrangements in the central highlands regarding
planning and construction.

Members of all parties, certain communities
and the union of local governments had repre-
sentatives on this committee. The main point in
the committee's proposal – reached unani-
mously – was that the central highlands should
become one jurisdiction under the state and
under one common law.

This committee had employed people to draw
up the boundaries of the highlands, which
meant drawing a line separating the homelands
and the mountain pastures from the central
highlands, on a map of Iceland.

In mid-year 1991 a new coalition of the Con-
servatives and the People's Party took over the
government. The joint policy agreement of the
parties read: "The highlands boundaries will be
set and rules on planning and building matters
will be issued."

Based on this agreement the new Minister of
the Environment, Eidur Gudnason, started to
prepare a bill on how to govern planning and
building in the highlands, based on the earlier
report.

MP Hjörleifur Guttormsson traced this story in a
newspaper article, where he says among other
things: "Even though this was a bill presented by
the government, right away there arose fierce
resistance from some MP's from the Con-
servative Party and also the Progressive Party,
but the People's Union were in favour of the
matter."

Let us continue this story: "In November,
1992, the Minister of the Environment, Eidur
Gudnason, called for a conference with the
representatives of the communities that have a
jurisdiction adjacent to the central highlands.

A report from the meeting says that the local
governments said that they were fully capable of
taking care of the planning and building
concerns of the highlands. These heavily
emphasied their desire not to see this bill put
before the Althing again." 

Because of the pressure of the represent-
atives, Gudnason pre-sented a new bill which
proposed that a new temporary clause be added
to the planning law that would allow the
appointment of a joint committee with
representatives from regional committees of the
adjacent areas to make a proposal for a regional
plan for the central highlands.

Now the situation had developed that the
earlier proposal that the highlands should be a
single, undivided governmental entity, not cut
up into strips for the adjacent communities, was
no longer possible.

What probably mainly caused this unfortunate
development was the idea incorporated in
Gudnason's bill that a special government for
the central highlands should be primarily
appointed by the Minister of the Environment.
This meant that the Minister should appoint half
of the committee members, i.e., three, and in
addition both the chairperson and vice-
chairperson. This was bound to induce
dissatisfaction 

This proposal would have meant, given the
size of the highlands, that almost half of
Iceland would have been directly governed by
the Minister of the Environment. Because of
this the highlands were at that time jokingly
called Gudnason's District.

This proposal on how the government of the
highlands should be appointed was so unwise
that it was bound to spur opposition, both
within the power industry sector as well as by
farmers who knew that the Ministry of the
Environment could cause them great trouble,
for example in connection with grazing rights.
Because of this it was absolutely clear that this
proposal was bound to destroy the possibility of
creating some kind of a national government of
the highlands.

Because of Gudnason's very unfortunate bill,
the dividing of the highlands into jurisdictions
by adding to the length of the communities
adjacent to the highlands, was the only solution
left. Therefore, the proposal to let only the
regional committees appoint members to the
planning committee was approved unanimously
by the Althing.

It is, however, not certain that the MP's would
have voted that way if they had been shown the
map that had been drafted for cutting the
highlands, as well as the glaciers, into
jurisdictional strips to be given to the adjacent
communities.

The Althing decision had the form of a
temporary amendment of the planning law. It
was, however, assumed that in the future,
planning of the central highlands would be
decided on by a new planning and building law
that was then in preparation.

As this bill was presented to the Althing in the
winter of 1996-1997 the earlier authorization
allowing the joint committee was retained but as
the law was passed in the spring this part had
been deleted.
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The deletion left many interpreting the will of
the Althing as that the path created earlier for
planning would not be continued. This left the
possible confirmation of the regional plan and
the jurisdictional foundation that in an informal
way had been its foundation seeming to be in
jeopardy.

Now the question as to whether the new law
on local government would legalize division of
the highlands was actually in the hands of the
Minister of Social Affairs, Páll Pétursson. The
Minister decided to excerpt four paragraphs
from that long bill and speed it before the
Althing.

The last paragraph dealt with the dividing of
the central highlands. This para-graph was, in a
footnote, supported by the law on local
government of 1986, where it was indicated that
all mountain pastures should be a part of the
jurisdictions of the communities closest to
them.

What Pétursson's new bill added was that the
boundaries of jurisdictional lines should be
extended further into the highlands, all the way
up to the middle of the glaciers. These four
paragraphs of the bill were rejected the first
time but somewhat later the Minister brought
the entire bill on local governments before the
Althing and this time the clauses dealing with
the highlands question were passed.

A heavy fight took place in the Althing over
the highland question, with the opposition using
a filibuster to try to stop passage of the clauses
in the bill. The editorials of both DV and
Morgunbladid took a very strong position against
the bill, but the Minister of the Environment
tried to soften the case with a proposal that non-
contiguous areas, i.e., Reykjavík, Reykjanes and
the West Fjords, would be accorded members
on the planning committee.

The editorial in Morgunbladid in May, 1998,
says: "In the past few weeks a marathon debate
on the highlands and its future has been taking
place.…As a matter of fact it is clear from the
responses from people outside of the Althing
that here we have a matter that has touched the
heart and soul of the whole nation."

When the bill had been passed, an editorial in
DV in July stated: "When the fathers of the
country make a decision where common
interests and special interests are at stake they
usually opt with the latter….The latest example
of this kind is that of the government of the
highlands. The MP's want to give the
government of the highlands to the 40 com-
munities with few inhabitants, giving them 40
jurisdictional strips, even though a wave of
protests has engulfed the nation. This wave has
hit the deaf ear of the country's fathers and
their toy soldiers in the Althing."

The final result was that people were not able
to avert these plans to divide the highlands
among the adjacent communities, which also
means that the approval of the regional
planning proposal could not be stopped. The
proposal was therefore well advertised and
provoked a great many comments.

After that the proposal was scrutinized by the
Planning Institute and the Ministry of the
Environment. The Minister, Gudmundur
Bjarnason, finally confirmed this plan, with the
changes that had been made, in one of his last
days in office on May 10, 1999.

This planning proposal will be described in
section 3, but before that research and ideas on
transportation lines and power plants – that
were already in the works within the
governmental framework before the regional
plan work was started, will be described in the
next section.
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When planning is to be started in an area many
types of information need to be available, as
well as decisions on some of the goals of the
work. The last section explained how important
it is to know who owns the property rights in the
area, who has the planning rights and what is
meant to be the position of the area within
Icelandic society.

In addition it is vital to have good information
about the terrain in question: good topological
maps, thematic maps, and information on the
geology, hydrology, flora, cultural remains, etc.

All of this is currently far from being
researched thoroughly enough in the highlands
and as the highlands area is so huge the
approach usually taken in preparation for such
planning, i.e., to start many types of special
studies in order to strengthen the database, is
not possible.

The joint committee for the planning of the
central highlands did not receive enough funds
to carry out the necessary research and produce
the data, so the only option available was simply
to gather together the findings of some
previous studies. In a meeting it was declared, in
response to a question, that the committee did
not even have enough funds to purchase all of
the data that were in fact available.

Because the database is such an important
aspect in shaping planning ideas for the high-
lands a short review of the history of scientific
research in the highlands is essential.. The last
section recounted how Björn Gunnlaugsson and
Thorvaldur Thoroddsen drew the first modern
maps of Iceland.

At the end of the nineteenth century several
Danes also surveyed the highlands. One of
them, Daniel Bruun, who besides studying the
development of settlements in the country,

researched and traced the old mountain paths
and ultimately described them in his writings.

Bruun's travels can be seen as the pioneering
effort that led to the expeditions on the behalf
of the Danish General Staff, primarily between
1902 and 1940, that resulted in good maps for
the whole country. These maps, with alterations,
are still the most sold maps to the general public
today. After these pioneering ventures, many
other scientists, foreign and Icelandic, followed
in their footsteps.

Passage of the law on electricity and the
establishing of the Office of the Director of
Electricity in 1947 was the watershed that
sparked practical research of the highlands. The
first director, Jakob Gíslason (later Energy
Director), played a great part in creating the
policy of increasing research in the highlands.

These studies, on behalf of the energy sector,
resulted in accurate geophysical maps,
hydrological measurements, geological and
ground water research, and other natural science
research on a broader scale that included the
mapping of the flora and fauna in some of the
watersheds. All this research has added very
much to the knowledge of the natural history of
Iceland. Most of this research resulted in written
reports or maps, largely paid for by the energy
sector.

It is first and foremost the geological and
hydrological maps that are directly applied in the
energy sector because they are used to estimate
conditions in the area and later for the designing
of hydro and geothermal power plants. The
quality of this research is good.

The idea behind making maps of the vegeta-
tive cover is to provide a scientific foundation
for the efficient utilisation of the highlands
vegetation for grazing. If people had succeeded
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in achieving this goal, erosion in the highlands
would not be as much of a problem as it
currently is. Additionally, rather accurate
methods have been employed to prepare
proposals for nature protection areas in limited
spaces in the highlands.

As the first regional planning proposal was
made it was decided to extend these pre-
servation areas to such a degree that the
scientific foundation behind these proposals was
weakened. A subjective evaluation was used as
well as "general opinion", which in fact is rather
hard to define.

But it is not enough that basic natural science
research is carried out for the planning area in
question. It is important that these data are
interpreted and formed in such a way that they
are applicable to the planning process.

The author of this book started in 1979 to
work on such maps, maps that interpret various
factors concerning natural features in Iceland.
These maps were drawn with the idea that
planners could know from them which are the
positive features and, on the other hand, which
are the negative features, i.e., those features that
need to be avoided.

These maps were drawn on transparencies
using the overlay method where the areas that
are best suited for certain functions get the
darkest shading. As the suitability transparencies
are laid over each other the shades add up so
that those areas appear darkest where the best
situation is for certain types of functions.
Examples include maps that interpret the beauty
of the land or the availability of geothermal hot
water.

The other group of transparencies deals with
the negative aspects of the country, in this case
mostly the various types of natural hazards.
Examples are maps that show areas where there
is the most danger of avalanches, landslides, lava
flows, floods from beneath the glaciers and river
floods.

These sets of maps were produced for the
whole country and thus also cover the high-
lands. The maps therefore have a great deal of
value as a database for ideas on planning for the
central highlands. How these maps were created
as well as the ideas of the author of this book in
the first plan for Iceland in 1986 will be
described in the section on page 353. The
present section will now describe the aspect of
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this map project that has a connection with the
scientific foundation for the planning of the
highlands.

When the author of this book started to teach
planning in the Faculty of Engineering of the
University of Iceland in 1988 these series of
maps proved to be a good foundation for
various exercises and projects. One of the pro-
jects was an idea in the autumn of 1991 for a
first regional plan for the central highlands.

The instructor and the students worked
together to create a map base with the scale
1:250,000, using the overlay method. These
maps were about 1 x 2 metres in size. One of
these transparencies was used for collecting all
information on energy resources in the
highlands, as well as all ideas that had been
presented by the Energy Institute, the National
Power Company and engineering companies as
to possible power plant sites.

The second transparency was used for pre-
senting all ideas that the Nature Conservation
Council has put forth in terms of nature
protection in the highlands, and the third trans-
parency assembled ideas on what were the best
areas for travel in the highlands.

As these large transparencies were laid over
each other conflicting ideas became visually
evident, for example between ideas on con-
servation and on power plants. On the other
hand it became apparent that in certain areas
ideas about conservation and tourism fitted very
well.

It should be noted here that in general it is
wise – as people make decisions on what areas
shall be designated for conservation – that at the
same time these areas are accessible as national
parks or recreational spots.

The overlay technique, using the set of hazard
transparencies, warned against use of those
areas subject to various types of hazards. As the
findings were summarized in a map, an
important guide had been created as to what
areas should be avoided in planning, for
example, power plants or roads.

The work group felt that areas where there
was the greatest accumulation of hazards should
first and foremost be used as conservation areas.
What makes this logical is that hazard areas are
usually also interesting in terms of geology or
landscape and thus of interest for tourists.
Based on this work, ideas on large continuous
nature protection areas were created.

The group also felt that, because the
utilisation of hydropower in the Thjórsá and
Tungnaá Rivers area was already so far
developed despite the considerable number of

natural hazards in this area, it would be wise to
continue the energy utilisation there to make
better use of the investment already made in
terms of reservoirs, generating plants, roads and
power lines.

If these data were implemented as a policy it
would be easier to spare the Kjölur area
completely, i.e., that there would be no electrical
power utilisation in the Hvítá River area so that
this area would remain to a larger extent natural.
The instructor presented his ideas about a road
system to the work group, ideas that he had
been developing for many years. In this road
system the main road runs over Sprengisandur.

Because of the Kvíslaveitur reservoirs a road
has already been built almost all the way to the
Hofsjökull Glacier. By selecting Sprengisandur
rather than Kjölur as a route for the main road,
a possible future road connection to Lake
Mývatn and to the east would be much easier.

In 1988 the Minister of Transportation,
Matthías Matthiesen, had appointed the author
as well as representatives of the National Power
Company and the Public Roads Administration
to a work group that was given the task of
exploring possibilities of connecting parts of
the country with highland roads. The first phase
was to investigate road alternatives from
Sprengisandur at Kvíslarveitur to the north.

The group studied three alternatives in con-
tinuing the road from the middle of
Sprengisandur: to let it go down into the Eyja-
fjördur Valley; through the Bleiksmýrar Valley
east of the Eyjafjördur Valley; and thirdly into
the Bárdardalur Valley, that is further east and
connected to the Ring Road close to the Goda-
foss Waterfall.

Based on this first study the Bleikmýrar Valley
option proved to be the best route, but later as
Gudlaugur Thórarinsson made highland roads
the subject of his thesis in the Engineering
Faculty of the University of Iceland the road
question was looked at in a wider framework by
applying the overlay technique.

Thórarinsson found that the logical answer
was that a road should go into the Eyjafjördur
Valley in spite of the steepness at the bottom of
the valley because this would be the shortest
distance from the highlands down to Akureyri.
He also found that a road connection farther to
the west, into the Skagafjördur Fjord, as well as
to the east to Bárdardalur Valley, would be
sensible.

The main finding of Thórarinsson's
investigation, using the overlay technique and
conducted in collaboration with his instructor,
was that the best route to the north from the
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highlands was on the east side of the
Skjálfandafljót River. In this case the road would
be placed close to the edge of the Ódádahraun
Lava going towards Lake Mývatn. Heading
directly to the lake saved an additional 80 km
compared to the option of going through
Bárdardalur Valley onto the Ring Road and then
on to the Lake Mývatn area.

An additional advantage of this route was
revealed in an examination of satellite photos,
namely, that this area has the least snow in the
northern part of the highlands.

Thórarinsson's thesis was also designed to
study the best route for a road along the
northern side of the Vatnajökull Glacier
towards the eastern part of the country. The
maps created for studying these roads are shown
on page 242.

Surprisingly, the regional planning committee
considered it unnecessary to look at this study
on transportation in the highlands, and also
ignored the research that had been conducted
on behalf of the Ministry of Transportation
and at the University of Iceland

When the regional planning proposal was
published people realized that the planning

committee had not undertaken any re-con-
ceptualisation of a potential road system in the
highlands. The plan's road system was simply
the paths that had been formed haphazardly as
time passed.

Two basic attitudes become apparent as the
plan was produced, on the one hand, the
ideology of preventing any further changes in
the highlands and on the other hand, to present
radical new ideas, for example in terms of
transportation in the country.

As to power plants, the possibility of Fljóts-
dalsvirkjun with a huge reservoir at Eyjabakkar
was the one most discussed at the time.
However, this idea had already been met with
much criticism, mostly for two reasons. For one
thing, the flat area of Eyjabakkar was well
covered with vegetation because of the water
that comes from beneath the glaciers.

Secondly, the earlier idea that the Fljótsdalur
Power Plant should serve heavy industry in the
south-west meant that the electricity would have
to be transported by power lines over long
stretches of the highlands. This power line idea
was met by fierce opposition, which most likely
influenced the government to decide that the
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energy in the east should be used for an
aluminium smelter in Reydarfjördur.

At this time the National Power Company –
which is owned by the State, Reykjavík and
Akureyri and is thus actually an official company
that complies with the decisions of the State and
its two other owners – had already been granted
a permit by the Althing for building a reservoir
in Eyjabakkar. Additionally, the Power Company
had therefore already invested largely in this
area. It came as a big surprise that the regional
plan disputed the idea of building a reservoir in
the area and pointed as a matter of fact towards
a power plant and reservoir at Kárahnjúkar as a
better alternative.

One of the things that caused the protests
about Eyjabakkar was that the power plant
permit had been issued before the law on
environmental impact assessment was adopted.
An assessment had of course been made on the
impact, but the protests were caused by the fact
that it did not follow the legal procedure then
required. Governmental agencies felt they
already had authorization and no assessment
would be needed for this project. It is almost
certain that an environmental impact assessment
would not have reduced the level of protest.

Another reservoir that had already been more

or less accepted was the reservoir at Nord-
ingaalda. In spite of this the planning committee
made critical remarks about it and reduced its
size. The earlier proposal suggested that the
reservoir water would reach into the lower part
of the Thjórsárver, which together with
Eyjabakkar is a large and important breeding
ground for geese in the highlands.

The National Power Company had earlier,
before environmental awareness was as well
developed as now, presented a still bolder idea
for a reservoir in the Thjórsárver. The dispute
that was sparked by that proposal was resolved
with an official agreement between the Power
Company and the Nature Conservation
Council.

The argument behind this agreement was that
these two areas, the Thjórsárver and Eyjabakkar,
were so similar in nature that it would be
enough, as a preservation measure, to spare one
of them. The agreement was that it should be
the Thjórsárver that would be spared, but the
Power Company, instead, would be given the
profitable alternative of creating a reservoir at
Eyjabakkar.

In 2001 the earlier debate about the Nord-
lingaalda Reservoir continued. The Power
Company presented new proposals with the
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water level lowered to the point that only the
end of the reservoir would flow into the
Thjórsárver.

This, however, would mean that the water in
the reservoir would need to be pumped about
two metres higher so that it can flow into the
system of reservoirs along the Thjórsá River
and in this way can be made use of in most of
the reservoirs and generating plants in the
Thjórsá area.

In the winter of 2002-2003 there again
erupted protests about this lower reservoir. A
special study led by Minister Jón Kristjánsson
was conducted to try to find a solution, a study
that proposed a still lower and smaller reservoir
at Nordlingaalda.

These examples make clear that, even though
many have criticised the planning committee for
rejecting official policy agreements, the
committee certainly was pointing at alternatives
that most people later agreed would be more
appropriate. The conservation policy that is the
basis of the proposal has led to some good
results.

Many institutions were in great doubt as to
whether the Kárahnjúkar Plant and its reservoir
would be acceptable. As the Icelandic Nature
Conservation Council received the proposals for
comments in 2001 it decided against this power
plant idea. The same thing happened in the
verdict of the State Planning Agency about the
findings of the environmental impact assess-
ment.

The agency concluded that the power plant
idea as it was designed and presented at that
time was not acceptable. Because of this verdict
it came as a surprise in the summer of 2002 that
the Planning Agency had changed to a positive
verdict on the earlier idea of the Nordlingaalda
reservoir.

At the same time as the Kárahnjúkar plan was
presented, the politicians had developed the idea
of an aluminium smelter in the East Fjords,
which was meant to counteract the decline in
population in the area. Therefore the negative
verdict of the State Planning Agency against the
Kárahnjúkar plan took the politicians by
surprise. A comment of the Prime Minister
became famous as he said that it was strange
that some bureaucrats that had not been given
any authority by the public thought they could
deny approval of a power plant so important for
the area.

People assume that this case led to a change in
the law on environmental assessment, and
perhaps other laws, in order to weaken the
authority of the institutions involved in projects
of this type.

The Ministry of the Environment, which is
the authority over the Planning Agency, had the
Kárahnjúkar plans re-investigated. This pro-
duced several proposals for remedying or
reducing some of the impacts judged negative in
the Planning Agency report. Shortly before
Christmas 2001 the Minister issued a permit for
the Kárahnjúkar plant, provided that these new
proposals were integrated into the plans.

The next step in this saga was that various
nature conservation associations filed a
complaint against the decision of the Minister.
Their main argument was that the extensive
changes made in the plans should mean that a
second environmental impact assessment was
needed. This claim by the associations was
denied by the courts in early 2003.
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As explained above, the Althing decided in
1993, with a temporary amendment to the
planning law, that work on the regional planning
on the central highlands should be started. This
clause specified that the members of the plann-
ing committee should be appointed by the
twelve regional committees that are adjacent to
the highlands and that the Minister of the
Environment would appoint the chairman.

The State Planning Agency and the State
Purchasing Agency produced an outline of the
project that was then offered for tender. The
description of the project was, in the opinion of
the author of this book, not extensive enough,
primarily because it covers an area about 40% of
the country. Therefore this project is almost on
a country planning scale. Because of the size of
the area, obviously, in many cases, the planners
need to take a view of the whole country as well
as of country-wide parameters. It would there-
fore have been logical to have let the ministries
and various institutes of the state, as well as
other stakeholders, take part in the necessary
policy making.

In this connection the Ministry of Transport
and the Public Roads Administration are
obviously knowledgeable about road systems
and the Tourism Council as concerns inquiries
and policy making about tourism in the central
highlands. Within the area of nature
conservation many agencies should have taken
part in the policy making, including the Nature
Conservation Council, the Ministry of the
Environment, and various other associations.

This policy making actually should have been
a part of a general discussion for several years
on social and national matters, before taking the
step of making of a single planning proposal for
the highlands.

Another alternative would have been to
announce an open competition on the
highlands. Still another alternative would have
been to contract several planners to outline alt-
ernatives so that the elected representatives of
the nation, and the nation as a whole, could have
taken part in assessing what was the preferred
policy for planning for this almost half of the
country.

None of this was done so that the planning
committee alone was more or less given the task
of deciding what should be the basic parameters
on a country scale. This it did, for example, as
concerns policy on transportation, tourism,
power utilisation, nature conservation, etc.

None of the members of the committee were
professionals so it was still more urgent that the
planning councillors would have a broad spectr-
um of professional knowledge. Because of this
it should have been a part of the requirements
of the bid tender that those who bid for the
project should be a multidisciplinary group
consisting of specialists in various fields – eng-
ineering, planning, natural science, trans-
portation and roads, etc. This was not done.

In 1994, as the bids were opened, it came to
light that they covered a wide spectrum of costs.
The reason for this was that the consultants that
made the offers proposed to see to the planning
in very different and detailed ways. The lowest
bid was for about 250,000 euros, the highest for
about 2,000,000 euros. After studying the bids
the newly appointed planning committee and
the Planning Agency decided to accept the
Landmótun bid, which was the second lowest.

It can be seen as a fault that all the owners of
Landmótun have a similar education, being
landscape architects, with the exception of Gísli
Gíslason, who was also a geologist and a former
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director of the Nature Conservation Council.
All of the owners – Gísli Gíslason, Einar E Sae-
mundsen and Yngvi Thór Loftsson – are well
known nature conservationists.

The planning committee and the Planning
Agency, in selecting these consultants, would
seem to have already decided to put a heavy
emphasis on the nature conservation aspect.
People may differ as to whether it was the right
decision, but the right of the committee to
decide how this task should be approached and
what the emphasis should be is indisputable and
in conformity with the temporary amendment
to the planning law that the committee worked
under.

As usual, the work started with an introduct-
ory meeting. A schedule for the steps to be
taken had been worked out by Landmótun and
called for a series of meetings on various aspects
of the plan in the regions that were considered
to have a stake in the planning of the central
highlands.

Most of these meetings were closed but some
were open to a wider audience. To give an
example, the representatives of the Tourist
Council were the guests at the third meeting of
the joint committee, and at this meeting held at

Jöklasel at the Skálafellsjökull Glacier the
Director of Tourism gave a speech. The
members of the Environmental Committee of
the Althing went on one journey of exploration
with the committee in the autumn of 1996.
Other institutes that worked for the committee
or were called to its meetings included the State
Land Reclamation Service, the National Power
Company, the Nature Conservation Council, the
Energy Institute and the Public Roads
Administration.

In the first months of 1996 the preliminary
drafts of the planning ideas were presented in
conferences open to the public. Thus, for
example, a meeting with the tourism sector took
place in March in Hotel Saga and Gíslason gave
a talk on the plan at the Planning Assembly and
in a conference of the Tourism Association of
Iceland in November. In January 1997 a seminar
on the plan proposals finally took place at the
University of Iceland.

It should be remembered that the central
highlands are a little researched region, except in
specific areas where hydropower plants have
been in preparation or under construction.
Therefore the committee had to use rather large
resolution in its theme maps.
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A division of the highlands according to nat-
ural features was made based on a Scandinavian
proposal that the areas in question are typical
landscape units. This pattern was used as a base
for some of the maps. The units of this pattern
were so big that the data did not need to be very
accurate as the aim was only to produce an
overview classification of the highlands.

A rather good vegetation map for the high-
lands did already exist, which was of help in
preparing a classification vegetation. Further-
more, there also existed erosion maps that help-
ed decide which units of the area needed to be
considered in terms of the danger of erosion.

Data from the Energy Institute on the hydro-
logy of the highlands was used for preparing an
overview of surface and groundwater where
location of aquifers and catchment areas,
providing them with water was stressed. Finally
a classification of lakes and rivers was con-
ducted based on data from the Institute of
Freshwater Fisheries.

Let us now review some of the main theme
maps. In map 8 the pattern units were used for
dividing the highlands into four categories in
terms of the geological formations. On map 9
the availability of landscape is assessed, on map
10 the birdlife, on map 11 lakes and rivers were
categorised according to how much fishing
there is, and on map 12 there is an assessment
of the conservation value of lakes.

Map 13 gives a classification of the vege-
tation, map 14 shows the importance of areas
because of archaeological heritage. Map 15
shows the importance of areas in terms of
potential waterpower, and map 15A shows,
accurately, the location of these power
utilisation alternatives. Map 16 shows a
classification of utilizable geothermal heat, and
map 16A shows more accurately the location of
possible power plants.

Map 17 shows where tourists go to visit the
highlands. Map 18 shows jeep traffic in winter
and map 19 in summer. Map 20 shows the value
of the natural environment in general.

Map 21 shows research on the vegetation and
map 21A shows the result of mapping the
vegetative cover as of 1998. Map 22 shows
limitations to grazing because of erosion and
map 23 finally shows areas where there conflicts
of interest between the power sector and the
nature conservation sector.

When the mapping project had been
completed and the prerequisites decided on, the
work proceeded to the first steps in making the
planning proposal. The maps created for these
steps were six theme maps and then finally there
came the planning map itself, which contains a
compilation of the information in the theme
maps.

The first theme map presents the "division of
land use into belts". This phrasing has been
criticized as misleading because to talk about the
conservation areas of the plan as belts is strange
since the whole highlands is divided into only
three conservation sections. These are the
Langjökull Glacier and vicinity, the Hofsjökull
Glacier and vicinity, and finally the eastern part
of the highlands all the way from Mýrdalsjökull
Glacier in the south and toward the northeast
over the Vatnajökull Glacier and the eastern
highlands.

The map shows construction belts which run
on each side of the main roads: Kaldidalur
Road, Kjölur Road and Sprengisandsvegur
Road. Some other roads branch out off these
main roads as they come down from the central
part of the highlands. A construction belt is also
shown along the power lines, for example, the
power lines going from Hrauneyjar to the south-
west to Kirkjubaejarklaustur and the power line
going west, south of Langjökull Glacier into
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Hvalfjördur. The idea behind these con-
struction belts is that most of the construction
needed in the highlands, such as hydropower
plants and power lines, should be placed within
these areas.

The next theme map shows two types of
conservation areas: in dark green the nature
conservation areas and in light green the general
conservation areas. This theme map also shows
land reclamation areas with red vertical hatched
lines; these are mainly to the north of Biskups-
tungur, around Hrauneyjar, and on both sides
of the Lakagígar craters.

The third theme map is a proposal for power
utilisation areas. Existing reservoirs are shown
in blue, proposed reservoirs in brownish red,
and in yellow reservoirs that have been
proposed with certain reservations.

The fourth theme map shows transportation
and tourism. The main roads are shown, as
described above, as well as a secondary category
of roads termed mountain roads.

This map also shows four types of centres.
The main centres are the so-called centres at the
edge whereas most of them are in fact located in
the lowlands. Within the planning area itself
there are only three edge centres. Next come
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the highland centres: two in the Kjölur area at
Hveravellir and Árbúdir, two on Sprengisandur
at Háumýrar at the Hofsjökull Glacier, and then
Laugafell south of the Eyjafjördur Valley. In the
south there is the Hólaskjól centre, and in the
east the existing centre at Dreki is shown.

The third group contains centres with
sleeping facilities, called huts. These are mostly
huts that have already been built by the
Icelandic Touring Club, by the Útivist Outdoor
Life and Touring Club, and other associations.
Finally there is the fourth category: mountain
huts. The plan contains certain rules on what
facilities are provided in each type of these
centres or huts and what kind of traffic links
they are to be provided with.

The fifth theme map of the planning pro-
posal is a map of the main hiking and pony trekking
trails. Then finally in the last theme map of the
planning proposal the links of the construction belts
to the main land-use types are shown. This map
shows how certain power utilization areas are
connected to these belts, for example, work
camps, roads, power lines, etc.

Mapp 115a: PPractical hhydroelectric ppower pplants.
Circles aare bbuildinggs, ddark aareas aare llaggoons.
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Mapp 11: VVeggetation. TThe bbest vveggetation aareas
are sshown ddarkest.
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REGIONAL PLAN  FOR  THE  CENTRAL HIGHLANDS



As already described serious disputes took place
over the various aspects of issues regarding the
highlands and related legislation during 1997 –
1999. These disputes reflected political views
that are fundamentally different from those that
were dominant in the forming of the planning
of the highlands, especially the decision to
divide the highlands up among the adjacent
communities.

In conformity with the law, the regional plan
proposal was advertised as the planning
committee had finished its work on it. For this
advertising purpose a preliminary report and
maps were issued.

A longer time than usual was allowed for
others to comment. Various institutions in
society, for example ministries and state insti-
tutions, began to take a closer look at this
project. Some now realized this plan presented
very decisive policy decisions – on the behalf of
the Icelandic State – on the future utilization of
about half of the country. A great number of
comments, many quite detailed, were received.
About 95 people and institutions sent in formal
comments or claims, totalling about 320 pages.
Many of the comments were positive towards
what was proposed in the plan, whereas others
were critical. Here a brief review will be given of
the comments, divided into three categories.

The first category contains comments that
claim that the plan was based on faulty policy
and that there had been insufficient contact with
various policy makers in various fields.

The second category contains comments
from various scientific institutions in the
country in which many of them said that not
enough consideration had been given to
scientific research and data on the central
highlands that already existed.

And finally the third category contains some
comments that express doubts that the planning
and the operation of the committee have a
strong enough legal foundation.

A few examples will be given, first an excerpt
from the comments of the National Power
Company: "In a conference on the regional plan
of the central highlands on September 20,
recently, the State Planning Director, Stefán
Thors, said, among other things: 'Of course it
could be said that before the making of a
regional plan for the central highlands was
ventured a five year plan should have been made
based on extensive research in the area. After
this was finished the government should have
created a policy on land use and land utilization
within the various categories.

' When this policy had been completed there
should have been a plan made that covered the
whole country in which policy and binding
decisions on important matters would have been
decided upon.'"

The Ministry of Manufacturing Industries
and Power made many comments and it appears
that the Ministry had expected that the planning
committee should have co-operated with the
Ministry in deciding policy concerning power
utilisation in the highlands. The commission for
the regional planning committee, however, says
nothing about this and therefore the committee
was given a totally free hand as to which people
or institutions it would contact.

In an appendix to the planning report called
General Premises on a Country Scale some aspects of
the power policy of the State are mentioned. In
its comments the Ministry says: "The ministry
likes to draw attention to the fact that no co-
operation has been ventured as concerns the
work of the planning committee. It is also a
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surprise to the Ministry that no contact was
made with the Ministry of Agriculture or the
Ministry of Transport and Communication."

The Icelandic Tourist Board made a similar
comment: "The Tourist Board considers that
the plan proposal for the central highlands, titled
as The Central Highlands of Iceland – Regional Plan
2015, does not take into account the
formulation of policy regarding tourism that has
already been worked on. Therefore the Board
strongly emphazises that the approval of the
proposal should be delayed until the planning
issues can be considered in the light of the
interests of the tourism industry." 

As to the second category, comments of scientific
institutions and scientists in the country, complaints
most often find that not enough consideration
had been given to the scientific data available or
that the necessary basic research on various
aspects of nature had not been conducted
before the planning proposal was made.

The Icelandic Museum of Natural History
therefore said: "It cannot be understood how a
plan for the highlands can be proposed without
having first made an attempt at defining and
categorizing geological features….The Museum

feels that without any doubt the re-vegetation
projects that are already underway in the area
should be assessed."

The Icelandic Meteorological Office made the
following comment: "First it should be greatly
regretted that an opportunity was not given to
better assess the climate in the central highlands
as for most of the time there have not been
enough measurements." 

Ingvi Thorsteinsson, botanist, said: "In
drawing up a plan of this nature all relevant data
on the natural environment of the country
should be sought out, the credibility of the data
checked, and its applicability ascertained. If this
has been done in terms of the botany of the
highlands the result is strange, to say the least."

The third category, finally, contains comments
on whether the work of the committee and its connection
to necessary legal authorization are at hand. Thus, for
example, the State Electric Power Works said:
"Now the legal permit that the planning
committee based its work on has been cancelled
and a new planning and building law has been
implemented. This new law does not mention
the task of this committee nor the planning of
the central highlands."
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The Ministry of Social Affairs finally made
this comment, which came as a great surprise:
"The Ministry concludes that there is no reason
to make material remarks on the planning pro-
posal.

On the other hand, the Ministry wishes to
make it clear that as yet it has not been decided
in what way the jurisdiction of the central
highlands of Iceland will be organized. A bill by
the Minister of Social Affairs was presented to
the Althing in the spring session, but was not
acted on….."

The Minister of Social Affairs made a strong
case before the Althing the following spring to
have these changes added to the law on local
government and the law was then passed –
finally the jurisdictional prerequisite for the plan
had been given, even if after the fact.

It was quite a task for the Regional Planning
Committee to reply to these comments. It opted
for summarizing the categories, with the main
contents of the remarks stated.

As is often the case, the answers to the
comments state – since governmental issues are
involved – that the aspect commented on is not
within the area of jurisdiction of the planning
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committee and therefore others should answer
for it. Another reply given by the planning com-
mittee was that they were only given limited
funds so that they cannot be criticised for not
being able to widen the database used in the
making of the planning proposal.

Often comments were that certain con-
servation areas were too large or too small. In
this case the answers of the committee most
often ran something like this: "We have
reviewed your comments and have come to the



conclusion that the planning committee shall
keep to the proposals made." When people
commented directly on material concerns, the
planning committee explained its position in
only a very few words.

The crux of the matter is very simple: the
committee has the power, people can make
comments, but the committee themselves shall
pass the verdict in their own case. The bottom
line is: "It is our opinion that the matter should
be the way we have proposed." The authority of

a planning committee cannot be questioned
when it comes to policy making. This applies
equally to the Icelandic case for the central high-
lands as well as the planning proposal that was
presented with a map and a report.

In the spring of 2003 a new planning
committee for the review of the plan of the
central highlands was established, its chair-man
being Óskar Bergsson. According to the time
schedule the review of the central highlands
plan should be finished by the end of 2005.
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This new committee has an increased number
of members, in conformity with the new plann-
ing law. The members that have been added are:
one representative from Reykjanes, two from
Reykjavík and one from the West Fjords.

In the time that has passed since the approval
of the first highlands plan in 1999, new devel-
opments have mostly occurred in four areas.
The first is that a 12-year plan for transportation
in Iceland has been issued, proposing four
highlands roads that shall become primary
roads. Secondly, a great deal of work has been
carried out on a frame plan for energy pro-
duction, which will be described on page 312.

Thirdly, some work has been done on tourism
questions in the highlands, among other things
in connection with the frame plan, and lastly, a
dispute that has taken place in society about
several nature preservation areas in the
highlands has demonstrated very clearly that the
meaning of conservation has to be defined
more thoroughly. All these four developments
mean that a review of the regional plan of the
highlsands is necessary.

Furthermore, the work of the new planning
committee has been greatly affected by the
Kárahnjúkar Plant that is now under

construction and the regional plan for the
eastern part of the highlands had to be changed
considerably. These changes were described on
page 216.

The legal claims regarding property rights that
are under way will also affect the work of the
committee. In 2003 the Minister of Finance
decided to appeal the first verdict in this case to
the Supreme Court. When the Supreme Court
has given the final verdict, the handling of the
other cases of disputes over property rights in
the highlands will be clear.

Quite possibly the verdict will not be out early
enough to have an influence on the planning,
but the Minister of the Environment has
decided that this work needs to be finished by
the end of 2005 because in 2008 all com-
munities are obliged to have finished their first
master plans.

Many of the communities whose boundaries
stretch into the highlands are among those that
have not made their first master plan. For them
it is very important that the regional plan will be
finished early enough as they will need it for
guidance in making their own plans.
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HÁLS RESERVOIR BECOMES LARGER,
because of a higher dam and retreat of
Brúarjökull Glacier

TUNNEL ROUTE CHANGED

NEW DIVERSIONS: Bessastadaá, Laugarfell, Jökulsá and
Hraun

NEW ROAD BETWEEN LAUGARFELL
AND KÁRAHNJÚKAR

EYJABAKKAR RESERVOIR CANCELLED, NATURE
PROTECTION AREA IN EYJABAKKAR ENLARGED
PROPOSAL ON CHANGES IN THE REGIONAL PLAN
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I Planning of Systems on a Country Scale
1 The Communal and Educational Systems

The hhistory oof IIceland  iis
often ttold aas aa ssocial sstory.

Book Four describes the building up of those
systems or infrastructures that to an ever-in-
creasing degree are covering the whole country.

Most of these systems started to be developed
in the nineteenth century, though most have
roots in ancient times, as was shown in the
sections in Book Two that dealt with settlement
structures on a country scale.

Book Three continued with a description of
the early development of the various building
blocks of today's settlement structure: towns,
regions and sections of the country.

One of the things that we have discovered is
that the different structural units at first develop
independently but then gradually start to form
clusters, as we observed on the regional plan
level.

Systems that embrace the whole country have
already been mentioned, primarily technical
systems like those of roads, harbours and power
lines. Book Four is intended to give an overview
of how the various countrywide systems of
today have been developed and how things stand
as concerns their planning.

The reader may find it a little strange that the
title of Book Four is Development of Systems
on a Country Scale but then the titles of the
chapters are connected to certain types of plans
or programmes. The explanation for this is that
all developments in society are – if viewed in
context – the development of a system of some
kind.

Sometimes these systems are originally only
concepts that gradually are given form and shape
in planning programmes of various types. In
other cases these systems are, right from the
beginning, physical systems that can be drawn
and understood from maps.

Original incentives that give rise to concepts
differ greatly. In some cases social ideas are at
work but in others some kind of technical
novelty has had the effect of opening up new
possibilities.

Some theorists even go so far as to  say that in
many cases it is impossible to say what came
first, the concept or the form, or to use the usual
analogy: the hen or the egg.

A point in case is the origin of the industrial
revolution which, with some right, can be said to
have originated in the social and cultural re-
naissance that occurred in fifteenth century Italy.
The renaissance was a mental awakening that
made people interested in science but then, as a

second step, science opened the road to discover
new technological possibilities.

This cause/effect relationship can be turned
around by saying that the technology of the city
was the fundamental prerequisite for the
development of urban areas. This interpretation
means that the city, as a technological artefact, is
the primary cause for the development of new
ideas on society, culture and science.

For some reason technology is most often
seen as the primary origin of the "advantages"
of modern society. In the twentieth century this
contributed greatly to the dominance of a
technological approach, for example in the
planning of cities and countries.

Social elements and functions that were
ingrained in city planning had, in contrast, more
the position of being called services, often seen
almost as a bad necessity that accompanied
urban development – services that called for
immense expenditures and could not easily be
understood as contributing to higher income
and economic growth.

This view is based on a shallow type of think-
ing because many of the aspects created in the
building up of societal systems have actually
contributed to the efficiency and productivity of
today's societies. A good health system, for
example, means that the citizens are healthier
and therefore can be more productive.

Services to the handicapped have, as another
example, contributed to making the handi-
capped active members of society instead of
being merely a burden, as they were earlier. And
the existence of the school system means that
the labour market can offer better skilled and
more productive employees who can lift their
job performance and therefore the whole society
to a higher level of skill and productivity.

Because of this it is a little strange to read that
around the mid-twentieth century many people
had great worries about the development of
these societal systems. In Iceland there was so
much worry about the increase in the number of
graduates from upper secondary schools that in
the early twentieth century a limit was set on the
number of students that were accepted.

This meant that the Reykjavík upper
secondary school – that then was the only such
school in the country – could only start one new
class each year. Some socially minded teachers at
this school therefore established a special
secondary school to provide students with the
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opportunity to take an examination that allowed
them to enter the upper division in the old
Reykjavík school, i.e., to enter in the third class.

Conservative views were still more common
in the countryside than in Reykjavík. Thus for
example primary schools were not established in
many areas until around the mid-1950´s and in
1957 the mobile schools were still more
numerous than school buildings in the
countryside.

The politician Jónas Jónsson from Hrifla was
a pioneer in establishing schools in the rural
areas and had, as Minister of Education, a great
deal of influence in establishing special "school
villages" in some parts of the country. Jónsson's
idea in creating these villages was to work
against the urban development by the coast
because one of the reasons why the young
people in the countryside left their home
territory was that they had to go the coast for
education and most never returned.

These héradsskólar (district schools) taught
applied education that met the needs of the
rural areas. In addition to these schools, special
schools were established that taught agricultural
practices and home economics, and at Lake
Laugarvatn an upper secondary school for
people in the countryside was established.

The vision of Jónsson and those like him was
to modernise Iceland's rural culture in this way.
Jónsson's followers often claimed that by
creating these centres they were creating a
modern parallel to the regional culture that was
dominant in the early centuries of the nation's
existence.

Even though most of these district schools
are no longer operating, the ideology did
succeed to a considerable degree, but as an in-
between step – because other urban spots like
Selfoss and Egilsstadir proved, in most cases, to
be the places of the future.

As a new law on basic schooling was enacted
around 1970, people abandoned the district
school idea and decided instead to create
primary schools and comprehensive schools in
the small urban areas that had developed in the
countryside.

The home economics schools also came to an
end, but for different reasons, and the import-
ance of the farmers' schools was gradually
reduced with the lessened role of agriculture in
the national economy. However, they have re-
cently been gathering some strength of late in
part because of new types of occupations that
have a connection to the use of land. The raising
of horses for leisure and sport and tourism can
be mentioned as examples.

A certain type of plan work that was a part of
the re-organisation of the school system is quite
interesting. This work has a unique position
among most other social systems because the
creators worked with maps and spatial ideas.

The theorists primarily in charge of this
programme were Indridi H. Thorláksson, an
economist, and Maggi Jónsson, an architect.
One of the basic ideas of this work is that the
school system should be divided into three steps
or levels, each reaching to a different size area.

The primary school of the new system, with
school buses, was meant to overtake the earlier
children's schools and their dormitories.
Therefore it was very important in the planning
of the location of the schools that the school
bus routes were not too long.

The two theorists calculated all the driving
distances using a road map. In this way they
could calculate rather exactly, from the cost per
kilometre per student, how much cheaper this
new system would be.

The second school level, introduced with the
new law, was the comprehensive school, aimed
at providing educational services to rather large
areas. The idea was to make it possible for stud-
ents in the countryside to have the opportunity,
comparable to the urban areas, to take and pass
the national co-ordinated examination in their
home regions.

Comprehensive schools were also built in the
Capital Region. Characteristically, the curri-
culum is organized into tracks and often has a
more practical emphasis than the academic
emphasis of the upper secondary schools. The
tracks often differ from one school to another
and can include tourism, visual arts, cooking,
etc. Completion of a track prepares the student
for admission to special schools in these fields.

It needs to be stressed heavily that this great
advancement and restructuring of the school
system could not have occurred in the country-
side except that at this time a fairly good road
system had already been developed.

A study of the road system quickly reveals,
however, that better results could have been
reached in the planning of the school system if,
rather than merely using the existing road
system as a foundation, the planning had been
carried out in step with planning of the
country's future road system. People quickly
discover that the building of several schools
could have been spared if a new road or a new
bridge had been built in order to shorten driving
distances.

The division of the country into too many
communities also meant that many strange
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decisions in the planning of the location of
schools were made. In some cases this was
because communities close to an urban core did
not want to lose their country school, even
though the school bus would have to drive the
children through the urban area, with its own
school, to get to the country school.

If the unification of urban areas and adjacent
rural areas had been instrumented at these
times, such wrong decisions never would have
been made. Unfortunately, as this restructuring
of the school system took place there was as yet
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no wide-spread understanding of the need to
create larger communities.

In many cases, however, good sense had the
upper hand in planning the schools and some
politicians can be praised for the fact that in
many cases they abandoned narrow views and
supported the logical planning proposals of the
specialists.

Let us now turn to examining how the re-
strucuring and the strengthening of the health
system in Iceland took place. The biggest step
toward securing a public health service was the
passage of the law on social security by the
Althing in 1935, which guaranteed basic public
health care service. Prior to this, several
insurance associations for the ill had been in
operation, primarily financed by individual
contributions, but also by small grants from the
state.

As in the case of the schools, the health serv-
ices for a long time were much poorer in the
countryside, primarily because the first hospitals
were only built in the larger towns, but also
because the countryside was only served by a
few physicians working in "doctor's districts".

After World War II a new ideology arose of
how best to provide health services. Its basic
idea was preventive medicine, which meant that
the main emphasis should be put on monitoring
health and trying to prevent disease rather than,
as earlier, to attend only to illness after it had
appeared.

This ideology of prevention is also the basic
idea in most planning work, where primary
attention is given to what can cause problems.
Decisions on changes are then made on the
basis of prevention. In addition, there is con-
stant, organized monitoring of any situation.
Working in such a way keeps conditions from
growing into big problems.

In this way of operating, preventive work –
both within the field of health and city planning
– is very similar. This mode of operating is fairly
quiet and unobtrusive so that people are usually
not very aware of it.

In some cases people even never see the
proof of the protection afforded them from
imminent danger because the danger was never
allowed to surface. Therefore it may require
some mental effort to recognize the value of
this type of activity.

In the 1960's the state government started to
make preparations for the new system of
preventive medicine. One of the first steps was
the establishment of a special Ministry of
Health and Social Security in 1970. This new
Ministry had a bill prepared to set up a general
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plan for health care in Iceland, a bill that was
approved by the Althing in 1973.

One of the primary characteristics of this new
system is that health care centres were built up in
Iceland. The country was divided into eight reg-
ions that were, for the most part, the same as the
electoral districts. Some of these regions were
divided into a few sub-regions. In each region
there was a main health care centre, where at
least two physicians worked, and then two other
types of health care centres offering fewer
services.

It is of great value to strive to attain ambitious
goals, as has been done of late. But it is of
course a fact that illness never can be fully ex-
terminated and there will always be some people
who are seriously ill, in spite of advanced pre-
ventive and monitoring systems.

Other societal systems that have been con-
structed in Iceland include the various inde-
pendent associations, for example, art and sports
clubs, trade unions, employers associations,
political groups, etc. Similar in nature are the
systems of general social services within the
various communities.

A big growth has occurred in social services to
the elderly. Social centres have been established
that, in many ways, make caring for the elderly
easier and also help improve the quality of their
lives and health.

Finally the system of sports clubs or associ-
ations in the country should be mentioned. To a
certain degree this system is connected to the
schools, but there are also independent clubs.
There are sports unions in various areas and
regions that connect the sport systems of the
various communities into larger units.

It was not until 1970 that people started to
realize fully how much value sports had for the
health of the nation. As this had become clear –
for example, with medical and social research –
sports that earlier were considered not very
rewarding amusements became social structures
which pay off economically for both the com-
munities and the state, which support them.

It is a common characteristic of all the societal
systems that their development has been slower
in the countryside than in urban areas. This has
been one of the problems connected to the
difficulty of keeping people in the countryside.

Clearly the measures that have been taken to
create good social systems in the countryside
have certainly been productive in strengthening
and maintaining life in the countryside.

In the light of the fact that the development
of all societal systems has necessarily been very
expensive it is strange to hear repeatedly that no
regional policy has been undertaken in Iceland.

From what has been described it is easy to see
that within the field of social services a trem-
endous job has been done, a job that was necess-
ary so people can and want to live in Iceland, be
it in urban or rural areas.

In spite of these huge undertakings the areas
with the lowest population as well as border
areas still have the lowest level of social services.
It is a fact that the same degree of social service
cannot be obtained in these areas as in the larger
urban areas.

Today people have realized that social aspects
often are the decisive factors in keeping people
living in certain areas. As this fact has been re-
cognised, people see better how wrong it is to try
to keep all rural areas settled, a policy that even
tried to keep the most dispersed rural areas and
the smallest villages alive.

The low number of inhabitants in the most
scarcely populated areas necessarily means that
people in these areas will always have a lower
standard of social services. In light of this, to-
gether with the constantly increasing demands
for services as well as educational opportunities,
it would have been much more sensible to aim
for a more condensed building up of these
services.

As we assess the situation in the countryside,
we see that the need to create regional centres
was not even recognised within some regions,
centres where various types of services can be
brought together, making them strong enough
to be able to meet the increased demands of the
future.

This dispersing of services is a problem
common to the building up of most branches of
public service. This has come to be because the
locals have frequently put their narrow self-
interest ahead of the public good and used their
position to bring public services into their little
communities, thereby reducing the possibility of
creating a service centre in their region worthy
of the name.

The hhistory oof ddeveloppingg
social nnets iis mmanifold.
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This section will describe the most important
technological infrastructures in Iceland, how
they have developed, and what purposes they
have served and will serve in the future. Later
sections of the book will describe in more detail,
the planning of individual technological
structures. An account will be given, for
example, of programmes within the
transportation area and the work on co-
ordinating the three modes of transportation
that took place in 2000 and 2001.

The technological systems of the country are
divided into six main areas: transportation,
utilisation of hydropower, marine resources,
utilisation of geothermal power, evolution of
industries, and finally development of inform-
ation and technology.

There are three transportation systems in Ice-
land: ocean, land and air. Modern transportation
started to develop in the mid-nineteenth century
with the introduction of steam ships for bay and
coastal shipping. This was also the impetus for
construction of various facilities that ocean
transport needed.

The first step in this technical development
was the making of navigational charts in order
to increase the safety of seafarers. Then came
the first sprouts in terms of creating harbours.
Next came the construction of the country's
lighthouse system, and finally the construction
and development of harbour facilities, including
techniques and equipment for landing cargo. Of
late this has become ever more advanced and
specialised and includes container technology.

At the end of the nineteenth century the
building of roads and bridges in the country
started as the short period of using carriages
was introduced. At the end of the nineteenth
century bridges had been built over all the main
rivers in the Reykjavík area and in the south.

Originally regular shipping to Iceland devel-
oped as a mail service, and at the same time the
country mail routes were created, namely, a syst-
em of delivering mail on horseback (pony ex-
press) and on foot. Between Reykjavík and the
south this service developed into delivery with
stagecoaches as in the US wild west. This service
was, however, not only for mail in the narrow
sense, but soon developed into transportation of
lightweight goods as well as passengers.

The need to maintain postal service led to
passage of a law that allowed the issuing of
monopoly permits for postal service on special
routes. On these routes the licence holder had to

maintain regular service, regardless of the
amount carried, in return for having a monopoly
for that route.

As time passed the percentage of goods trans-
ported over these specialised routes was reduced
to the point that they gradually became used
primarily for the transportation of people. The
transport companies that served the countryside
for goods transportation, were, on the other
hand, given a freer hand.

The road system developed very slowly but
surely in the first decades of the twentieth cent-
ury, but it was not until after 1935 that the main
areas in the country had road connections. Still
some years passed until all towns in the country
had been linked to the road system.

The occupation of Iceland by the Allies in
World War II meant a push for improving the
roads for use by the military but also because the
Allies brought much of the necessary equip-
ment needed for road building, such as scrapers,
bulldozers, lorries and asphalt plants. In the
post-war years road building took off, mainly in
Reykjavík. In spite of this it was not until 1965
that the first paved road was laid in the
countryside, namely the road to the Keflavík
Airport for which the US military paid a
considerable share of the cost. In 1970 the road
east of Reykjavík over the Ellidaár hill was
asphalted. Since then the building up of a
system of paved roads with good carrying
capacity has been continued.

The third transportation system is that of
flying. It can be said that one of the main
reasons why people started to build up a
domestic air service in Iceland in the 1930's was
that the coastal shipping, necessarily skirting
around every peninsula, was so slow. At this
time the road system was still in such poor shape
that travelling by roads, especially for passenger
traffic, was considered very slow. Before World
War II it took two days to get from Akureyri to
Reykjavík, a distance of some 500 km, and
almost three days to get there by ship. Air serv-
ice that covered the countryside in only three to
five hours therefore meant a total revolution.

Regular domestic air services started in 1937,
with 700 passengers carried that year. The
number of passengers had swelled to ten times
that number eight years later, in 1945. What
facilitated the introduction of air travel was that
small, economical airplanes had come on the
market and furthermore that the planes at the
time were very often seaplanes. This meant that
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they did not need airport runways. As the towns
and villages at that time were solely located
along the coast and that in addition protected
harbours had been built at most of them, it was
easy to use these harbours for planes as well as
ships.

The airplanes most often landed on the ocean
outside the protected harbours and then taxied
into the shelter of the breakwaters, where the
passengers were transported ashore on boats.
Later specially made seaplane harbours were
constructed in a few places. Here the seaplanes
could be taxied onshore onto an inclined
pavement, often even directly into a hangar.

During the war the occupying armies built
airports in Reykjavík, Melgerdismelar close to
Akureyri, Selfoss and other places. In the
narrow fjords of Iceland, there often is only one
strong wind direction, i.e., in or out of the fjord.
This meant that only one runway was needed at
most of these fjords. This made it cheaper to
build airports at the urban areas in the country.
Airport construction took place mostly in 1960-
1990.

Since then, the main thing that has happened
in the development of transportation is that the
road system has been improved to such a degree
that going by car into the countryside has
become much more convenient than before.
The feasible service area of a car is usually taken
to be an area with a radius that can be traversed
in a four to five hour drive. This radius has
constantly been extending, in kilometres, further
into the countryside, as can be seen on the map
on the following page.

Various technical service systems needed to
be built for the air services, like the air meteoro-
logical service. An air navigational system with
signal stations placed on certain air routes in the
country has also been constructed. These radio
signal stations are often placed on tops of
mountains.

The next step in the development of air serv-
ice was the construction of a flight and navig-
ation system for international flights, where
Iceland has reached such prowess that it is now
in charge of international flights in one of the
largest flight navigation areas in the world. The
Icelandic flight service receives a considerable
income from this.

Let us now turn to the technological
infrastructures that are the foundation for the
continuing development of industries in the
country. It is logical to start with the ocean
resources and their utilisation. A precondition
for advancement in this area was the building up
of a fleet of schooners in the nineteenth

century. As soon as these schooners had arrived,
certain basic facilities had to be created in the
fishing towns in the country to handle the
processing of fish and services to the fishing
industry as a whole.

A big leap occurred at the turn of the century
in 1900 as Icelanders started to motorize their
boats and later to buy trawlers. The advent of
the trawlers meant the necessity of building
piers so that they could be outfitted with coal,
water and onboard supplies and also, on the
other hand, to be able to land the fish that were
caught.

The first large pier for ocean-going ships in
the Reykjavík area was built on the east end of
Videy Island for the Th. Thorsteinsson Comp-
any shortly after 1900. Several other outfitters
built their private piers in front of their head-
quarters, such as along the coast of Skugga-
hverfi in Reykjavík and further east all the way to
Kirkjusandur. Finally the construction of a
closed harbour was started in Reykjavík and
formally opened in 1917.

At this point in time in the development of
fishing technology, the necessary harbour
constructions for these larger ships had become
so expensive that the private companies could
not afford the cost. And as a matter of fact only
the strongest towns could construct closed
harbours.

As it had become clear that this new technical
development had to occur throughout the
country, the state had to become involved. Since
then it has been the rule that the State
contributes a large percentage of the costs, with
the exception of the harbour facilities in Reykja-
vík. The same is also the case with most of the
roads and the airports.

In the building up of the harbour system the
same thing happened as for so many other
services in Iceland – because of the influence of
the politicians, far too many harbours were built
in far too many places. This necessarily meant
that each of these harbours was very under-
used, and because the costs are mostly carried by
the State people have little incentive in trying to
be economical by building or operating only a
few harbours in a given area.

If, on the other hand, there had been an
intermediate governmental level in Iceland – for
example if the Reykjanes Peninsula had levied
taxes in common to pay for harbours and other
expenses – it is quite clear that the locals would
have not squandered so much money in
constructing so many harbours in the same area,
often with only a few kilometres between them.
If the MP's and other politicians and those
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working in technological institutions had better
understood the advantages of planning, this
squandering of resources could have been
averted to a considerable degree.

The technological institutions most often
have planning-minded people on their staff but
the problem is that these institutions are too
often subjected to too much influence from the
politicians so that professional views are hard to
put through.

Even the fine study by the Danish firm
Kampsax, during the 1960's, was not able to
open peoples' eyes. This study demonstrates
clearly how much can be saved in terms of
harbours, for example, by building better roads
and thus being able to transport the work force
and the fish between the villages by road instead
of building a harbour in almost every village.
This report was required because Iceland
applied for foreign bank loans and was very
professional and detailed. However, the report
was largely ignored by the Icelandic govern-
ment.

Let us now turn to the development of tech-
nology in connection with the utilization of the
energy resources. In order to make Iceland able
to develop as a modern society with an industry
powered by electricity, as well as electricity for
lighting, cooking and heating, people had to
venture into building still more power plants.
Already after the turn of the century in 1900 the
first small hydropower station was built in
Hafnarfjördur. In Reykjavík first hydropower
station was built in Ellidaár Valley in 1921.

The town of Reykjavík took the initiative in
building a power plant on the Sog River in the
1930s and Akureyri built the power plant on the
Laxá River in the Thingeyjar Counties. Power
plants were also built in other parts of the
country, like the Andarkílsá Power Plant in the
Borgarfjördur area and Smyrlabjarga Power
Plant.

Each of these power plants had its own distri-
bution system so that even though extra power
could be produced, it was impossible to market
it to other users because of the lack of a wider
distribution system.

In 1947 the State Electric Power Works was
established. It had, according to law, the task of
continuing the development of power plants, as
well as connecting the various electrical supply
systems of the country. This increased the
profitability of the power plants because excess
energy could be marketed in a larger market.

Around 1960 serious talks were begun on the
development of heavy industry in order to
make better use of the country's hydropower
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resources. It became clear, right away, that the
building of the large power plants that were
needed for heavy industry would be one of the
nation's biggest ventures. In order to be able to
do this the state, the City of Reykjavík and the
town of Akureyri joined forces and established
the National Power Company in 1965.

An agreement was reached with a Swiss
aluminium company to build a smelter at
Straumsvík, south of Hafnarfjördur. That
provided the foundation for building the first
large hydropower plant at Mt Búrfell in the
Thjórsárdalur Valley.

After this first venture there was a five-year
delay in constructing large power plants but in
the meantime several smaller power plants were
brought on stream to meet the needs of the
general market. One of them was the first steam
power plant at Krafla in the north.

As the preparation for this project was well
under way, an unforeseen mishap occurred. A
volcanically active period with earthquakes and
small eruptions, started in the late ´70s in the
area of steam drilling, which extended for some
years and made it impossible to make use of
some of the turbines that had already been
imported.

The use of the geothermal resource started
with the heating of buildings when the
Laugaveita utility was constructed in Reykjavík
around 1930. During World War II a single pipe
was laid to carry hot water from Reykir in
Mosfellssveit to Reykjavík, the beginning of a
process that eventually led to the heating of the
entire city.

In the countryside space heating occurred
first in towns where geothermal heat could be
easily tapped. These were primarily places that
had been selected because of proximity to
geothermal sources, most of them starting as



centres for schools or as greenhouse areas.
Some of these places grew to become the urban
centres in their area.

In 1973 the world was hit by an oil crisis
because of the decision of the OPEC countries
to limit production. This meant that people in
Iceland even more than before looked towards
their domestic sources of energy. In Iceland the
search for geothermal hot water was increased,
and projects started in many towns to increase
space heating with geothermal hot water. The
use of hot water for that purpose increased
from 49% to 85% in about ten years. The later
oil crisis of 1980 – that also came about because
of OPEC common decisions – was the impetus
for still further use of geothermal heat.

Before the mid-'80s most of the bigger towns
in Iceland had already installed district heating
systems. As the price of oil dropped again, the
profitability of some of these projects evapor-
ated. Nevertheless, these ventures must be
considered positive in light of future devel-
opments in the environmental sector.

The progress in the utilization of geothermal
heat opened people's eyes to the potential of
using this resource for purposes other than
space heating. Three heavy industry projects
were started for its utilisation: a diatom plant at
Lake Mývatn in 1967, an algae plant at
Reykhólar in 1975, and a salt refinery in
Reykjanes in 1983. In view of the developments
that have now been described it is apparent that
the technological advancements of the country
in generating electricity and the utilization of
geothermal heat formed a base for the
development of various types of industry. It is
exactly in these areas of cheap and relatively
clean energy that Iceland has a unique that can
make Icelandic products profitable in the world
market.

Because most of these natural resources are
widely distributed over the country the energy
sector is an area where people saw opportunities
for forming a policy for future settlements. In
other words, such power- related industries were
intended to fill the vacuum created by the loss of
jobs in agriculture.

The sixth and last area in the development of
technological systems in Iceland is today called,
information and knowledge. This type of
technical development started, as so many
others, around the turn of the century. In
Iceland the main events were as a trans-oceanic
cable to carry messages was laid to Iceland in
1906 and with the advent of the Marconi
telegraph connection to other countries. The
telegraph station in the Melar area in Reykjavík

started operation in 1918. The field was further
extended with telephone connections and in
1930 the Icelandic National Broadcasting
Service (the State Radio) began operations.

The State Radio right away became a very in-
fluential factor in initiating cultural activity
connected to the media, which was later en-
hanced by the production of TV material as the
Icelandic State Television Service started oper-
ation in 1966. This then paved the way for the
introduction of a movie industry.

Parallel to this development many other types
of arts have been developed to such a degree
that they can now be called an industry. These
include music performances and composing as
well as dancing, theatre, commercials, etc. All of
these are important branches within the know-
ledge industry that is now helping make society
more varied and more pleasurable.

In addition to the jobs created, the new arts
and media industries have helped make Iceland
known to the world and all this has made it
easier to sell the country's products and entice
more tourists to come to Iceland. The tourism
industry, which started to develop considerably
around 1980, brings in considerable income.

Another branch of development within the
knowledge industry is connected to computer
elaborations of all kinds of data. This has
helped Iceland develop towards becoming a
high-tech country within the field of its basic
industries. Fine equipment has been produced
for increasing the profitability, for example of
the fish processing plants.

Information technology has contributed
important advances in the health care services
and also in related research. DeCODE Genetics,
making use of Iceland's extensive genealogical
records, has a world-wide reputation for identi-
fying genes associated with specific diseases.

All this knowledge and technological devel-
opment has helped Iceland to build up highly
developed industries that in some cases bring in
more income for people than the basic
industries do. Secondly, this development has
helped provide jobs for many of the highly
educated people that the school system has
produced in past decades. If this knowledge
industry had not taken hold in Iceland in time it
is almost certain that large of the best educated
young people would have emigrated and those
left would have been those with less education –
and that would have meant a less exciting
society.
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As can be seen from what has been described in
the earlier section many ideas were successfully
implemented in the twentieth century to build
up the country in terms of occupations and
education as well as social and technological
concerns.

In many respects those in the countryside
lived with the situation of lagging somewhat
behind the urban areas, and even though special
programmes were started to rectify this balance,
it is not fair to see these programmes as a special
benevolent gesture because they provided
services that the urban areas already had.

The central point here is not that  building up
the countryside has cost proportionally more
than in urban areas – in all countries providing
social and technical services is more expensive
in rural areas. In light of this it is therefore
hardly fair to term these projects "special
assistance programmes", which is the term used
for projects that are only implemented in the
countryside.

In Iceland this special assistance has primarily
been in the form of giving special loans at low
terms for developing trades. The giving of
grants for such purposes on the other hand has
always been limited in Iceland.

Many people have written articles on the
history of development programmes in Iceland.
Some have mentioned as a first step, the so-
called "government of the working classes" –
Raudka, during the depression years. Assistance
programs introduced by Raudka included relief
work, among other things. A special institute to
develop and implement such plans was not
established, however, until the Development
Institute was founded, in accordance with the
law of December 24, 1971; the institute started
operations the following year.

In an article in the institute's yearbook for
1981, celebrating the tenth anniversary of the
law, Gudmundur B. Ólafsson wrote about the
steps that preceded establishment of the
Development Institute. Ólafsson traced the
developments back to the Marshall Plan that
started in 1948 and was provided by the USA to
aid the recovery of Western Europe after World
War II.

Though Iceland was not bombed during the
war and in fact, Icelanders got rich from the
occupational opportunities provided by the
Allied military who were stationed in the
country, Iceland was nevertheless included in
the programme.

Soon after the war the Reconstruction Gov-
ernment came to power in Iceland. In a
surprisingly short time this government had
used up the funds gained during the war. Clearly,
a policy was needed on how to use these
Marshall Plan funds for shoring up and devel-
oping the Icelandic economy.

A special bank was therefore established that
provided loans for profitable ventures. This
bank, the Development Bank, was coceptualized
in 1953 with advice from officials from the
World Bank in Washington. It followed the form
of development banks that the World Bank had
helped establish, banks that were set up to
distribute loans in the developing countries.

As the Development Bank of Iceland started
operation it was for a long time in charge of
most foreign loans taken by the Icelandic
government to improve the economy. Among
the first loans provided by the Development
Bank were loans for building hydropower plants
on the Sog and Laxá Rivers and for construction
of the fertilizer factory and later the cement
factory.

In addition, the bank lent money for projects
in agriculture, for the building up of the fishing
industry and tourism, and for building hotels
and restaurants. By far the largest loan went for
construction of Hotel Saga in Reykjavík,
commonly known as the Farmers' Palace bcause
it houses the offices of the various farming
associations. This hotel helped starting the
tourism indusrty in Rekjavík.

The Development Fund was established with
a law that went into effect at the start of 1967.
At this time special smaller loan funds for
industries had been strengthened and new funds
had been added, but the main objective of the
Development Fund was to provide loans to
these smaller funds.

Atvinnubótasjódur (The Supplementary Em-
ployment Fund) was one of these new funds,
founded in 1962. It was to provide loans and
grants to increase production in areas in the
country where there was the greatest need and
contribute to the equalization of job opport-
unities in the various settlements of the country.

This fund was superseded in 1966 by the
Employment Distribution Fund. This new fund
received, as a source of income, 70% of the
taxes from the aluminium smelter in Straumsvík.
The National Bank of Iceland was the caretaker
of this fund but administration was in the hands
of a parliamentary committee.

II    THE  MAKING  OF  NATIONAL  DEVELOPMENT  PLANS
1 The Activities of the Development Institute

Benjamín EEiríksson, DDirector
of tthe DDeveloppment BBank.



One of the things that was very much missing
in these decades was information about the
state and development of the economy, and so
in 1955 the Development Bank started publish-
ing a periodical that provided information and
data about the national economy.

Some started to realize that there was a great
need for the country to have an institution that
dealt with the development of the country's
economy. Thus in 1962 an agreement was
reached among the State, the Central Bank and
the Development Bank to set up a new institute,
the Economic Institute.

The institute's mission was to prepare devel-
opment projects for the government, prepare
national income accounts, and assess the
probable development of the national economy
in the times ahead.

The Economic Institute operated till the end
of 1972 when the law on the Development
Institute of Iceland took effect. Then the
projects that earlier had been worked on in the
Economic Research Division and the Pro-
gramme Division of the Economic Institute
were moved to the new institution.

Two other institutes were integrated into the
Development Institute, the Development Fund
of Iceland and the Employment Distribution
Fund, which was now called the Settlement
Fund. The political background of the
establishing of the Development Institute was
that the leftist government with Ólafur
Jóhannesson as Prime Minister had come to
power in 1971 and pushed enactment of this
new law.

Members of the conservative Independence
Party felt that this law smacked of a centrally
governed economy, a difference of opinion
which sparked rowdy political debates. In an
article in the annual report of the Development
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Institute, Sverrir Hermannsson traced the
reasons for this and named three main aspects
that had caused the disagreement.

The brawl started over the first paragraph of
the law that says that this institute shall be in
charge of investments and the giving of loans.
Secondly, the third paragraph provides that the
government shall appoint a three man executive
committee to take care of daily business.
Thirdly, the Economic Research Division was
put under the political leadership of the
institute.

The members of this executive committee
were called "commissars". Politicians in the
opposition parties argued that this arrangement
would lead to a greatly enhanced central gov-
ernment and political intervention, for instance
in the area of economic research.

In spite of the criticism of the Independence
Party and the People's Party the Institute was
not abolished when the Independence Party
conservatives and the Progressive Party formed
a new coalition government in 1974. The insti-
tute, however, was backed by a new law in 1976
in which some of the clauses that had been
most severely criticised were removed.

Originally the institute had three departments:
economic research, programmes and loans.
Later, the programme department was divided
in two, and thus a settlement department was
created. The programme department continued
devising programmes on a country scale
whereas the settlements department started to
work on settlement development plans on a
smaller scale.

The Jóhannesson government's manifesto in
1971 backed a widespread programme on
developing the country's basic. The Devel-
opment Institute was asked to create an
industrial development programme as well as
programmes for building up the fleet of fishing
ships with trawlers and other types of ships, and
a plan to renew and strengthen various aspects
of the fish processing industry and a plan to
insure hygienic processing of food products

Work on the industrial development plan had
already started with the assistance of specialists
from the United Nations Industrial Devel-
opment Organisation (UNIDO). The main
programmes were for trawlers and quick-
freezing plants. The motivation for these pro-
grammes was, among other things, the increased
health requirements that the USA had issued for
food imported into the States.

These new plans went hand in hand with the
policy of extending the fishing limit to 200
miles in 1975. The policy was eventually
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successful and meant that few besides
Icelanders were allowed to fish in these waters.
The fact that Icelanders could then catch what
other nations had been fishing in Icelandic
waters meant an increased catch and therefore
increased income. This gave the opportunity to
implement ideas on how to introduce the
newest and best technology available.

The great building up of the basic agriculture
industries in the countryside that resulted from
these programmes, resulted in checking the
flight from the countryside to urban centres. In
fact, in 1975-1978 there was more population
growth in the countryside than in the Capital
Area.

Some might want to point out that this rapid
build-up did not last, as a few years later another
technique in fish processing was introduced,
onboard freezing, that made many of the
freezing plants unnecessary. Even without this
consideration, the plan for the building up of
freezing plants went way too far and took too
much money because the politicians were overly
optimistic about how many towns it would be
possible and logical to develop as large future
fishing towns.

A judgement of what was right or wrong in
these programmes will probably never be agreed
upon. It can, for instance, be pointed out that it
was of great value to stop the flight from the
countryside, even if only for a short period. An
important point is that it was right and necessary
to venture into many of these projects – the
times called for them, even though these
investments in fishing plants had a shorter
useful life than was expected at the time.

The Development Institute started preparing
special settlement programmes for the country-
side and divided the country into planning areas
that, to a large extent, followed the form of the
electoral districts (see map on following page).

The work on the first regional development
plan had, as a matter of fact, already been
started at the Economic Institute. This was the
West Fjords Development Plan – worked on
with the assistance of Norwegian specialists –
following a decision by Althing in 1963. Trans-
portation was the largest part of this plan and
here also Norwegian experts were consulted.

In an article that economist Jónas Haralz
wrote in 1966 on development plans he pointed
out that, unlike the other parts of the country,
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people were leaving the West Fjords not because
of lower income but rather because of the lack
of services and conveniences that urban areas
offer.

In his article Haralz expressed thoughts on
the future of such development plans after this
first experience. There a view surfaced that has
long been characteristic of the discussion on
development plans, or as Haralz put it: "The
nature of development plans is to study the
problems of settlement.…it should create a
general policy to rectify difficulties and point out
an economical way to obtain the hoped-for
goal."

It can be maintained that this thinking is
fundamentally wrong because it is characterised
by being what is called "reactive". True planning
measures, on the other hand, need to be
"proactive", i.e., to construct right from the start
in such a way that the problems will not surface.
The danger included in the approach of
focusing on problems that are already there is
that people then disconnect any "alarm lights",
i.e., they focus instead primarily on the operating
problems of companies that cannot continue
without assistance.

Planning for a region needs to apply an
approach that strengthens the area and finds all
the best future possibilities. Based on this
approach, investments will be directed to the
most promising sprouts more than to activities
that are already in trouble.

The most important task of the Development
Institute in the first decades was to make
regional development plans. Some of these
plans were quite influential in forming future
directions, especially in transportation. As
concerns special development measures for the
settlements, it proved to be too time consuming
to create these large regional development plans:
things changed so fast that as the reports were
finally published so many changes had

happened that what had seemed logical to begin
with had become obsolete.

Because of this experience, ideas about large
regional development plans were abandoned in
the 1980's and the focus instead moved to
development plans for smaller areas. Such plans
had the advantage that they could be produced
faster, but at the same time a part of the goal
they were meant to serve – to create a sensible
overall settlements policy for the country – was
not achieved. This was because, as people
started to focus on separate settlement areas, the
approach had the flavour of a rescue operation,
whereas at the same time any focus on
opportunities in the countryside in general was
insufficient.

The role of the Development Institute in the
building up of the fleet of trawlers and freezing
plants has already been mentioned. Later, in
1977, came a plan for building up plants to
process capelin and in 1980 people started to
think about fish farming.

Research was carried out into settlement
development or on the influence of various
transportation decisions on settlements, the first
being a study into the social influence of the
Óseyri Bridge. In 1978-1985 a programme to
support the building of paved roads in urban
areas in the countryside was implemented.
Finally there was the idea of mink and fox
farming that, just like the fish farming, at that
time, turned out very badly.

These financial debacles led to great criticism
about the activity of the Regional Development
Institute, which overtook the functions of the
Development Institute in 1985, a part of this
story that will be traced in the next section.
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The Regional Development Institute took over some
of the earlier functions of the Development
Institute in accordance with a special law in
1985. Meanwhile the flight of the people from
the countryside to the Capital Area was again
speeding up rapidly and some of the projects
that had been undertaken by the Development
Office, as well as later by the Regional Devel-
opment Office, had been quite a debacle.

Because of this situation a conference was
called in Selfoss in the autumn of 1987. The
instigators were the Regional Development
Institute and the Federation of Local Gov-
ernments. The biggest news at the conference
was a speech by Davíd Oddsson, then mayor of
Reykjavík and a few years later the Prime
Minister.

In his speech Oddsson said, among other
things: "I think that in the name of the regional
development policy many wrong decisions have
been made…and quite often suspicion sneaks
up on you that the feasibility reports of so-
called specialists are simply made in order to let
hopeless cases look good…. I should not need
to mention the seawater mineral processing
plant, the plant for producing grass pellets as
animal feed, the algae processing plant or the
Broffeld rockwool factory…but a regional
development policy where decisions of this type
thrive can never work in the long run. It will
bring revenge and all the inhabitants of Iceland
will bear the brunt." 

Let us now look at the role of the Regional
Development Institute in these matters. First
there should be mentioned that according to law
the institute is only meant to support regions in
the countryside and was not allowed to support
activities in Reykjavík or in any of the

neighbouring communities. Here already
appears a fundamental flaw in thinking, namely,
to separate the capital city and the countryside
into interest groups with contrasting interests. If
we look at the whole picture, we can easily see
many profitable projects, like the Sundabraut
Highway, that are at the same time of use for the
Capital Area as well as for the countryside.

The flaw in this regional concept and the
dissatisfaction that resulted because of it among
the Capital Area inhabitants was clearly revealed
in Oddsson's speech at the conference: "Things
should never be allowed to develop in such a
way that whole regions and communities get the
feeling that they are living on some kind of
social welfare."

What can be read from Oddsson's words is
that already an understanding had developed
that the undertakings in the name of regional
development had, in most cases, been badly
conceived and thus had fully succeeded in being
actually a waste of public funds.

Around 1990 the understanding was
beginning to take hold that the institute needed
to move from specific to general actions, as
appeared in the report of one of its employees,
Kristófer Oliversson: Frá styrkjakerfi til heilbrigds
rekstrarumhverfis (From a System of Grants to a
Healthy Economic Environment). Examples of
measures that can strengthen the economic
environment for the benefit of everybody in the
countryside include improvements in
transportation.

Only four years after the Selfoss Conference,
Oddsson had become the Prime Minister and
thus also the Minister of Regional Affairs.
Therefore the Regional Development Institute
as well as regional programmes had become his
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agenda. In this connection it should be noted
that the board of the Regional Development
Institute was at this time elected directly by the
Althing so that the Minister did not have much
influence on its leaders. Soon after Oddsson had
taken office he wrote a letter in which he asked
for clarification of the goals of the institute.

The law of 1985, which established the insti-
tute, was amended to some extent in 1991, and
with a new regulation issued in February 1992,
the institute was given a clearer framework. The
regulation states that the main goal of the
institute is twofold: "To support the profitable
national development of the country. Its [the
institute's] actions should aim to strengthen
settlements in the country that can survive in the
long run, and where varied occupations and
services are thriving."

The regulation describes the second goal as
follows: "To monitor and decide on pro-
grammes for the development of settlements
and the economy in order to strengthen and at
the same time improve living and the economy
in the country."

One of the main changes in the law of 1991
and the regulation that followed was that the
main emphasis of the institute should be
changed from providing loans, as banks do, to
becoming a development institute.

Following this goal, work on a policy-formulating
programme on settlement concerns was started in 1992
and in 1994 regional development programmes as well.
Furthermore, the institute was given various
tasks to assist in the co-ordination of public
programmes and services.

The regulation states the following about the
policy-forming programme as regards settle-
ments: "The Regional Development Institute
shall create a proposal for a policy-formulating
programme on settlement concerns, for four
years at a time. The Prime Minister shall present
this proposal to the Althing for approval."

Later the regulation states: "As preparation
for planning, the Regional Development
Institute shall take into account the situation and
outlook in terms of how the settlements in
specific parts of the country will develop, and
the goals that are considered desirable and
nationally advantageous and practical to aim for
in the development of the settlements of the
country as a whole."

Furthermore: "A policy-formulating pro-
gramme on settlement concerns shall deal with
those actions that the State shall take and how
large an appropriation is planned for each year
of the programme.…The Prime Minister shall
make known to the Regional Development

Institute, as the preparation of the proposals
begins, the government's policy on settlement
concerns and which items are to be
emphasized."

In the same month as the regulation had been
issued, in February 1992, the Prime Minister
sent a letter to the institute where he presented
the goals that the government wished to em-
phasize regarding future development and the
building up of the more dispersed settlements
of the country.

The letter sets forth eight points, briefly
summarized as follows: 1. The government
emphasizes the strengthening of so-called growth
areas, and the plan is intended to provide a
definition of that concept. 2. The institute is to
decide which areas of the country fall under the
definition of growth areas.

3. The plan should explain in what way the
government and its institutions can help
strengthen the growth areas. 4. The plan shall
indicate how to increase the co-ordination of
official services in this area.

5. The plan shall indicate in what way the
government can support employment, especially
in the growth areas. 6. The plan shall explain in
what way the institute intends to improve
professional services to communities and their
associations.

7. An estimation of the amount of funds
needed shall be presented. 8. The plan shall
include how the institute is going to work out
regional development plans based on the policy-
formulating programme on settlement
concerns.

In 1994 the first proposal of the institute´s
policy-formulating programme was issued,
bearing the name Changed Emphases in Settlement
Concerns. The time frame was 1994-1997.

In 1995 the chairman of the board of the
Regional Development Institute, Egill Jónsson,
asked the National Audit Bureau to conduct a
review of the administration of the institute.
This report was issued in September 1996 and
started by reviewing the goals of the institute
from the time of the Act of 1985, together with
later changes in the law, and assessed how well
the institute had succeeded in fulfilling its
mission.

On page 41 the National Audit Bureau
assessed the first policy-formulating settlement
plan and concluded that it conformed sub-
stantially with the law and regulations and the
emphases presented by the Prime Minister.

However, there were exceptions. To start with,
the Prime Minister's letter states that the
institute should decide which areas of the
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countryside should be regarded as growth areas.
The comments of the National Audit Bureau on
these points were: "The definition of the term
growth area has been affirmed on behalf of the
institute, but it is nowhere mentioned which
areas of the country fall under that definition….

´In the view of the fact that the central theme
of the policy-formulating programme was, on
the one hand, to strengthen the growth areas
and on the other, co-ordination of state actions
and programmes, including grants to strengthen
the economy in the countryside, it is difficult to
see how co-ordination of official decisions…to
strengthen these growth areas can be
implemented if it is not clear which areas are
growth areas."

As for this particular point, it should be
pointed out that a draft of the policy-
formulating settlement plan included a map with
the growth areas graphically defined. This map
is presented above.

The board of the institute, however, lost the
courage to publish this map, together with the
report on the policy formulation, and thereby

made it almost impossible to perceive which in
fact should be the growth areas.

Here we have come to the central point,
namely that the board of the institute had not
followed the instructions of the Prime Minister
presented in his letter in the name of the
government. This "negligence" is probably the
explanation why the National Audit Bureau was
asked at the time to review the goals that the
institute was to comply with.

This was supposedly Oddsson's method for
increasing the pressure so that his points would
be complied with, even though it was the
chairman of the board who asked the National
Audit Bureau for the review.

As explained above, it was one of the
responsibilities of the Regional Development
Institute to make regional development plans in
co-operation with communities and occupation-
al development associations and others that had
some connection to the issues at hand.

During these years, four such regional
settlement plans were made, i.e., for the Skaftár
District, North Thingeyja County, West
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Húnavatns County and the central fjords in the
east.

All of these plans contain several suggestions
on possible future joint activities among
communities in these areas, the possible ad-
vantages, and various related processes. In fact,
the most important result of this work has been
the contribution to the unification of com-
munities in these areas.

The review of the National Audit Bureau was
very critical, especially as concerns the period
after 1985 when the first law was implemented.
This law declares that the actions of the institute
should aim to strengthen those settlements in
the countryside that can be maintained in the
long run.

On page 9 in the section containing the main
findings, the National Audit Bureau stated:
"During the eleven years that have passed since
the law was implemented, the Regional
Development Institute has not defined what
socially effective development of settlements
includes, what constitutes an unacceptable
settlement decline or what constitutes a viable
settlement.

The institute therefore does not have clear
measurable comparisons on which to base
decisions regarding assistance to the various
settlements. The National Audit Bureau
therefore concludes that the institution has
neglected to formulate a clear policy on where
to support settlements, for what reasons and in
what way."

In defence of the institute, legislation often
sets ambitious goals that in fact are actually not
expected to be fulfilled except perhaps over a
very long period.

The basic fact, however, in this whole
business is that the institute and its board did
not have the political courage to define what
settlements to support and which are the so-
called growth areas.

If a clear policy on which area to support
were created, it would obviously result in a
proportional lessening of support for other
settlements. Since the board only consists of
representatives from the countryside, it can
easily be seen that the board has a very hard
time, politically speaking, making official
decisions as to which areas should more or less
be doomed or, on the other hand, which areas
are meant to prosper.

It is almost a political impossibility for
politicians from the countryside, dependent for
votes on people from the same areas, to make
decisions based on national rather than regional
concerns.

What should have been done is that the
government itself should have taken the
responsibility for settlement development. It
should have entered the debate on the re-
structuring of settlements – which is certainly
badly needed – in the same way as such a re-
structuring is needed, and often carried out, for
various State institutions.

Many companies in Iceland have also, from
time to time, had to undergo such re-organiz-
ation and rationalization in order to remain a
viable entity. The task of working on such a new
structure is something that no leader with a
sense of responsibility can escape.

In 1990 Oddsson became an MP for the first
time, and a few weeks later, the Prime Minister.
Shortly after this he talked in the Althing about
the possibility of helping people move from
places of little hope into specific growth areas
within the region in question.

Both the Althing and the people in the
countryside responded very negatively to this
idea. It is quite conceivable that the opposition
was using the opportunity to put a stop to
Oddsson's actions in the Althing, but in
retrospect his proposal actually is rather modest.
The proposal only suggests helping people – if
they themselves so wish – to move from poorer
to more prosperous places.

Some time after this commotion several
letters from readers appeared in the newspapers
that pointed out that the proposal was a method
that could be used for strengthening the growth
areas and also, at the same time, helping people
to get away from places in decline without
having to lose everything they owned and thus
having to start anew almost empty handed.

The result of these harsh reactions was that
Oddsson never mentioned this idea again. The
possibility that the government would take the
responsibility for settlement problems, relieving
the board of the Regional Development
Institute of that same responsibility, had come
to nothing.

In reviewing these matters it seems clear that
Oddsson later wanted to remove this concern
from the responsibility of the Prime Minister's
Office by giving it to the Ministry of
Manufacturing Industries and Power. It was not,
however, until after the elections in 1999 that
changes were made in that direction.

Moving the settlement concerns to the
Ministry of Manufacturing Industries and
Power meant a loss of some of the political
support the government can supply.

This has also meant that the regional policy
has been moved to a lower level of special tasks
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so that today, to a lesser degree, it has co-opted
from the Regional Development Institute the
goal of presenting a national policy on the
future of the country.

Those who wanted to interpret Oddsson's
retreat negatively said that he had already
realized that bad news loomed on the horizon
and therefore he wanted to get rid of the
question of settlement concerns. On the other
hand, it should be remembered that he
attempted rather determinedly to get the board
of the institute to take the responsibility of
deciding what should be the growth areas, and
thus an effective regional policy.

The attempts did not succeed and one could
even imagine that Oddsson's attitude was: I
offered you this – to take the fight as concerns
how the growth areas could be strengthened
with relocation grants, and also to support the
idea of creating defined growth areas. You,
however, refused to co-operate with me on this,
so I leave it up to you to decide for yourselves
what to do.

In any case it is certain that since this last
organizational change of moving the settlement
concerns to the Ministry of Manufacturing
Industries and Power the outlook has become
much worse and there is much less likelihood
that the state will really solve the problems of
the settlements.

Let us now turn to some other reports that
have been written for the Regional
Development Institute and estimate the
progress made. One of these reports, termed
Búseta á Íslandi (Settlement Questions in Ice-
land), was written by Stefán Ólafsson and
published in 1997.

This report studies the reasons why people
move between places in Iceland. Results from a
questionnaire showed that people are rather
happy about many aspects of the quality of life
in the countryside. These findings, however,
have to be viewed, keeping in mind that the
people in the countryside have a tendency,
defensively, to present themselves as happier
than they really are. In many cases, for instance,
when locals give verbal weather reports from
their area they are tempted to offer a too
positive description of the weather. People
therefore often jokingly talk about settlement-
policy weather reports. Local reporters
frequently describe, with great enthusiasm, that
the weather is good, but forget to mention if
the weather is not that good. This probably is to
counteract the sad fact that in many areas in the
countryside the weather is not as good as in the
south.
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As the weather is increasingly a very influ-
ential factor in Iceland in terms of where people
want to live, the perception of how good or bad
the weather is in a certain area is very important
as the locals are trying to get people to settle in
their area. Increasingly tourists organize their
travels according to the weather prediction.
Therefore the spokespersons of the tourist
services in the countryside try, as often as they
can, to advertise that there is good weather in
their area.

To summarize: there is a tendency among
people in the countryside to express as much
satisfaction with their situation as is reasonably
possible. This fact needs to be kept in mind as
they read the positive results of Ólafsson's re-
port. Ólafsson's report, however, is a good con-
tribution as an overview of aspects that people
are satisfied with or complain about.

Most often the aspects people are most
concerned about are not so much connected to
work but rather to social and educational
factors. This has meant that of late settlement
policy has increasingly been focused on
supporting these aspects.

Following the policy of increasing
educational opportunities in the countryside, a
university has been established in Akureyri and
some university-related activity has been started
in other areas. These measures have strength-
ened the settlements in question and, most
importantly, attracted educated people. In order
to strengthen the cultural aspects the
government has, for example, proposed
establishing cultural centres in all parts of the
country, a project that is now well under way.
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Book Four explains features that affected the
shaping of the settlements in twentieth century
Iceland, with special emphasis on the ideas and
developments on a country scale and therefore
titled The Development of Systems on a Country Scale.

Many will not realize instantly that the
development of ideas on nature conservation
and nature conservation areas, as for social and
technical infrastructures, constitutes steps
towards devising a system of nature conserv-
ation areas that play an important part in
outdoor life and tourism.

This section, as well as the next two sections,
will describe how the development of nature
conservation ideas came about, as well as how
the underlying thinking gradually broadened and
ultimately encompassed the preservation of all
the environment and quality of life – not least
with regard for the physical and mental well-
being of humankind – and thus became an
important part of the creation of ideas on how
the environment could best be organized and
planned.

It is often said that 1970 marked a watershed
in environmental issues as attitudes towards the
environment became a strong point in the
discussion of society and settlements. The year
marked the first International Year on the
Environment, which then led to an international
conference on environmental concerns in
Stockholm in 1972.

The environmental movement has its origin in
the immense environmental problems that had
surfaced at the time or had been recognised
around the world.

The development of the subject has since
con-tinued, the largest occurrence in this
process being the conference of the United

Nations in Rio in 1992. A study of environ-
mental issues has introduced new concepts,
including sustainable development, which will be
described later.

These concepts – as well as the problems
concerning the resources and pollution of both
the ocean and the atmosphere – have become so
well known and so influential in the whole
thinking about the present that it is necessary to
try to understand the conceptual root of this
movement.

Without understanding the historical root of
this movement people have a hard time
distinguishing between positive and negative
features in the immense flow of ideas and
proposals that are currently being put forth in
the name of environmental protection. This
section will therefore apply a rather
philosophical approach in an attempt to briefly
illustrate humankind's ideological relationship
with nature from as early as the beginning of
human existence.

Originally humankind was, not unlike other
animals, integrated into nature and only had
limited possibilities to manage or to seek shelter
as the forces of nature became harsh. Later, in
the Christian ideology, humans were given
certain rights to suppress nature, which was in
total contrast to their earlier condition when
they were totally dependent on its whims.

The Bible says that man should be the master
of nature but above man is god. God is allowed
to decide in this hierarchy, since he had created
both man and earth.

In the Renaissance, and later at the start of the
Industrial Revolution, humans began to be so
successful that they started to want to be in
charge of their own concerns: they did not think
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they needed any longer be subject to God's will.
This changed the hierarchical scheme in such a
way that God was taken out and humans
instead, almost made themselves the head of
creation and thus also the master of Mother
Nature. Or as Nietzsche put it infamously "God
is Dead!"

As the Industrial Revolution had been on its
way for several decades, creating numerous large
cities, it started to become clearer that humans
were not too successful at running things, as
evidenced by the fact that many of the cities
created in response to this Revolution were
terrible places of plagues and vice.

Now it also became increasingly clear that
humans in fact could hardly be trusted to be the
masters of nature because we went too far in
many areas in our search for advancement and
as we, in many cases, went beyond what nature
could withstand.

As matters still developed for the worse many
theoreticians started to remind us that humans
too were nothing more than one of the animals
living on earth and that we ourselves are a part
of nature. Therefore it would be unwise, and
unethical, to take the mastery of nature into our

own hands. In this third model understanding
has advanced to the point that Nature has rights
of her own that need to be respected, no matter
what ideas humans may entertain as to how the
natural environment can be utilized.

When humans had started to surpass what
nature could withstand, on a global scale, with
the polluting of waters, the ocean and the
atmosphere, people started to realize that
Nature itself needed to be given a still stronger
position in the hierarchy of power.

Today many people are of the opinion that it
would be wise to put Nature in the top place,
which means that we must take second place
without complaining and must adjust our
actions to what glorious Mother Nature can
support.

What has followed from this is that, in
international agreements and elsewhere, in the
case of new projects nature is allowed the
benefit of the doubt; the legal term for it being
the precautionary principle.

This principle means that if people cannot
prove that they are not going beyond what is
acceptable to Nature they should not be allowed
to carry out the project. There are definite limits

273

When tthe ccities oof tthe IIndustrial AAgge wwere bbuilt, llittle wwas kknown oof tthe ssocial aand eenvironmental pproblems tthat aarise iin ssuch ddense
cities. TThey wwere ooften rriddled wwith ddisease aand ccorrupption. PPlanningg mmethods ddevelopped iin oorder tto ssolve tthese pproblems.

Peopple ddisaggree oon wwhere tto
look ffor gguidance.



as to how far we can go in running against
Nature, both as concerns the degree of
pollution as well as what we can take out of life
systems without damaging the sustainability of
natural processes.

A central concept in this new ideology is
sustainable development, which means that we must
aim for limiting the utilization of nature so that
we not damage or decrease its value, but rather
that our actions assure a sustainable future de-
velopment. The future development of
occupations in the world such as agriculture and
fishing should be aimed at a degree of
utilization that can be maintained, without
threatening the sustainability of the fish stocks
or the vegetative cover.

Many philosophical questions have surfaced
in this environmental debate. If man had taken
pre-cautionary steps at the start of the
development of human civilization, many of
the projects that were the foundation for the
development of today's culture could not have
been realized.

There is, for instance, no doubt that if the
precautionary principle had been in effect in
early times, it would have been almost un-
thinkable that the irrigation system in the Nile
delta could have passed an environmental
impact assessment because this project meant
that the natural conditions of the estuary were
much changed even though the ancient dams
and irrigation systems left the annual flooding of
the Nile more intact than most such con-
structions do today.

If these projects had been stopped by the
environmentalists of that time, the waters of the
Nile and the rich fertilization brought by the
annual flood would not have been put to as
much use by the inhabitants of the area, and the
rich culture of ancient Egypt would hardly have
become a reality. Similarly, the irrigation systems

and cultivated terraces in China, and many other
countries, would hardly have materialized.

From these examples it is obvious that in
human history, natural environments were
exchanged for a built environment, man-made
or partly man-made. In many cases we have got
so used to the built environments that we now
adore them.

In a country like Iceland, that is still in the
process of being settled, this ideology of
untouched natural conditions is a serious
threshold to overcome as people are considering
various modern projects. This goes for all types
of projects – roads, power lines and power
plants. The dominant attitude now that holds
that human activities are an insult to nature is a
complete about-face from previous thinking and
now stands in the way of getting large
engineering projects accepted.

In this connection it has been very influential
that Iceland has almost exclusively been market-
ed for its natural beauty – primarily because of
the lack of other things that Icelanders can be
proud of. This has had the result that the
qualities of nature are highly respected and have
increased Icelanders' pride in their country. The
Icelandic pride in the landscape means that the
spokespersons for nature conservation can
easily tap into the emotional life of the nation if
something needs to be done to protect the nat-
ural environment.

During the Middle Ages the Western World –
not least Iceland – was in a very defensive posi-
tion against the forces of nature and nature
therefore was largely defined as threatening and
unsightly. Thus, in the old Icelandic manuscripts
there sometimes is talk about the "surprisingly
ugly" peak of Mt Búlandstindur and also about
"the terrible lava fields where monsters dwell"
and the "black wind-driven sand that is blown
over pastures and suffocates them".
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Increased education and knowledge of
natural forces has mitigated these views. The
technology that presented us with tools to help
us fend off the onslaught of nature and to tame
it has brought relief and also caused admiration
for our own technical prowess.

What followed from industrial development
was that the people migrated into the shelter of
the towns. Then nature – with its wild animals
and bad weather – was no longer a daily threat.
The city had thus, in the beginning, an image of
safety and shelter, and all the most beautiful
values of man were connected to the city.

As the Industrial Revolution progressed,
however, various large problems started to
surface because people did not know how to
plan cities nor to defuse or solve the problems
as they emerged. Gradually these problems –
both environmentally and socially – became so
bad that the city gained the image of the
profane.

This meant that now the old dictum of a holy
city – profane nature was reversed so that now
the city had become profane and nature holy.
This meant the advent of a new ideological
movement, Romanticism, where it became

fashionable to elevate nature and thank it for all
the good things that man had acquired.

The originators of this European romantic
movement in Iceland were the Fjölnir group,
with the natural scientist Jónas Hallgrímsson at
the head of the flock. The battle in the mid-
nineteenth century for independence from
Denmark was very important in strengthening
national pride. Thus two things came in handy –
the glorious history of the Age of Settlement
and the natural beauty of the country – which
by then had developed into becoming very
highly regarded in the world.

A striking example of this new style of
thinking, and therefore of writing, is one of the
best known of Hallgrímsson's poems, Iceland, in
which the country and its awe-inspiring land-
scape are personified and given the highest of
values.

Interestingly, the words "Iceland, country of
good fortune, and snow-white mother of
prosperity!" are sung to a centuries' old tune.
Here it is actually no longer nature and this ice-
cold country that are the problem, but rather,
Iceland has now become the "mother of
prosperity".
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The Romanticism and the writings of Jónas
Hallgrímsson and his comrades had direct politi-
cal consequences. The Fjölnir group not only
glorified Iceland but also expressed a very nega-
tive attitude about Reykjavík, which then was
much under the influence of the Danes  – or as
Hallgrímsson put it in his mock poem about the
town: "There the blessed children are French
with a ribbon hat, and the government badly
Danish on every other hummock."

The Fjölnir group visualized re-establishing
Iceland's glorious national state as it had been in
the days of the Commonwealth and wanted it to
be resurrected in its ancient form with the
Althing meeting at Thingvellir. The political
leader Jón Sigurdsson was, on the other hand,
more of a realist and said that Icelanders could
make Reykjavík a fine capital for the nation.

Britain was the first of all countries to
industrialize and therefore most of the ideo-
logical fights about the future took place there,
not least because there the reality of the ills of
modern society appeared most clearly.

Many considered that harnessing the power of
the engine and technology to lift the heavy work-
load from people's shoulders was almost the
only way out of their problems. The prospects
of reaching this goal did not seem to be very
promising to begin with because greedy industri-
alists enslaved the workers and labour unions
were not strong enough to defend their rights.

The humanists that suffered with the workers
started to scorn the power of capital. The
German, Karl Marx, wrote his influential Das
Kapital after he had moved to London, in which
he famously urged the proletarians of all
countries to unite, not only to rectify their lot
but also to take power out of the hands of the
privileged. This political doctrine was very in-
fluential in the twentieth century, but many
aspects of this theory were so flawed that it led
to economic disasters..

Those who did not like how the British society
and cities were developing had, of course, to
point to something else. Two of the best-known
ideologists in Britain opted for the policy of
"back to nature". One of them was William
Morris, who became acquainted with the Ice-
landic sagas. He therefore studied Icelandic and
translated some of the sagas into English.

Morris saw the Icelandic Saga Age – which
was free from an oppressive upper class – as a
model for the future state. Morris was both a
prolific writer and an artist and in addition to his
numerous political writings he worked on
developing the use of machines to strengthen
the crafts rather than causing their downfall.

The other ideologist who put human values
above all else was John Ruskin. He considered the
humiliation of the general public and the ex-
cessive profligacy of the upper classes to be
criminal. Ruskin, and many others, thought it
was right to nationalize ownership of land so
that people could be given the opportunity to
create a life for themselves in the country where
machinery could be used to make work easier.
Along this line he wrote: "A piece of land, which
will only support ten idle, ignorant and im-
provident persons, will support thirty or forty
intelligent and industrious ones."

Eight years after the death of Ruskin, one of
the greatest Icelandic ideologists of the
twentieth century, Jónas Jónsson from Hrifla,
went to study at Ruskin's Collage in Oxford.
This school was probably the model for the co-
operative school that Jón Jónsson later
established in Iceland

These British ideas were very influential in the
young people's associations that were founded in
Iceland around 1910. Jónsson wrote an article in
1913 for a magazine that these associations
published, Skinfaxi, in which he says that
capitalistic factories could hardly give Icelanders
freedom because the life of the common man in
the country was like heaven compared to the life
of the workers in the industrialized countries.

Only when people had learned to distribute
wealth in as intelligent a way as they created it
would mechanical progress be worth anything.
Based on this thinking Jónsson became an
opponent of building, for example, the harbour
in Reykjavík, the introduction of railways and
fishing with trawlers – because the capitalists
alone would profit.

It was, however, not only big towns and
industries that Jónsson was against, but also the
building up of big farms because he said – like
some foreign scholars – that the big farmers
were exploiting the workers, were limiting the
use of farmland, and robbed those who had no
land of their opportunity to work for their own
profit as well as for that of their nation.

Jónsson played a considerable part in establ-
ishing both the People's Party and the Pro-
gressive Party in 1916. But gradually, however,
Jónsson and the socialists grew apart. The soc-
ialists were the protectors of the workers in the
towns but Jónsson was set on a vision of Iceland
as society of free people who worked for them-
selves in the countryside, as in ancient times.

Because of this it was one of Jónsson's
policies to strengthen the rural centres and he
had obtained the power to do so as he had
become a cabinet minister
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The Depression around and after 1930 hit the
workers in the towns, so the socialists and con-
servatives joined forces. Jónsson and the
Progressive Party, on the other hand, held fast to
their small farms policy.

A booklet published by the Progressive Party
before the elections of 1937 described the
extremes in the towns in the following way: "On
the one hand there is a life of excesses; the
refined capitalists who will suck the marrow
from you….on the other, the uneducated rabble
who perish, generation after generation, in
poverty and filth which is much worse than can
even be imagined as what would be most
disgusting and pitiful in human existence."

This remarkable story of the early part of the
twentieth century – the fight between the ideo-
logy of the urban-industrialists and the small-
farm agriculturalists – has been described in the
fine book of Ólafur Ásgeirsson, Idnbylting hugar-
farsins (The Industrial Revolution of the Mind).

Ásgeirsson describes how the conflicts among
these two groups constantly intensified, even
though both of them were considered to be
leftist. He frequently quoted the writings of
Einar Olgeirsson, for example in the magazine

Réttur in 1939. Ásgeirsson wrote: "There
Olgeirsson violently attacks the policy of
Jónsson to want to move the people out to the
countryside, which he saw as returning to the
Middle Ages. Olgeirsson says that strong powers
within the Progressive Party 'wanted to hinder
the increase in jobs at the coast and work against
the building up of heavy industry there.'"

Ásgeirsson traced how the Kveldúlfur affair –
when the trawler company owned by the Thors
family was in difficulty – became an issue that
resulted in the union of the far Left and the
Right. This later led to the fact that, at the end
of World War II, Olgeirsson and Ólafur Thors
together formed the Reconstruction
Government.

The concept of this government was directed
at introducing a reconstruction of the Icelandic
economy by buying a great number of trawlers
and fishing boats in order to strengthen the
fishing industry and the fishing towns. In
addition to this a considerable amount of
money was given to the countryside to help it
become mechanized.
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The dramatic development in concern for the
environment in the latter part of the twentieth
century has caused people to search for the
roots of the ideas that have paved the way for
this changed view. In many cases the first
indicators of these ideas appeared in earlier
legislation because people quite early started to
realize the necessity of preserving the envi-
ronment.

One of the things that nature conservationists
in Iceland have done is to interpret the
worshipping of various natural phenomena in
the ancient manuscripts as an inner human need
to protect the land. Thus, for example, Páll
Líndal has written: "The story of the belief in
Mt Helgafell, in the west, is commonly known
from Eyrbyggja Saga. This is one of the strongest
conservation demands ever heard: 'Nobody
shall look toward it who is unwashed and
nothing should be destroyed there, neither man
nor beast.'" Whether this injunction applied
because of the worship of nature or because of
the wights or guardian spirits who live in the
mountain is unclear.

The truth was probably that both views
applied as the wights were themselves a part of
nature. It would be taking it too far, of course,
to claim that a quote like this is some kind of
directive for the conservation of mountains or
other areas because of their beauty or natural
science value.

In the early discussion about environmental
concerns after 1970 the first book on the subject
in Icelandic was Vistkreppa eda náttúruvernd
(Ecological Crisis or Nature Conservation) by
Hjörleifur Guttormsson. In an appendix to the
book Guttormsson published a part of the story
of nature conservation in Iceland where, among
other things, various special laws were described

as being antecedents of the general law on
nature conservation that followed. Guttormsson
felt that a directive issued in 1849 on hunting in
Iceland – concerning seal haulouts, the placing
of nets and bird nesting grounds – is the oldest
law still on the books in Iceland that can be seen
as a nature conservation law.

Guttormsson also described how influential
the ideas on national parks were in developing
ideas on conservation in the whole world. The
first national park was the Yellowstone Park in
the USA, established by law in 1872.

The reason why Icelanders today have placed
the beauty of the landscape on such a high level
is in part because there are so few architectural
remains to boast of.

In his article on the steps that led to the
passage of a nature conservation law in Iceland,
Líndal pointed out that in the early twentieth
century Scandinavians already had nature
conservation laws: in 1909 in Sweden, 1910 in
Norway and 1917 in Denmark. Even though
Icelanders most often follow Scandinavians in
passing similar laws, it was not until about half a
century later, or in 1956, that the first Icelandic
nature preservation law was enacted.

Probably two factors were the main causes of
this delay. First, the natural sights in Iceland
were not in great danger because of the sparse
population and secondly, because there was little
construction in the first half of the century.
Perhaps in addition, many of those who wanted
to strengthen Icelandic agriculture looked with a
wary eye on the idea of a nature conservation
law.

In the fight for independence from the Danes,
Thingvellir played a big role. As the millennium
of the founding of the Althing at Thingvellir in
1930 was approaching, people started to give
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thought to how respect for the site could be
assured. The events leading up to the special law
of 1926 that created the Thingvellir National
Park included the road that had been built from
Reykjavík and which made this area a frequent
tourist destination.

As in most such cases two things followed:
conditions in Thingvellir started to deteriorate
and at the same time there was growing concern
because more people had the opportunity to get
acquainted with the beauty of the place.

Earlier, the two most outspoken enthusiasts
about Thingvellir were the painter Sigurdur
Gudmundsson and Matthías Thórdarson, later
National Antiquarian. To them the beauty of the
place and its deep historical meaning became
one, the only valid approach to take as there
were almost no architectural ruins at Thingvellir.

For the advent of the national festival at
Thingvellir in 1874 Gudmundsson wrote a
report about the importance of the place, later
published as a book. In 1907 Thórdarson
published an article in Skírnir which he called
"The Protection of Beautiful Places and
Remarkable Natural Sights". There Thórdarsson
pointed out that not only archaeological heritage

needs to be protected but also the artefacts of
nature – lest they be spoiled or even fall into the
hands of foreigners. Iceland, he wrote, has
become famous for her many beautiful sights.
He put the Almannagjá Rift and the area above
the place where the Althing sat by the Öxará
River in first place, though he also named many
other places that later were designated
conservation areas. Thórdarson ended his article
with the words: "Let us take good care of the
nation's natural wonders and no less of the
jewels of our mother, the Mountain Queen."

The greatest ideologist in terms of nature
con-servation that came on the scene at this
time was Gudmundur Davídsson, a teacher and
forester. Davídsson had lived for a while in
North America and was therefore acquainted
with the pioneering work there in the area of
nature conservation. In 1913 Davídsson publ-
ished an article in Eimreidin that Líndal felt was
the first presentation of ideas on the con-
servation of Thingvellir as well as on the establ-
ishment of a national park there.

The traffic to Thingvellir had increased con-
siderably by this time and Davídsson said: "Land
quality is being reduced and the destruction

279

Gudmundsson’’s bbook oon tthe
ancient ssite oof tthe AAlthingg.

In aancient ttimes ppeopple mmoved tthe rriver bbed oof ÖÖxará, aand lled iit ddown iinto tthe AAlmannaggjá ffissure.
Such aan oopperation wwould hhave ddifficulty ppassingg eenvironmental aassessment ttoday.

NATURE  CONSERVATION  PLANS



increases year after year…it seems to be ex-
pected that this ancient and holy seat of
parliament – the heart of Iceland – will in a few
decades be torn apart, the vegetation ruined and
cluttered with horrific buildings." After this
introduction Davídsson presented an idea about
the demarcation of a conservation area, as well
as various other ideas about the planning of
such an area.

This discussion about Thingvellir led to the
Althing decision in 1915 to allocate money for
improvements and in 1919 approval of
preparations for conservation of the area.
Voices were raised in dissent primarily because
conservation would mean that agriculture, to
some degree, would be driven away from the
area, especially the raising of sheep. It was the
view of one of the MP's that it would be more
logical to try to increase rather than to decrease
the number of farms in the area.

In 1923 the MP's Gudmundur Gudfinnsson and
Jónas Jónsson from Hrifla presented a bill to the
Althing for the preservation of Thingvellir. In
the debates in parliament, people already started
to discuss in what way the area could be
prepared for the millennium in 1930 but, in spite
of that, the bill was not passed.

But the millennium was moving ever closer so
that more bills followed till finally in 1928
Jónsson, then a cabinet minister, presented a
special bill on the conservation of Thingvellir.
In spite of the general interest and excitement in
the nation, other voices were also heard. One
man asked in an article in Vísir: "Are they pro-
posing that we Icelanders should, like the
English nobility, let large tracts of land stand
unused so that we can play there?"

Even though the main impetus was the holi-
ness and history of the site, it was the mill-
ennium that was the decisive factor that led to
establishing Thingvellir as a nature reserve. This
first conservation law caused a general awaken-
ing about nature conservation in Iceland. In a
meeting of the Icelandic Nature Association in
1932 a committee was elected to start working
on nature conservation.

Somewhat later a bill was presented to the
Althing on nature conservation and the con-
servation of historic places. The bill called for
the appointment of a committee of five, which
was to be given the authority to ban construc-
tion that destroyed fauna, flora or other features
that the committee designated for preservation.

The chairman, Jónas Jónsson, was the sole
speaker on the issue in the Althing. A similar bill
was repeatedly presented to the Althing in the
following decades. In the meantime various

special cases arose, including one in 1939 on the
conservation of Eldey Island and in 1947 when
a bill was presented on reviewing the law on
hunting and the preservation of birds and eggs.

The bill on nature conservation was not
discussed in the Althing but finally in 1949 the
Althing decided to give the government the task
of preparing a bill on the protection of places
that are remarkable for their nature or their
history.

The public discussion became ever more
intense and in 1949 geologist Sigurdur
Thórarinsson gave a famous speech on the State
Radio. Eysteinn Jónsson, who was the Minister of
Culture at the time, contacted Thórarinsson and
asked him to take a seat on the committee for
preparing the bill on nature conservation.

Numerous changes in the draft for the bill
were made in subsequent years but the bill was
finally before the Althing in 1954. It was not
approved but was discussed. The bill was pre-
sented again to the next meeting of the Althing
and was finally approved in the spring of 1956.

In the following description Guttormsson's
writing, citied above, will again be of guidance.
The first section of the nature conservation law
dealt with conservation itself and damage to and
destruction of the natural environment, and it
allowed for the setting aside and protection of
special natural formations, plants and animals.
Responsibility for managing and monitoring of
the nature conservation issues was given to a
three member committee in each county and
main town, as well as to a Nature Conservation
Council consisting of seven members.

The Ministry of Culture was given the
responsibility of management of nature con-
servation concerns and the Ministry appointed
the chairman of the Nature Conservation
Council. The department heads at the Natural
Science Institute of Iceland each had a seat in
the Council and other members were appointed
by the Farmers Association, the Forestry
Association and the Engineering Association.

The Nature Conservation Committees elected
in the counties and the biggest towns proved to
be rather lacking in initiative. But the Nature
Conservation Council itself was active and took
the initiative in various conservation matters
such as the conservation of stalactites in caves
in 1958, of hot springs in the Kverkfjöll Mount-
ains in 1960, of the purchase and conservation
of the Skaftafell area in 1967, and of the
conservation of the Lakagígar craters in 1970.

The second paragraph of the first section of
the law was the precursor of what would later be
called environmental impact assessment. The
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law stated that if proposed construction is likely
to cause damage to the natural environment the
opinion of the Nature Conservation Council
must be sought before construction is started.
Guttormsson, in his book, claims that this
provision was not respected enough and even
the Althing itself and the government bypassed
it as legislation was enacted to build a plant to
process diatomite at Lake Mývatn in 1964.

A new bill providing for nature preservation
was presented to the Althing in the spring of
1969 and passed as law in 1971. Based on this
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law, detailed regulations on nature conservation
were announced in June 1973.

In 1999 a new nature conservation law was
passed, and in 2002 a change was made which
established the Environmental Institute, which
integrated some of the older state institutes
under one umbrella, including the Nature
Conservation Agency, the Environmental and
Food Agency, the Wildlife Management
Institute, and the Advisory Board on Fishing
and the Hunting of and Wild Animals.
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As described in the previous section, work on
preparing proposals and creating a description
on various natural wonders started in the 1960's.
In all cases proposed for conservation, special
laws had to be written and approved.

According to the Nature Conservation Law of
1971 it was the duty of the Nature Conservation
Council to compile a list of important natural
wonders, areas or other items which were
considered advisable to set aside and preserve.
The Council was also to make a proposal on
national parks and country parks. The Nature
Conservation Register publishes a list of nature
preserves or proposed areas. Some of them
have been formally set aside in accordance with
the law of 1971 or some other special law. This
register has been published in an edited version
in part B of Stjórnartídindi and also published
in a booklet every few years.

The first early steps towards compiling this re-
gister were worked on by several natural scient-
ists like Sigurdur Thórarinsson, who compiled a list
of waterfalls that was published in 1978. In this
list, waterfalls of importance are categorized
and their special value described and estimated.
Another list of wetland areas was compiled by
Arnthór Gardarsson and was also published in the
same year.

The Nature Conservation Law of 1971
defines four categories of conservation. These
are natural monuments, national reserves, country parks
and. national parks 

In addition to the national park at Thingvellir
that was established according to a special law in
1928, a national park was established at
Skaftafell in 1967. Another park is the canyon of
the river Jökulsá á Fjöllum, established in 1973.
This canyon includes the famous Dettifoss
Waterfall. In 1975 a national park was establ-

ished at Hornstrandir, which is a huge seaside cliff
on the northernmost tip of Iceland. In 2001 the
Snaefellsjökull Glacier National Park was finally
established. By that time a new law had been
passed that allowed such parks to be private
property and special agreements were entered
into with the landowners about the terms of
conservation.

In the 6th edition of The Nature Conservation
Register in 1966 the number of areas and natural
wonders listed had swelled to about four
hundred. Of these areas 76 had already been
conserved legally according to the law of 1971
and three conserved according to other
legislation. The total area of the legally
conserved areas then came to about 10,000 km2

or almost 10% of the country. The preface to
the register of 1996 stated that the Nature Con-
servation Council had already created the draft
of a proposal for a few large, continuous
conservation areas. It also pointed out, however,
that because of how large the areas are and
because of how many owners are involved, it
would be very time consuming to finalize the
protection papers.

These large, continuous areas were quite
similar to the proposed conservation areas in the
picture at the top of the opposite page. The
preface mentioned eleven conservation units: 1.
The southern highlands: Thórsmörk, Hekla, Land-
mannalaugar, Veidivötn, Jökulheimar, Laki. 2.
Thingvellir : i.e., the watershed for Lake Thing-
vellir and an area reaching into Hvalfjördur. 3.
Snaefellsnesjökull Glacier and the area to the south
and west of the glacier. (The preface states that
a national park is in preparation in this area). 4.
The southern part of the West Fjords, for example:
Vatnsfjördur, Dynjandi and the western part of
the Reykhólar community. 5. Hornstrandir, i.e.,
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the enlargement of the Hornstrandir National
Reserve. 6.  Hvalbakur, Fjördur and Flateyjardalur:
a deserted area and mountains, cultural remains.
7. The canyon of the River Jökulsá á Fjöllum. Today's
national park is only on the western part of the
canyon, the report notes, but it is necessary that
the eastern part be protected as well. 8. The Lón
lagoon: A review of the boundaries of the nat-
ional reserve in the Lón highlands in the east. 9.
Skaftafell: A few areas adjacent to the national
park in Skaftafell will be added, e.g., the Öraefa-
jökull Glacier and the sands of the River
Skeidará as well as the coast. 10. Núpsstadur: It
has been pointed out that the Núpsstadur area
has an exceptional beauty and also a remarkable
history that is important to help today's and
future generations to learn to know. 11. The
highest part of the central highlands: Hveravellir-
Vonarskard.

Some of these ideas became integrated into
the regional plan for the central highlands that
included a proposal for large conservation areas
(see section on p. 244).

With the new Nature Conservation Law in 1999
some changes in procedures and processes were
introduced. One of the novelties was that a five-
year nature preservation plan was to be
produced and presented as a bill to the Althing.
The conservation proposals are primarily meant
to be based on scientific data, where there is
enough information and an overview of certain
natural aspects.

In the spring of 2002 the first proposal for
this new programme was presented, and in the
Environmental Assembly in the autumn the
proposals that by then had been reviewed were
presented by the Minister for the Environment.

The main change was that the proposals are
meant to have a strong scientific foundation and
argumentation, with the special European
programme Natura 2000 used as a model. This
means that Iceland, in this new programme, is
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using the same classification schemes and
categories as in Europe, which facilitates
comparison.

The old Nature Conservation Register will be
maintained and certain areas – even though
outside of the new programme – are probably
going to be brought up for confirmation. In
some ways this register is a child of its time be-
cause the necessary scientific argumentation and
the supporting data were not always there.

As before, individual communities can make
proposals on conservation within their com-
munities, and in the south-west many of the
proposals – presented in the map above – have
been made by locals.

The report presented in the spring of 2003 contains
75 areas or places that the Environmental
Research Institute had proposed for conserv-
ation. The small map to the left, on p. 285,
shows these areas. They are all an addition to
the already confirmed conservation areas shown
on the large map in the upper part of that page.

All communities in Iceland and many other
places were given the opportunity to comment
on these proposals during the summer of 2003.
Representatives of the institute went all over the
country to have meetings with local committees
and officials, landowners and other interest
groups.

Preparatory work on the proposal of these 75
localities included gathering information and
making new investments in studying the
geological formations, hydrology, biological
diversity, landscape, and wilderness as well as
the cultural and historical remains. The main
foci were: uniqueness of biological species and
areas that are sensitive to change, such as
important bird colonies. The scientific and
cultural values of areas as well as international,
scientific values were considered to be of great
importance, as well as of how outstanding or
remarkable their natural features are.

The main goal of this first five-year plan on new
conservation areas was to create a net of conserved
areas where scientific evaluation or the conserv-
ation value would be based on a definition and
the registering of natural wonders.

One of the main policy statements was that
there should be three areas of emphasis for
national conservation in 2004-2008: 1. A net of
conserved areas, with unique bird life, should be
created, areas with a conservation value on an
international scale. 2. An enlargement of the nation-
al parks of Skaftafell and at the canyon of the River
Jökulsá á Fjöllum. 3. Establishing a national park
north of the Vatnajökull Glacier and conserving the
areas that will be included in it.



The report notes that for each of the areas it
is necessary to decide what the protection
should include. Obviously, the main emphases
differ in the different areas, whether mainly
birdlife, botany or geological formations, etc.

In the Environmental Assembly in October,
fourteen areas were singled out from the 75
areas to be proposed for conservation in the
five-year plan. These areas are shown on the
small map to the right on p. 285 and are describ-
ed as follows:

Austur eylandid (Eastern River Islands Area) in
Skagafjördur. The most important habitat of the
Slavonian grebe, which is on the list of endang-
ered species.

Álftanes – Akrar and Löngufjörur (coasts and
wetlands in Mýrar County). Important nesting
area of the White-tailed sea eagle. Conservation
of these areas means protection of 90% of the
sea eagle nests.

Álftanes –  Skerjafjördur (peninsula and fjord) in
the Capital Area. Important resting places of the
Brent goose and the Knot on their way to
northern nesting areas. All these areas have to
do with the conservation of birdlife.

Geyser, hot spring area. Geological conservation
value. The hot spring area has to be conserved,
and the access of tourists has to be ensured.

Gudlaugstungur – Álfgeirstungur (areas between
rivers) north-west of Hofsjökull Glacier, in the
highlands. Important because 4% of the
European pink-footed geese nest here.

Jökulsárgljúfur (gorge of the River Jökulsá á
Fjöllum). A continuous national park will be
created all through the gorge area by enlarging
the park to the east.

Látrabjarg – Raudársandur (southern West
Fjords area). One of the largest seabird areas in
the country, 60% of the Razorbills in Iceland
nest here, 30% of the Guillemots and 20% of
Brünnich's guillemots. These bird cliffs are the
largest in the North Atlantic.

Látraströnd – Náttfaravík (deserted area in the
north). Protection of rare plant species. Thirty
rare vascular plants. And twelve other species
that need protection.

Njardvík – Lodmundarfjördur (sparsely
populated fjord landscape in the east).
Conservation of rare plant species, including 32
species of vascular plants.

Reykjanes – Eldvörp – Hafnarberg (south-west
tip of Iceland). This area has geological
conservation value and is considered unique in
the world because it can be seen here that
Iceland is the continuation of the Atlantic
Ridge.
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Skeidarársandur (sand flattened by glacial
floods in the south-east). Skaftafell National
Park is at the south edge of the glacier. The
proposal is to enlarge it and to connect it to the
coast by including the sands in the conservation
area. The sands are the main breeding places of
grey and harbour seals and one of the largest
nesting areas for Great skuas in Iceland.

Vatnsholtsskógur (old birch forest in Skorra-
dalur Valley in the west). For protection and re-
clamation of natural birch woods.

Westman Islands (islands off the south coast of
Iceland). The islands contain one of the biggest
seabird nesting cliffs in Iceland; cliffs and islands

will be conserved as bird habitats. Within this
conservation area over one million pairs of sea-
birds nest.Öxarfjördur (area in the north-east).
Important habitat of Slavonian grebe.

Some voices of criticism were heard at the
Environmental Assembly. A frequent complaint
was that there was little emphasis put on land-
scape or cultural landscape conservation in these pro-
posals. The answer is partly that these are rather
new fields of scientific study so the basic in-
formation is probably not yet there to a
sufficient degree for making such plans.

In July 2004, a new directive from the EU will
become law in Iceland. This is the Strategic
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Environmental Assessment (SEA) that demands
that all major policy-formulating law, plans and
programmes will have to be investigated in
terms of their environmental impact. Some
might say that it would be a contradiction in
terms to make an environmental impact
assessment of an environmental plan like this,
but the fact is that according to the EIA law
these assessments shall not only assess impact
on the natural environment but also on the
economic and social environments.

Therefore it seems obvious that such an
assessment needs to be made and because it is
the same ministry that is in charge of both of
these matters, it seems to be very logical that the
ministry puts this new conservation programme
into such an assessment process, even though
the law only becomes effective in July 2004, i.e.,
after this programme will presumably be
accepted by the Althing.

Now, finally, a few thoughts on how a sectoral
plan or programme like this needs to be
integrated with other programmes in the future.
It is certainly logical to start with sector or spec-
ialized plans as for individual plans. But the
work on these plans on a national scale has
actually been taking place for such a long time in
Iceland that the authorities should now be ready
for the next stage, i.e., to integrate related plans
into unified plans for certain subject categories.

The methodology for such an integration of
individual sector plans has already proved to be
very successful in Iceland in the making of the
unified transportation plan. This plan integrated
three sector plans that were earlier worked on
independently, i.e., for roads, harbours and air
services (see section starting on p. 296).

The new planning law of 1998 allowed for
work of this kind at the country plan level but
the government has not yet provided the funds
necessary to start such work at the State
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Planning Agency. In the much-needed national
plan on open or green areas in Iceland it would
be logical to integrate four aspects: nature con-
servation, water conservation, areas that need to
be kept free because of natural hazards, and
wilderness areas in respect of their value to
tourism.

Use of overlay maps for each of these aspects
could show, for example, how, in certain areas,
sometimes three or four of these aspects come
together. Such an overlap makes it much easier
and more sensible to decide on the protection
of an area because it would be justified by
several reasons.

As a matter of fact there are various policy
options at hand for conserving bird nesting and
other areas, but the planners should not only
look at the natural history features in their work
but rather they should be ready to make com-
promises. This could mean that an area with a
little less importance in terms of the natural
environment is conserved if it coincides with
other conservation needs.

It is of some concern that one of the
fourteen areas proposed for conservation is the
Skerjafjördur Fjord and Álftanes Peninsula,
both near Reykjavík. There are two important
species of birds that  stop over there on their
migration to Greenland, but if they were not
allowed this space, there are other peninsulas
and fjords where they could rest and feed, for
instance in Hvalfjördur. And it is of concern
that a proposal like this seems to be rather
indifferent to the limitations that are then put
on future opportunities for settlement and
transport developments in the Capital Area.

A suspicion arises that the proposal has in
part been made to try to stop ideas like building
a bridge over the Skerjafjördur Fjord or
relocating the Reykjavík Airport from its im-
portant central location in Reykjavík to a landfill
in Skerjafjördur Fjord or to the Álftanes
Peninsula.

Those who make proposals on conservation
have to take care not to limit other land uses. If
scientists have the tendency to use their power
of making conservation proposals that interfere
with planning issues in the only major urban
area in Iceland, they stand the risk of losing
some of the trust placed in them.
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The last section described the planning of
nature conservation in Iceland, which can be
taken as a "system of nature protection" for the
whole country. This section, on the other hand,
will describe national plans based on the
concept of sustainable development.

To start with, the nature protection areas
themselves are partly linked to the concept of
sustainability, in particular those areas where
measures are taken that are intended to assure
sustainability, for example for outdoor activities
and tourism. If the value of these areas were
diminished from use, the areas would not be
sustainable and would no longer be able to fulfil
the expectations made for them. The "sustain-
able" approach makes it possible to assure that
the asset itself is not damaged, but rather that
the use of areas in question can be developed in
such a way that the quality is not diminished. In
this way the development of activities in the
area becomes sustainable and can be continued
into the future.

The area where the concept of sustainable
development is best known in Iceland is
management of the fish stocks. Considerable
legislation has been implemented in this area,
among other things to regulate the catches so as
to maintain the size of the stocks. In this case it
is primarily the spawning stock that should not
be excessively fished so as to prevent the
collapse of the stock in question.

The most dramatic reminder for Icelanders of
how important it is to preserve the fish stocks
happened in the late 1960's as the over-fishing
of herring led to the collapse of the Norwegian-
Icelandic herring stock – which was the largest
fishing stock in the North Atlantic – in about
two years. Conservation practices were
implemented, but it took over twenty years to

build up a part of the herring stock again.
Around 1970 the cod stock had also become
reduced even though fishing had not increased.

What saved the Icelanders was that politicians
succeeded, with the help of scientific data, in
convincing other fishing nations of the danger
the fish stocks were in. This, together with the
help of USA via NATO in the Cod War against
the British, led in 1975 to extending the fishing
limits to 200 miles. The extension meant that
Icelanders themselves became almost the only
people who could make use of these fishing
grounds. In spite of this the catch continued to
drop throughout the 1970's because of the
buying of many new trawlers and fishing boats
that then led to increased fishing.

In retrospect we can clearly see that if
protection measures had not been introduced in
the 1970's, some of the fish stocks would have
collapsed. These protection measures were
therefore actually implemented at the last
minute. If this had not been done, the cod
stocks at least would have collapsed and the
result would have been what has happened in
New Zealand, Canada, the Faeroe Islands and
the Barents Sea.

The people fishing in these areas had strong
governments to support them as unemployment
and depression struck following the collapse of
the fish stocks, but Icelanders, on the other
hand, would have had hardly anybody to help
them out, though it is conceivable that Ice-
landers could have applied for membership in
the EU to become eligible for its relief funds.

It is more than just the overuse of fishing
stocks, vegetation and energy that has called the
nations of the world to band together to
support the ideological concept of sustainable
development. The UN took one of the biggest
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Sustainable development:
A principle that proclaims that
the use of resources should
not damage or reduce their
capacity. Only in this way can
their utilization become
sustainable. This principle not
only covers the natural
environment but it also points
out the need for the same type
of thought in conceiving and
analysing social and economic
environments because all of
these three elements are
interdependent.



steps in this direction by publishing the report
Our Common Future in the spring of 1984. This
report is sometimes referred to as the Brundtland
Report after its Norwegian chairperson.

The report lists six prerequisites that are nec-
essary so that sustainable development can be
maintained in the world.

The first prerequisite is economic. Here the
committee puts a heavy emphasis on rekindling
economic growth in the world because only with
a strong economy are countries able to solve
environmental problems.

The second prerequisite is that technological
development should be strengthened toward
producing a clean environment, meaning a
technology that leads to reduced use of energy
and materials.

The third is of a governmental nature and
points out the necessity for policies and pro-
grammes that can bring the world closer to
sustainable modes of working. This requires a
new type of management.

The fourth prerequisite is political and
demands world-reaching co-operation of
leaders of companies and governments and
more participation in societies on the whole.
This requirement means that information of

various types needs to be made more accessible,
for without information the public, companies
and associations cannot become active
participants in the political process.

The fifth condition is that nations need to
work with the social aspects of environmental
matters because social and economic inequities
are some of the primary reasons for social
conflicts among nations, conflicts that lead to
environmental damage and encourage poor
nations to use natural resources badly. The
lowering of economic standards because of
conflicts means that nations have to invest a
great deal of money into social support, leaving
less money to bring environmental concerns up
to standard.

One of the biggest social issues is to control
the population growth of the earth, both within
individual countries and in the world as a whole.
If this is done, people can be provided with a
better quality of life and the strain on the
environment can be reduced because an
increased population often leads to less income
per capita and, at the same time, more
environmental stress.

The sixth prerequisite is the need for more
international co-operation. This is because
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Six conditions 
for sustainable development

1.  First prerequisite is economic in nature:

Economic growth has to be strengthened in order to be able to carry out projects

2.  Technological preconditions:

Environmentally friendly technology has to be developed

3.  Managerial preconditions:

A policy has to be formulated and implementation plans have to be started

4.  Political preconditions:

All parties in the world and in individual countries have to work together

5.  Sociological preconditions:

Correction of social and economic inequalities

6.  International co-operation:

Nations have to work together on their common problems and even out fluctuations
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NATIONAL PLANS  FOR  SUSTAINABILITY

pollution does not recognize borders and can
only be solved with international co-operation.
One example is the danger to the Icelandic
fishing grounds because of pollution by long-
acting cancer-causing materials that are brought
to the country by wind and ocean currents.

The Brundtland Report made it clear in1987
that the nations of the world needed to pull
together to take action against these problems.
This.groundbraking report was a good found-
ation for the second world conference of the
UN on environmental matters held in Rio de
Janeiro in 1992.

The Rio Conference agreed upon an agenda for
the twenty-first century called Agenda 21. Based
on the overall ideology of this agenda, the
individual nations were asked to formulate their
own environmental policies and also to create an
implementation plan to follow up on the agreed
goals.

Discussion of the environment has, for the
most part, ignored issues connected to the built
environment, but a change occurred at a special
world conference in Istanbul in 1996. At this
conference the countries presented their ideas
on how to work on the environmental issues of
cities and urban areas.

In the autumn of 2002 the third big con-
ference of the UN was held, this time in
Johannesburg in South Africa. This conference re-
viewed what progress had been made and found
that the developed countries had managed to
bring about some positive changes, but that the
poorer countries needed to meet the economic
prerequisites to be able to tackle the issues.

In reviewing what had happened in terms of
the six prerequisites for sustainable
development postulated in the Brundtland
Report of 1987, we can see that it is primarily
within the political area where little progress has
been made – especially lacking is social equality.

The largest part of the world population lives
in the third world and environmental matters
will not improve in these countries unless the
political and social prerequisites can be met.
Without more success in this area, there is little
hope that the underdeveloped nations will be
able to make the necessary effort to manage
their environmental problems.
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One of the main points in the discussion on
environmental issues in the last decade of the
twentieth century was that all nations needed to
agree on common goals for dealing with
environmental problems, even though some of
the nations did not share the same problems.
This thought was turned into a single phrase:
Think Globally but Act Locally.

In order to make this happen most of the
member nations of the UN were asked to sign a
declaration of intent as concerns the formul-
ation of common policies as well as plans on
how to deal with environmental problems. To be
effective this project has to be carried out at two
government levels: on the one hand, national
plans needed to be created, and on the other, it
is necessary to mobilize lower levels of govern-
ment, those of regions and communities, to
work on local agendas.

As the Rio Conference of 1992 was being
prepared, all member nations of the UN were
asked to deliver a report that described the
status of environmental matters within their
countries. The Icelandic report was published at
the conference and is named Iceland: Environment
and Development.

Prior to the conference several committees
had been at work to prepare policy for various
fields. Based on the work in the Rio Conference,
an international action plan for improvement of
the environment as was approved by the
member nations. This document is called Agenda
for the Twenty First Century, in short Agenda 21.
The report contains forty sections covering 115
areas of work and totals about 400 pages.

The central idea of the concept of sustainable
development is that the environmental
problems will not be solved unless economic

development is strong enough so that people
can deal with the environmental problems that
necessarily accompany modern development. A
further definition says that development should
not transcend the limits of utilization of the life
systems of land and ocean or else the productive
capacity of land and sea will be reduced.

After the Rio Conference all UN member
states were asked to put together a policy on
how they were intending to introduce the idea of
sustainable development at home, as well as
global responsibility and other aspects described
in Agenda 21. This report the Icelandic gov-
ernment had completed in 1993 and then sent to
the UN. This report is called Á leid til sjálfbaerrar
thróunar (On the Road to Sustainable
Development).

This report starts by tracing, rather candidly,
what is the status of the main aspects of envi-
ronmental matters in Iceland, for instance, that
the soil and vegetative cover of the country have
been reduced by at least 80% since the original
settlement in the late ninth century.

The report also states that the allowable catch
quota for cod has for many years continually
been reduced. The report also admits the fact
that an estimated 47% of the catch of the
freezer trawlers and about 15% of the wet fish
trawlers' catch is thrown back overboard.

Let us now look at the process applied to
reach the objective of sustainable development.
Once the goals have been clarified and the
policy formulated, the next step is how to plan
to implement the agreed goals. In Iceland the
Minister for the Environment appointed seven
task groups in 1993 composed of 124 people. In
the autumn of 1996 a draft for the programme
for 2000 was issued.
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Reykjavík has the goal of becoming the most
environmentally friendly capital of the north. To
achieve this goal Reykjavík has created an
environmental policy.

It is the goal of Reykjavík that the concept of
environmental protection will guide the
running, directing and building up of the city.

It is the goal of Reykjavík that its environment
will be attractive and healthy, emphasizing the
well being of the citizens.



The next step was that the Minister announc-
ed the first Environmental Assembly of Iceland in
November 1996. In this assembly several work
groups reviewed the draft and, based on criti-
cism expressed at the assembly, the Minister
amended the draft.

The programme was approved by the govern-
ment in February 1997 and published early in
the summer under the name Sjálfbaer thróun í
íslensku samfélagi (Sustainable Development with-
in the Icelandic Society).

It was not enough that the state set such
environmental programmes – ways also had to
be found to encourage the individual com-
munities to work on such plans for their own
area. A joint contract was therefore agreed in
1998 by the Ministry for the Environment and
the Federation of Local Governments.

The contract has the aim of helping each
community to prepare Local Agenda 21. Such
local agendas are meant to define the goals of
the community in question and describe how
the community intends to change planning and
other types of programmes so that the goals of
sustainable development can be realized.

A guide was published to help the com-
munities on how to do the work. The text box
above gives a part of the table of contents of
this book, showing the most important subject
groups. The making of these local agendas has
been proceeding rather well and the agenda for
the town of Akureyri is one of the best.

Some of the smaller communities, however,
have not yet started the work. This is an example
of how very small the smallest communities in
Iceland are as they are like the poorest countries
in the world when it comes to dealing with the
greatest environmental problems: they lack the
wherewithal to fund change and therefore the
impetus to formulate the necessary policy.
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There is a considerable lack of integration in
planning in Iceland. It is of most importance in
order to achieve large-scale integration, to start
at the top of the decision pyramid by developing
a vision. The next step is to create a policy and
the third to decide how the policy can be
translated into plans and programmes.

This is the three-step method that is widely
used in the planning or restructuring of large
companies. In cases where we are dealing with
the planning of a whole country, or a particular
subject group that is political in nature, the task
becomes much more difficult.

This is not least because of the common
disagreements in the political arena about a
party's vision. Ideally, it should be one of the
main tasks of the politicians to describe their
party's own vision and to debate the question
with others that are politically involved.

Early in the twentieth century some countries
created integrated state visions. These were
mostly Communist countries and other dict-
atorships like that of Germany, Italy and Spain.
The common vision of these monolithic nat-
ions made it rather simple to let the various state
plans merge into the same vein and thus they
were often successful in formulating a
programme.

A famous example is Hitler's goal to increase
the speed of transportation between the various
parts of Germany via the Autobahn highways.
The German Reich also planned, on behalf of
the state, to make the car readily available to all;
for this purpose a small car was designed called
the Volkswagen – The People's Car.

What helped these dictatorial governments to
come to power was mainly the political chaos in
these countries at the time as well as the Great
Depression of the 1930's. People wanted to get

out of their problems at whatever price. What
made these dictatorial governments so success-
ful was that their power was so extensive that
they could create highly pointed and integrated
plans to aim for.

The times provided many opportunities for
progress – in transportation, industrialization
and the creating of social welfare systems – so
state plans in these fields were successful. Like
Hitler, Stalin created comprehensive plans for a
set term, for example five years, at the end of
which certain goals were to be reached. In
general it can be said that the results of these
extensive plans pulled these nations out of their
misery much faster than would have been
possible otherwise.

After World War II, the Western World real-
ized that plans were needed to prevent the
development of political forces that could
otherwise develop into political extremes, as
known in the Third World. Development aid
was planned in a manner comparable to that of
planned economies.

The idea behind aiming for increased
prosperity was that people saw that poverty and
political chaos were usually the main reasons for
extreme political movements. These plans are
called development plans and the countries the
developing countries. The USA was the first to
start work in this area with a grant programme
financed by the Marshall Plan. A prerequisite for
receiving a grant was that the countries had to
subscribe to the political and social goals that
the USA considered agreeable.

These political prerequisites meant that the
states of Eastern Europe were not applicable
for Marshall Plan aid, which furthermore was
one of the reasons why Eastern Europe did not
develop as fast as the Western part of Europe.

V The Integration of National Plans
1 The Lack of Integration
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In addition, these countries lacked the role
models that had been so common in Western
Europe and, since Western Europe was bombed
so thoroughly, they could begin with a clean
slate.

When the World Bank was established, for the
most part it had the same goals as the Marshall
Plan. Iceland had rather easy access to this bank
because politically Iceland followed the "right"
ideology. Furthermore, the need for the building
of a basic infrastructure in various fields was
great in Iceland.

At the same time the UN started to offer
assistance in the making of development plans
in many countries, Iceland being one of them.
Thus a manufacturing industry development
programme and a programme on the future de-
velopment of tourism were created around
1970.

Even though planning and theoretical work
have been applied to the building up of various
systems and economic pursuits. in Iceland in
recent decades the fact remains that there is
much lack of integration or co-ordination of
these plans. Lately there have been some
developments that should facilitate integration,

for instance in the field of information
technology. The drawbacks of not having
worked in an integrated way in planning can be
seen in the little co-ordinated development of
the land, sea and air transportation systems in
Iceland.

As we review this area of transportation today
we see that it would have been possible to save
large amounts of money with co-ordinated
planning. More road improvements could have
meant developing fewer harbours and airports.
Today, with an improved road system, many of
the airports and harbours built in the last few
decades have become unnecessary, though at the
time even those close to the capital were needed
as interim measures.

The fact, however, remains that if the
government had started to work on integrated
goals around 1960 then the number of harbours
and airports that were built during the 1960's
and 1970's, during the time of maximum con-
struction, could have been avoided. The
improvement in the transportation system was
central to strengthening Iceland and therefore
an application was made for loans from the
World Bank. The World Bank's policy, however,
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was to grant loans only on condition that a
feasibility study be carried out. In the case of
Iceland's request, the Bank asked: What is your
future transportation policy?

In order to be able to answer this question,
Iceland had to hire a company which specialized
in this type of transportation planning. The
company hired was the Danish Kampsax, which
started work by creating a vision of the Ice-
landic transportation system. The project was
started in 1968 with the idea of creating a
transportation plan for Iceland for 1969-1976.

Specialists from Kampsax came to Iceland
and worked with Icelandic institutions within
the transportation field as well as with the
Economic Institute. The total report consisted
of a thorough analysis and plans for the future
and amounted to about 1200 pages. The
proposals that Kampsax made were similar to
what has been described earlier: that it would be
possible to get by with many fewer harbours and
airports. The report therefore suggested that the
number of harbours should be decreased to a
maximum of ten to fifteen. The report further-
more proposed that the number of domestic
airports should be decreased to nine or ten, ex-
cluding the Reykjavík Airport.

To follow up on this policy, the plan proposed
to develop a local transportation system around
each of these harbours and airports or a Radial
Distribution System. Finally, the report points out
that warehousing should be placed at such
central nodes of transportation, making it
possible to integrate the various modes of trans-
portation.

Within the area of regional development the
first real attempt to integrate ideas and projects
was made in the first integrated regional plan of
1994. The Regional Development Institute held
meetings with the heads of all the ministries to
discuss the need for the integration of the plans
of the various ministries. Unfortunately the

ministries were reluctant to give up any auto-
nomy, which would have been necessary to
integrate their individual plans with the plans of
others. The reason for this is probably that in
Iceland there is a tradition that the ministries
and the ministers are very independent in their
operations.

The Prime Minister does not have the power to
become involved in the tasks of the ministries,
something he would need in order to be able to
co-ordinate policies. In many countries the
Prime Minister, or the President, has such
authority but in Iceland the Office of the Prime
Minister is very small and the Prime Minister
functions almost like a chairperson when the
cabinet ministers meet.

In some countries all the main issues that
concern infrastructure development are the
responsibility of a single ministry, which makes
it considerably easier to co-ordinate plans and
programmes. As there is no such single ministry
in Iceland, co-ordinating would have to be
worked out in groups created by representatives
appointed by the ministries or in institutions
created for that specific task. The various insti-
tutions would then need to accept and abide by
the policies made by the special groups. In the
eyes of an Icelandic minister who is used to
working almost individually, this would probably
mean an unacceptable infringement of her or
his power.

In addition to the structural problems arising
from the independence of each ministry it is
also a fact that Iceland, with its parliamentary
democracy, has so far had only coalition govern-
ments. The ministries are therefore divid-ed up
among the political parties forming the coalition
so that there is competition among the ministers
to make their own area of responsibility look as
good as possible when they come up for re-
election.

The best method for creating integrated plans
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has therefore turned out to be giving the
ministers themselves their individual sections.
This makes it possible for the minister to refer
to the section as her/his private initiative as the
advantages of the programmes are being
realized.

What is most surprising about the lack of
integration of plans is that even plans that are
related and are the responsibility of the same
ministry – like the plans for roads, harbours and
air transportation – also typically lack co-
ordination.

For a long time there was talk that within the
transportation field that there should be a good
possibility of working on integration because
the transportation modes are all technological
subjects, directed by engineers, some of whom
have even gone to school together. In 2000 a
decision was finally made by Sturla Bödvarsson,
the Minister of Transport and Communication,
to commence making an integrated transportation
plan, a plan that described in the following
section.

It is elementary in such co-ordinated work to
agree on a common vision and a common
estimation of the future of the various
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transportation aspects. The work on such a
vision was carried out in connection with the
co-ordinated planning. A prerequisite for being
able to visualise the overlapping of the three
transportation plans for land, sea and air was
that clear ideas had been formulated on what
the development of each of the three plans
would entail if they were to proceed indi-
vidually. The creation of ten-year plans for the
three aspects of transportation was therefore
necessary as a preparatory step.

The first proposal for a long-term road plan
was presented to the Althing in the winter of
1982 – 83. According to the law this plan was to
be reviewed every fourth year and at the same
time four more years should be added to the
duration of the long-term plan. In actuality, the
long-term plan was first reviewed in 1991 and
then again in 1998, and the plan extended to
2010.



The concept of an integrated transportation plan
was carried out in a logical way in the Kampsax
plan for Iceland in 1969. This was made to fulfil
the requirement set by the World Bank for a
plan before the bank was willing to finance the
development of the transportation system. The
loan was received and a large programme of
road construction was set in motion. Until that
time only the road to Keflavík had been paved,
in 1965. This road had been built with the
financial assistance of the USA because the road
had been needed in connection with the military
base in Keflavík.

In 1970 paving of the West and South roads,
east of the Ellidaár River, was started. The way
that the Althing decided on various trans-
portation projects in the ensuing years demon-
strated that it was not their intention to pay
much attention to what the Kampsax Report
had proposed. As elsewhere, the MP's were
usually busy pushing for the building of
harbours, airports and roads, within their own
constituencies rather than being concerned with
a national plan. Now and then, however, there
were reports consonant with the concept of
integrated transportation planning, like those in
1979 and 1991.

The main reason why the Icelandic govern-
ment have of late ventured into systematic
research on various operating costs is the
approval of the EEA Agreement of 1992, as
Iceland was included, together with some other
EFTA countries, in the European Economic Area.
In conformity with this agreement Iceland has
had to accept various laws and regulations from
the EU about the activities regulated within this
economic zone. The fundamental concept
underlying these laws is that no political party is
to disrupt the competitive position of the

others, for example among the transportation
modes. For example, transportation fees are not
allowed to contribute to an imbalance. This
basic principle is valid both in terms of individ-
ual countries and in terms of individual fields of
transportation.

At that time much work had already been
carried out within the EU to make all types of
costs visible to equalize the competitive position
in transportation, for instance by unifying tech-
nical standards. In order to adhere to these
standards Iceland had to adopt the European
standard of 11.5 tons maximum per axle, even
though earlier roads and bridges in Iceland had
only been built to withstand a load capacity of
10 tons per axle. If this principle of unification
of standards is not followed, European
transportation equipment cannot be used
effectively and economically on the Icelandic
road system and would constitute a technical
commercial barrier. After Iceland had signed the
EEA Agreement, like other nations it was
allowed a period of deferment to adjust to the
new regulations. Recently, however, the pressure
has increased for Iceland to amend its planning
to conform to EEA regulations.

Within the EU in the last decade of the
twentieth century work was done on several
aspects of transportation within the member
nations, including passage of a frame law which
was written to support sustainable development.
The largest project, however, was the TEN-T
Plan that has the aim of co-ordinating and im-
proving the transportation systems of Europe.
In order for these plans to be realized con-
siderable investment has been made in projects
that conform to the goals of the plan.

The EU stresses integration of transportation
so that goods can go almost unhindered from
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door to door and so that all transportation
modes on land, sea or air are equally available
with obstructing factors. Now transportation
and insurance companies are permitted to work
in all the transportation areas at the same time.

Together with the work on taxes and legal
frames the EU has also worked on physical and
spatial planning for Europe. In the area of trans-
portation this means seeing to it that the
different infrastructures meet in transportation
cities or centres to facilitate connections.

If this is done the distance between an airport
and a railway station is not a hindrance in the
transportation of people and goods between
these two transportation modes. As a part of
this plan, express train connections have been
built at various airports in Europe so that people
can walk almost straight from the airline into an
express train and continue their journey.

One of the most important transportation
policy documents within the EU is the Green
Book, published in 1995. This book deals prim-
arily with pricing within the transportation
systems. The main emphasis is that all fees are to
be fair and visible. In 1998 the policy of the
Green Book was followed with the publishing of

the White Book, which provides a more detailed
spelling out of the advice contained in the Green
Book.

One of the proposals of the White Book is to
change the current taxation into service fees for
the use of the transportation systems as well as
fees for various side effects which the use of the
systems results in. This has the goal of
improving the use of transportation facilities
and protection of the environment.

As an example, if this new type of fees is
accepted and the fees are adjusted for the road
each person uses each time, people can choose
to travel during times when the traffic is not as
congested. This will happen if the fees are
lowered for the less frequented periods.

Electronic possibilities are already available
for measuring the use of a road by vehicular
traffic and such use can be calculated in relation
to the weight of the vehicle and the time of the
day. This opens up possibilities for creating user
fees for these periods and would provide an
incentive for drivers of cars and lorries to avoid
peak congestion and lessen their fee costs by
searching for more economical patterns in their
transportation routing.
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The three modes of transportation in Iceland
– by land, sea and air – could have a somewhat
different position in terms of the new
transportation policy of the EU. In order to
have this clarified, the Ministry of Transport
and Communication asked the Economic Institute
of the University of Iceland to ascertain how much
the state contributes to each of the three traffic
modes, both in terms of infrastructure and of
operating costs.

One of the findings of this report is that the
user fees for domestic flights in Iceland are too
low and need to be raised, even as much as two
or three hundred euros for each flight.
According to the EU this fee should be added to
the price of the airline ticket so that the state
could regain the costs.

As for the use of the harbours, recently goods
that earlier went by ship are now transported by
road. Those speaking for the harbour facilities
point out that the state is subsidizing transport
by road as the lorries do not pay enough taxes to
cover the cost of road construction and repairs
needed because of their heavy loads. The
heaviest transporters damage the roads much
more than does regular traffic.

In order to include the load weight of a
vehicle as part of the user fees, the authorities
would need to have weighing stations at certain
points along the routes most used or
alternatively to insert gauges at certain points so
that the meter in the vehicle not only shows the
distance driven but also the weight of the load.

Combining the parameters of distance and
weight can yield a more realistic user fee in
relation to the resultant road damage. It is in
light of these planned European developments
that the traffic authorities in Iceland have
realized that Iceland must also be prepared for
the introduction of the same practices.

Without doubt this was one of the greatest
incentives that led the Minister of Transport,

Sturla Bödvarsson, to decide in 2000 to start
work on an integrated long-term transportation
plan for Iceland.

The time frame was divided into two parts.
First, a plan covering the period until 2030 was
agreed, and for that purpose a work group was
established with members from outside the
transportation sector. Secondly, three work
groups were created, all under the guidance of
and appointed by people that were employees of
the three transportation institutes in Iceland.

In order to manage this project a steering
committee was formed by the heads of the
three transportation institutes: Helgi
Hallgrímsson of the Public Roads
Administration, Thorgeir Pálsson of the
Icelandic Civil Aviation Administration, and
Hermann Gudjónsson from the Icelandic Mari-
time Administration. Vilhjálmur Th. Vilhjálms-
son, chairperson of the Federation of Local
Governments in Iceland, was appointed
chairperson of the committee.

It was necessary to have as chair a person
outside the transportation institutes because the
directors tend to opt for their own sector and
are also under pressure, both from the people
they work with and from others connected to
the transportation sector.

There were three work groups: 1. The Economic
and Legal Group, which dealt with governmental
decisions for the governmental structure, the
division between state and governments and the
financing of the transportation system, among
other things. 2. The Environment and Security in
Public Transportation Group, which saw to inter-
national tasks. 3. The Transportation Group, which
dealt with the strengths and weaknesses of the
transportation modes, transportation and reg-
ional development, and the social benefits of a
good transportation system.

The groups were given the task of creating
both a four-year traffic plan and in addition a
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plan for the period until 2014. Moreover, the
groups were supposed to take some bearing on
a vision for 2030. One of the first tasks was to
study the strengths and weaknesses of the
various transportation modes and to assess
developments in the near future, possible higher
oil and gasoline prices coupled with any added
cost because of growing environmental
concerns, both of which would slow down the
growth in transportation.

The next task was to trace the latest devel-
opments within the three transportation sectors
and study how they have influenced the
development of settlements.

One of the findings was that there had been a
great deal of harbour construction whereas in-
come had been on the decline at some of the
harbours, partly because coastal shipping had
declined.

Air transportation turned out to be the same
story: there had been a considerable build up of
airports but their use had declined, with the
result that construction and maintenance costs
would have to be distributed over fewer users if
and when the user fees are calculated according
to the new EU policy.

It has also been pointed out that regular
flights have already been abandoned to certain
airports that are close to Reykjavík, but these
airports are nevertheless kept open by the state
for occasional flights, such as for the sick. As
these costs are transferred to the costs of other
flight routes this will make them more expensive
to run. Because of this, there has been talk of
transferring some of the costs of these airports
from the state over to the local authorities.

As for surface transportation, the roads have
been increasingly improved with asphalt paving.
Winter services have also been improved,
including more frequent shovelling of snow,
better maintenance, more informative traffic
signs, and better information about weather
conditions. Scheduled bus services have,
however, been on the decline.

Improved transportation leads to the expans-
ion of potential employment areas. An improv-
ed road system can also make it possible to
lessen the number of service centres, both
private and governmental. In addition, the state
is pulling itself more and more out of the
sphere of occupational activities such as tele-
phone and banking services.
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Demands for profitability in running such
services will therefore increase, which calls for
rationalization and efficient organization. This
will mean in turn that the number of service
centres in the countryside, just as in the urban
areas, will be reduced.

The increase in e-business will also lead to a
reduction in the number of service centres. It is
important to underline that, even though this
development may turn out very badly for some
small places that no longer have a post office, a
telephone office or even a gasoline/petrol
station, a good road system leads to the creation
of larger marketing and shopping areas and the
strengthening of shops in those areas and in
turn lower prices.

The bottom line, however, is that in spite of
the better roads, the changes in service structure
mean that people in the more distant places have
to travel farther to be able to make use of these
improved and lower-priced services.

A reduction in the number of airports and
harbours seems to be possible in the future. To
a certain degree, this could happen almost
automatically as maintenance costs exceed
income and those harbours and airports with

least use will be closed down. This will lead to
somewhat worse settlement conditions in
certain small and distant places but will, on the
other hand, strengthen the larger places and thus
gradually lower the investment costs within the
three transportation sectors.

Government aid is a fact in many transporta-
tion and regional areas of concern in Iceland
today. In general, the EU approves of regional
assistance as well as assistance for people living
in areas that badly need such governmental help,
so it will be possible to lower transportation
costs in these areas by state grants.

What will happen first, however, is that these
costs will be made visible. After that it will be
easier for Iceland and the EU to decide which of
these grants should be continued, but the future,
certainly, is the new system of user fees.

The map above shows the proposal of the
Transportation Plan for 2003-2014, giving the
routes that will make up the Transportation Net.
This net consists of the three transportation
modes-land, sea and air, as well as of the
connections to foreign countries.
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Let us now turn to tourism as an important part
of Book Four: Development of Systems on a Country
Scale. The development of systems within the
field of tourism started, as in most other fields,
with small steps.

The first small steps were only linked to
certain places and actions, but lately tourism has
become an influential factor in the development
of the basic core of the settlement structure.
This core has the function of linking various
aspects and helps provide a structure that
creates a single whole out of leisure activities,
sports and culture, together with the
development of the country's general services.

Tourism differs from what has been described
earlier in that we are not dealing here with the
utilization of single isolated aspects but rather
social systems. A brief review of the preceding
five sections shows that they cover all the most
important systems that tourism is based on.
Even the social infrastructure that was described
in chapter I – schools, hospitals and health
centres – are integral in promoting and offering
tourists services in Iceland.

Surprisingly, the schools have played an
important part in tourism because initially the
dormitories created the opportunity for running
summer hotels in the countryside. Even now
that other accommodations are also available in
the countryside, the schools remain important
for their kitchens and dining rooms and other
facilities, and many of them are still run as
summer hotels.

Chapter II described the making of regional
plans and special efforts concerning
electrification, geothermal heating and
transportation. These technological systems are
also important as basic systems of tourism, and
what is especially positive about them is that the

over-capacity in the countryside has been
utilized in the service of tourism. This has
meant that only in a few cases has extra funding
been needed for the development of tourism in
Iceland.

Tourism has become doubly important to
those in the countryside because, given the de-
crease in income from agriculture and other
sectors, it has helped to fill the gap and has
become a very positive alternative. Unfortun-
ately, however, not all areas in the countryside
have enjoyed the benefit of tourism. The areas
that have most profited from tourism are
Borgarfjördur, the southern lowlands, Akureyri
and the Lake Mývatn area.

After the Ring Road opened in 1974, driving
all the way around Iceland became possible,
which led to an expansion of tourism farther
out into the countryside. Many people availed
themselves of the opportunity, the first in the
history of Iceland, to drive all the way around
the island. The increased traffic on the Ring
Road has meant that places by the road or close
to it have especially enjoyed the positive effect
of tourism. The problem with the Ring Road,
however, is that it is too long, or about 1400 km,
so that it is not well suited to the most common
types of tourist journeys.

Chapter III traced how a system of nature
conservation areas in Iceland has gradually been
building up and even though these protected
areas have not been set aside expressly for
tourism, the fact is that the promotion that such
areas receive has made them desirable places to
visit. Many of the facilities that are created in
protected areas, such as trails and information
centres, are made use of by the tourist industry.
On the other hand, on the negative side, these
areas – that are often beautiful because of how
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fragile they are – are often subjected to too
much stress. It is ironic that this promotion of
conservation and the increased tourism that
follows often result in more damage to these
protected areas than to other areas, especially if
not enough money is allocated to preparing
them for the increased traffic, as has frequently
been the case in Iceland.

The Icelandic experience is the same as in
other parts of the world. In fact, a European
institute has issued a special report on this
problem, which is called Loving them to Death.
This negative situation in many sensitive tourist
areas is one of the incentives for the application
of the concept of sustainable development to
tourism, a concept described in chapter IV.

Tourism, like fishing in Iceland, is based on a
fragile natural resource and if we do not deal
with these resources with due respect things are
bound to turn out badly. A natural resource can
only take a certain degree of use before it
becomes abused, and it is important to define
this limit.

Sustainable development is especially
important in the planning of fishing and
tourism because neither can be allowed to
extend beyond what the natural systems can
withstand. It is of course much easier to
understand the results of overfishing than the
results of overuse within the field of tourism.
Therefore today, fishing in Iceland is run
according to a management scheme that puts a
heavy emphasis on not overfishing the various
fish stocks, a task seen to by the Fisheries Re-
search Institute. In the case of tourism, we have
no such institute to decide how far the use of
land for tourism can go without irreparably
damaging landscape and vegetation.

It should be a warning to us that damage to
the landscape, once it occurs, is very hard if not
impossible to remedy. Therefore Iceland sorely
needs management plans that are effective not
only in building up the tourist industry but also
in channelling it into the right paths and levels of
utilization.

The previous section described the creation of
an integrated plan for tourism. One of the goals
of this plan is that the various modes of the
three transportation systems (by land, sea and
air) are brought together in certain places in the
country to facilitate the moving of tourists from
one traffic mode to another. It is easy to
understand that this type of planning work is
very positive for tourism because it is actually
the transportation system that is the spine of the
tourism industry. This is even truer in Iceland
than in most other countries as tourism in

Iceland is based on travelling around the
country and only to a lesser degree on staying in
the towns.

The tourists that come to Iceland are prim-
arily interested in nature but also to some degree
interested in the old cultural heritage. Examples
of both are distributed all over the country, but
because urban development came so late in
Iceland, we only have a very few old towns or
old buildings that are of interest for tourists to
visit. Therefore tourism only started to prosper
in Iceland as the transportation systems started
to develop. As soon as new areas were opened
to traffic they became new tourist areas.

To start with, travel in Iceland was primarily
by ships sailing around the country. Tourists
stopped in some of the coastal towns and rode
on horseback for short distances into the
country. The road system started to develop
gradually with roads that led out of town. This
is also how tourism developed, initially with
short trips out of the largest coastal towns.

After World War I the economy picked up,
trades and economic pursuits in Iceland started
to develop much faster, and imports and exports
increased significantly. One of the good things
about the cargo ships that were built at that time
was that all of them included cabins for
passengers.

This meant an increase in both the number of
Icelanders going abroad and of tourists coming
to the country. During World War II Iceland
became a transport centre for cargo ships and
naval vessels running between America and
Europe, primarily for the convoys that sailed
north of Iceland and north of Norway to the
Soviet Union, bringing both goods and
weapons.

During the occupation, tens of thousands of
soldiers, principally British and American,
passed through Iceland and were stationed there
for several years. These events were a
tremendous promotion for the country. As
international flights started in 1949 with
American airplanes the first Icelandic inter-
national airline, Loftleidir, was helped by the fact
that many foreigners had become interested in
coming and visiting.

Domestic flights started to develop around
the same time and the British built an airport in
Reykjavík as well as some other places in the
countryside. Tourists that landed there could
thus continue directly on to some of the bigger
towns in the countryside, like Akureyri and
Ísafjördur. The road system, even though it only
consisted of gravel roads, had at this time been
extended to such a degree that people could
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drive to most places. Services for cars had also
developed considerably.

As a result of the war, the economy of the
European nations where the airplanes landed
was still in poor shape during the 1950's. There
was therefore little increase in tourism in this
period, though even so, tourists to Iceland
numbered around 12,000 in 1960. At this point,
the lack of accommodations because of the
limited capacity of the simple summer hotels
and dormitories had become a bottleneck.
People therefore started to think about building
larger hotels, like that of the Saga in Reykjavík
(today the Radisson SAS-Saga Hotel), especially
after the arrival of prop-jets around 1960 and
later of jets that allowed an increase in the
number of flights to North America.

The rapid development in air passenger traffic
to North America was primarily based on five
factors: low fares; agreements about flight
routes helped by Iceland's membership in
NATO; the goodwill of the small state of
Luxemburg, which granted an operating permit
that gave the airline a base in Europe; and also
because at this time it was not unprofitable to
cross the Atlantic in two stages. Landing the

planes en route in Iceland meant that an ever-
growing number of tourists landed in Keflavík.

In 1973, hardly any passengers arrived with
ships any more but the number of tourists
arriving by air had increased to 80,000. Then
disaster struck: the first oil crisis. The increase in
tourists came to a halt. This period of
stagnation lasted for quite some time and in
1980 a second but smaller oil crisis occurred.
The result of these two crises was that after
1980 only about 70,000 tourists came to Iceland.

There then followed a great period of growth
so that in 1987 there were 130,000 foreign
tourists. A slight decrease followed this periodic
growth but around 1992 the number of tourists
had reached 140,000. A slight decrease because
of a minor economic world crisis followed, but
then again a new period of growth commenced
and in 1994, the tourist numbers were up to
200,000 and over 300,000 at the turn of the
century (against a total population in Iceland of
ca. 275,000!). In the last decade of the century
there were so many tourists that the need for
planning for this new and important industry in
Iceland had become clear. Various negative
aspects of tourism that had started to appear,
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such as overcrowding and damage to soil and
natural formations, gave an extra push to
rushing these precautionary measures.

Another big incentive for starting the
development of a policy on tourism and plans
to handle the traffic was the significant
inconvenience of the fact that the tourist season
only really existed during the summer. Clearly
measures had to be taken to improve the
number of tourists during other seasons. Thus,
in 1995 Halldór Blöndal, the Minister of Trans-
port and Tourism, appointed a steering
committee to make proposals for a government
policy on tourism.

Some attempts at formulating policy had been
made earlier so that people had become used to
the possible gain to be had from planning. The
first of such projects was a plan by the
American company Checky that was carried out
with a grant from the Development Fund of the
UN in 1972-1975. The ministry then had some
work done in 1981 and 1989, and the Tourism
Council, which is a co-operative platform of the
government and various companies and other
groups that work within tourism, also carried
out some work of this kind in 1993.

Around 1990 the Nature Conservation
Council had already started to worry about the
impact of tourism on the environment and had
published a booklet on the subject, Ferdamál á
Íslandi (Tourism in Iceland) in 1990, and the
Nature Conservation Assembly of 1991 dealt
especially with this subject. The booklet explains
that the main reason for discussing the project
that Blöndal started was because formulation of
policy in this case was followed up by a special
implementation plan, which is described in the
next section.

After some months of working in groups a
booklet that summarized the policy formulation
was published, called Stefnumótun í ferdathjónustu

(Policy Making in Tourism) in 1996. The
structure of formulating policy was complicated
because of the large number of different types
of activities linked to tourism. Eight
representatives were selected from the various
fields of society to be members of the steering
committee. In addition, special employees were
hired to work on formulating policy.

The next step was to appoint fifteen work
groups to work on tourism and country plann-
ing, foreign markets, economic conditions, and
leisure activities. All of the fifteen groups de-
livered reports and collected large amounts of
data. The form used in the policy booklet was to
describe the policy in every field with just a few
core sentences.

Next, the several steps in the process needed
to implement the policy were itemized with
individual numbers and short explanatory texts.
In this way, the main aspects about each of the
features of the policy could be presented in only
one or two pages. After the booklet had been
published in the summer of 1996, new groups
were appointed to create a plan for imple-
menting the various sections within tourism.

The booklet presented the twenty features
that constituted the main goals of the policy.
The fifth feature stated: "The marketing drive
will be increased with the goal of evening out
the distribution of tourists over the year and
over the country." 

Let us now examine this goal briefly. What we
see here often happens in policy making, i.e.,
that a beautiful vision is created which is,
however, probably at the same time somewhat
unrealistic. It is certainly true that following this
policy and a certain drive in marketing the goal
of distributing tourists throughout the year has
been successful to some degree. On the other
hand, people have not been successful in getting
winter travel to reach out into the countryside.
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This is primarily because all conditions for
driving and air transport are bad in the winter in
Iceland and tourists rarely take the risk, as they
are in most cases tied to certain dates for arrival
and departure.

The result is that the increase in winter travel
has primarily taken place in the southwest
corner of Iceland and therefore the goal of
making tourism a major pillar for the
settlements in the countryside has not been
successful.

Let us now look at feature 19 of the 20 main
goals of the tourism policy, a feature that talks
about how Iceland should take a pioneering role
in the field of environmental conservation. We
can immediately agree that we can present a
rather good picture, for instance advertisements
in foreign papers, with the description of this
goal. But we have to go deeper into this
concern.

If we study the history of environmental
conservation, we discover that in no other
European country has as much land been
eroded as in Iceland. Our history of the
treatment of the fish stocks and of our
throwing the by-catches overboard are also

features that hardly support our advertising
claims that Iceland is a pioneering country in the
field of environmental conservation.

It would only take one critical television team
to create a black picture of environmental
matters in Iceland. People are taking great risks
advertising the country as a role model for other
countries to follow in environmental concerns.

Even though some of the policy formulation
dealt with transportation and planning, the
tourist areas were not defined on maps. What
should also have been done, as in other
countries, was to define certain areas for certain
functions.

It is of the utmost importance, if people want
to develop tourism as a year-round industry, that
the activities be multifaceted and embrace many
factors so that all of the needs of tourism, at all
times of the year, can be met.

An attempt has been made to achieve this
with a health hotel in the village Hveragerdi,
hotel and other facilities at the Blue Lagoon, the
planning of historical and cultural trails in the
south out of Selfoss, airport hotels in Keflavík,
and the planning of short day trips from these
spots.
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Akureyri has also had some success in
developing an all-year tourism industry by
offering tourist packages consisting of hotel
accommodations, travel, theatre and skiing.
Smaller towns with year-round hotels – such as
Stykkishólmur, Húsavík and Höfn in Horna-
fjördur – have been in great trouble. The only
thing that has been positive for these hotels is
that they have been able to generate some
activities during the winter, such as chess
tournaments and meetings of various associ-
ations. These hotels have also been of some use
as communal centres for the area in question.

Earlier in this book on page 227, a special
structural plan for the south-west of Iceland
was described. Some of the main incentives for
this work were that it was clear that, with
defined actions and a definite plan, it would be
possible to strengthen tourism in this area. The
basic theme was that the country itself, the
landscape, was really the resource for tourism
and this concept led to the title of the work:
Land sem audlind (Land as Resource).

The book created a vision of what can be
done in the field of physical planning to pro-
mote tourism. The project started by defining,
on maps, the main natural resources in the area.
In addition, areas best suited for hiking, nature
observation and summer outdoor life were
defined on maps. The maps were drawn on
transparencies that, when superimposed, gave a
visual representation of how various tourism
resources are centred in certain areas. For
example, the various resources were clearly
apparent at Skorradalsvatn Lake, in Hvalfjördur,
at Lake Laugarvatn, and at Gullfoss Waterfall.

Another group of maps presented areas
where the polluting or damaging effects of
tourism should primarily be avoided, for
instance, water protection areas and areas with
very fragile natural formations. This work
provided an insight into how a physical country

306

TThheessee tthhrreeee sseettttlleemmeenntt cceennttrreess ssttaanndd oouutt dduuee ttoo
hhaavviinngg aaiirr,, sseeaa aanndd rrooaadd ttrraannssppoorrttaattiioonn..

OOvveerrllaayy ooff rreessoouurrccee mmaappss ffoorr SSWW IIcceellaanndd sshhoowwss
wwhheerree ppoossiittiivvee ffeeaattuurreess aadddd uupp..

Road aand ttourism ddevelopp-
ment iinfluence eeach oother.

plan for tourism could be worked out, so a
second project was started at the University of
Iceland for the making of a similar series of
maps for the whole country.

These map series and discussions of the
findings based on them, i.e., on where the best
and worst areas for tourism are, were later
presented in the book Vegakerfid og ferdamálin
(Roads and Tourism) published by the Public
Roads Administration in 2000. The main find-
ings concerning the settlement structure that
would be most profitable for tourism are shown
on the map below.

In 1998 work started on regional planning for
the central highlands, work that included the
creation of ideas about tourism and trans-
portation policy for the area. Unfortun-ately,
there was some lack of agreement among the
representatives of tourism, as was described in
the section on pages 244 and 248.

One of the decisions made in this first
highland plan was that no roads other than
those passable in summer should be built in the
highlands and also that there should be little
developed in terms of services. In general it was
planned that the services for tourists in the
highlands should be provided instead in the
lowland rural areas. The idea is that people
should primarily go only on daytrips into the
highlands.

This plan proposes a number of mountain
huts with the service level kept at a degree that
assures a certain ruggedness. In 2003 a revision
of the highland plan was started. Then work
had already taken place on tourism in this area
in connection with a frame plan for energy
utilization. It is to be expected that the level of
services and the levels of road connections will
be increased in this new highland plan.
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As described in the previous section, it was an
important innovation in the work of the
Ministry of Transport and Communication that
the policy and plans for tourism be followed up
by an implementation plan for the various
aspects involved. In the winter of 1996-97 the
minister appointed six new work groups to
conduct this implementation for the main
subject groups connected to tourism.

As in the earlier planning, the members of the
groups were both officials as well as re-
presentatives of the various relevant interest
groups. In addition, the groups included various
specialists as the role of planners, marketing
specialists and experts on tourism had greatly
increased in the last decade of the twentieth
century.

There were six work groups: The first group
was in charge of leisure activities, the second
group worked on quality and information, and the
third produced a marketing plan. The fourth
created an implementation plan on education and
research, the fifth dealt with transportation and
planning, and the sixth was concerned with
ascertaining how the goals of moving tourism
towards sustainable development could be reached.

Specialists working on the whole project
created schemes such as those presented on
page 311. The aim of the project in each case is
listed in the first column and the next four
columns cover means, operations, responsible
executives, and year of inception. Each of the goals
was thus made clearer by the statement of the
possible means for attaining it. Column 4 then
lists who is most likely to be the executive
manager, and finally column 5 states the year in
which the implementation is to take place.

The ministry published six booklets, one for
each of the work groups and categories. The

following presents several examples of goals,
means and suggested operations, as well as a
discussion of how successful people have been
in the implementation of these goals.

The first group – that dealt with leisure activities
– addressed the subject of quality and security in
leisure activities. The Ministry of Transport
states on its website that: "Necessary pony
trekking trails are to be provided and the
building up of facilities at stopping places shall
be planned." As a means to achieve this goal, the
minister was to have an assessment made of the
overnight stopping places along the most
important trekking trails in the highlands. Work
has been carried out on implementing this
proposal, work groups were created to see to
this, and a report was issued in 1999. On the
map on the following page, hiking and horse
trails are shown as they were in the first regional
plan of the highlands. There, all the main horse
trails are entered on the map, together with
preferable overnight stopping places.

Group 2 dealt with quality and information. It
proposed classifying hotels and other
accommodations, a classification that was
adopted in September 2000. This proposal was
amended, however, so that legislation would not
require that everybody who offered
accommodation should be obliged to take part
in this classification scheme.

As to access to information, one of the goals
was to have "[t]he Iceland Tourist Board be put
in charge of a data information centre in co-
operation with interest groups…." This decision
was soon implemented and the Tourist Board's
website was opened in late 1997.

Group 3, which dealt with a marketing plan,
pointed out that chains of tourist bureaus would
very much like to see a reduced number of
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tourist wholesalers and instead utilize a form of
the computer booking program START. This com-
puterization has been spearheaded by German
institutions like TUI and DER. Icelanders now
offer their services via START. The marketing
group's implementation plan was divided among
the main marketing countries. One of the
biggest campaigns was proposed for Britain, as
figures had shown that few British tourists came
to Iceland but that their interest in Iceland was
clearly growing.

One step in realizing this goal was the printing
of a booklet with an initial print run of 55,000
copies. These were distributed in 2001 and since
then the number of tourists from Great Britain
has increased considerably. The original imple-
mentation plan decided on various goals to be
reached in 2005. Immediately in the year follow-
ing acceptance of the plan, the increase in the
number of tourists had exceeded expectations
and the increased income aimed for had almost
been reached in 2001.

On the other hand, the numbers of jobs
created was not increasing at the same pace and
it looks like that goal will not be reached by
2005. On the bright side, the goal of evening

out the differences between tourist seasons has
been more successful than expected. It is
especially good that there has been a greater
increase of tourism in the winter season than
the marketing plan had dared to aim for.

Group 4 had the task of suggesting methods
and means to implement and attain the goals of
the policy as concerns education and research. The
group suggested that that a course of study in
tourism could be introduced at the university
level. As a means to reach this goal, the group
suggested establishing a course in tourism at the
University of Akureyri in the north – perhaps in
response to the wishes of the Minister of
Transport, who was himself from the northeast.
This proposal was actually implemented and the
Iceland Tourist Board established its second
office in Akureyri.

Group 5 dealt with transportation and planning,
covering transport by land, sea and air. Most of
the text of the group's report, however, dealt
with how the various planning measures could
be applied to better the position of tourism. The
discussion of goal two includes the statement
that "Planning in urban areas as well as in
uninhabited areas shall be based on the needs of
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tourism…." As a method of reaching this goal,
the report goes on to say that: "Increased
emphasis should be placed on overall planning
where the interests of the tourist industry will
be taken into consideration…." The report
proposes that: "The Minister of Tourism shall,
in co-operation with the Minister for the
Environment, seek ways to insure that the
advice of the Council of Tourism will be sought
in all planning for both urban and uninhabited
areas." 

Concerning transportation, goal four of the
policy formulating plan was that "the access of
airlines to markets will be improved" and as a
means to achieve that goal "the Minister of
Transport shall ask the Minister of Foreign
Affairs to hold consultations with the Baltic
nations and Canada. An agreement with the
Russians should be completed as soon as
possible." All these elaborate air transport
agreements have now been signed, among other
things, opening the way for direct flights to
Canada.

Under the rubric of tourism and country
planning the group proposed that: "The policy
making of the Minister of Transport, as well as

the implementation plan, shall be presented
formally to all parts of the country." On the
implementation of this proposal, local
inhabitants were asked to prepare a special plan
for each part of the country, using the minister's
policy and implementation plan as a guide.

In order to follow up on the implementation
plan the ministry employed a special official,
who has been in contact with various regions
and regional groups to introduce the policy and
to entice them to comply with the policy in
planning tourism within each region of the
country.

It is hard to give a clear overview of the extent
to which locals have been following up on the
Ministry's policy, but many regions have
definitely been working quite extensively on a
tourism policy in the last few years. There is, for
example, the report Byggdir milli jökla
(Settlements Between Glaciers – a Policy for
Tourism in the West, 1998-2005), which was
published in 1998. Much work has been going
on in the West Fjords in co-operation with the
Travel Association of the West Fjords and the
Local Trade Development Association. For
instance, a marketing plan has been worked on
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based on a time frame of five to ten years. In the
north, the Trade Development Association of
Eyjafjördur has been working on policies for the
new regional plan for the Eyjafjördur area,
which was presented in 2002.

In 1998, the Marketing Office of the East
Fjords was established. It continues an earlier
incentive for strengthening tourism in the east.
In 1999 the Minister of Transport, Sturla
Bödvarsson, appointed a committee on
culturally related tourism under the leadership of
Thomas I. Ulrich, then chairman of the Tourist
Board. The report was published in August 2001
and stirred considerable interest.

Let us now turn to the ministry's imple-
mentation plan. Goal 15 in the planning part of
the project says that: "The Minister of Tran-port
shall demonstrate the initiative for the intro-
duction of a country plan level in Iceland under
the guidance of the Office of the Prime
Minister, where all ministries shall be required to
make a country policy for their operational field.
A county committee will give this work a frame
and direct the co-ordination between plans and
those country infrastructures that the proposal

is dealing with. This work should be followed up
at the regional planning level."

The proposals for a country plan have not
been worked out at this writing and regional
development concerns have been moved from
the Office of the Prime Minister to the Ministry
of Industry. If something should be done in this
area it can be expected that the Minister of
Industry would be most likely to take the
initiative, though it is also possible that the
Minister for the Environment will also have a
good deal to say about the matter. The new
planning and building law of 1998 included a
clause about the collecting of information and
co-ordination within the field of country
planning.

The sixth and last work group dealt with how
sustainable development within tourism could be
implemented. The report proposed that a
steering committee be established with the goal
of mapping the country according to: "1.
Regional characteristics, 2. Access and fundamental
features, 3. Distribution of tourists by area, 4. Negative
and positive influences of tourism on the environment,
culture and nature, and 5. Area possibilities. The
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"The Minister of Transport shall
demonstrate the initiative for the
introduction of a country plan level in
Iceland under the guidance of the Office of
the Prime Minister, where all ministries
shall be required to make a country policy
for their operational field." 

1. Regional characteristics, 2. Access
and fundamental features, 3. Distribution
of tourists by area, 4. Negative and
positive influences of tourism on the
environment, culture and nature, and 5.
Area possibilities.



steering committee was not established but it
should be recognized that in some places in the
country some work of this type has nevertheless
been taking place.

The report of group 6 on sustainable devel-
opment also contains the warning that: "The
stress limits of the land shall be determined by
studying the interplay of soil, climate, and
landscape features. Based on the observations, a
calculation will be made to determine how many
visitors certain areas can take at any given
time…." 

Within this area an extensive study has been
started which was a three-year joint project by
the Tourist Board, the University of Iceland and
the University Akureyri and called Tholmörk
ferdamannastada á Íslandi (Strain Limits of Tourist
Places in Iceland). The research studied seven
vulnerable natural and tourist areas in the
country. To begin with, information was
gathered for the Skaftafell, Lónsöræfi, and
Landmannalaugar areas. The Skaftafell Report
was published in September 2001.

In 2001, information was collected for the
Mývatnssveit and Jökulsárgljúfur areas and in
2002 the work on the three last areas of

Gullfoss, Geysir and Hornstrandir was carried
out, with the findings presented at the end of
2003.

Given how extensive this research is, it is
important to explain the structure briefly. The
study is divided into four parts: 1. Infrastructure –
here the services offered are registered, such as
leisure activities, accommodations, food and
beverages, and transportation to and from the
area as well as within it. A study of the
fundamental character of the area is also
conducted.

Part 2 deals with natural features, i.e., the
influence of tourism on vegetation and thus
with the condition of the vegetation as well as of
the hiking and horse trails.

Finally part 3 of the study deals with the social
aspects and is divided into two parts: A. The tourist
experience and B. Outlook for the locals. It is
extremely important that the local inhabitants be
in agreement with the extent of tourism and
with the way in which it is carried out.
Otherwise tourism will put strains on the social
environment and therefore hardly be
sustainable.
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Various chapters of Book Four have dealt with
the development of policy and planning that
embraces the country as a whole. Some chapters
have also traced work on a national plan for
tourism and others on development work on
planning transportation.

Some other chapters have revealed how ideas
on nature and environmental conservation have
gradually been developing in Iceland. The last
big impetus in these matters was the great world
plan, Agenda 21, which came out of the Rio
Conference in 1992.

On page 290 a description was given of the
work that the Icelandic state conducted after the
Rio Conference on policymaking and imple-
menting sustainability. This policy was approved
of by the government in February 1997.

One of the groups that worked on the prepar-
ation of the implementation plans dealt with the
environment, industrial development and
energy. This group suggested that a frame plan for
utilization of hydro- and geothermal power should be
made. This proposal was well received at the
Environmental Assembly in the autumn of 1996
and was then integrated into the government's
implementation plan. As they started working
on the preparation of this frame plan, Ice-
landers searched for a Norwegian model, as they
often do.

In Norway, such a plan has been in operation
for about thirty years and is called Samled plan for
vandskraft (A Collective Plan for Hydropower).
The Norwegian title does not indicate a frame
plan because it is really dealing with a master plan,
a term that Icelanders sometimes use in an
English translation. Choosing the phrase "frame
plan" for the Icelandic project probably
stemmed from the desire to avoid criticism for

dealing with an example of central planning
ideology. The Icelandic government at the time
did not in general embrace that kind of
ideology.

The fundamental idea of the frame plan was
to create a new classification of power plant
alternatives in Iceland. In this case, the
alternatives would not only be classified
according to feasibility, but would include
various other points of view, such as the
environmental costs of each option and any
possible reduction in tourism that might result
from the options selected.

Those who study the concept of the frame
plan project are generally rather surprised how
wide reaching it is and how much money has
been contributed to it. An initial estimation was
about € 800,000 a year for five years. One of the
reasons why the politicians were ready to launch
such an extensive project was the discussion
about the Fljótsdalur Power Plant, planned with
a huge reservoir at Eyjabakkar.

During the discussion, people objected and
asked if there were no other feasible sites that
would be less damaging to the environment.
The general perception was that by choosing the
Eyjabakkar option, specialists had selected a
power plant and reservoir alternative that was
enormous in size, an option that could cause
considerable environmental damage but was not
necessarily more feasible than other options.

Another possible alternative soon emerged
which seemed to be better; i.e., the creation of
Háls Reservoir behind a power plant at
Kárahnjúkar. It was a common opinion among
environmentalists that by choosing the
Kárahnjúkar option less vegetation would be
flooded than with the Eyjabakkar Reservoir

VII A Frame Plan for Energy Production
1 Basic Ideas of the Frame Plan
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option. However, various flaws were uncovered
that made this option also rather negative in the
view of many commentators. A great deal of
glacial clay will probably be carried into the Háls
Reservoir and as the water level gets low in early
summer, people are worried that this clay will
dry and thus possibly be blown over the area.

The decision to have the frame plan embrace
parameters like the effect on vegetation, hydro-
logy and zoology was certainly important in
terms of creating a new order of preferences
for power plants in general. It was also positive
that the frame plan was a step towards more
long-term thinking.

The lack of long-term planning in the
preparation of power plant options has meant
that relatively few of the planned options have
been studied thoroughly. Therefore the National
Power Company, in its response to the need for
providing and marketing energy, has often had
to embrace alternatives that have not been
sufficiently researched in terms of envi-
ronmental or other considerations.

In the work on the frame plan the main idea
was to make a master plan for energy utilization.
This means that the design of almost all the

hydropower options had to be worked out to
some degree, and enough of the basic work on
the environmental and economic questions had
to be completed. This type of work means that
already in the primary stages a raw estimation of
all the options at hand needs to be available.
This work helps eliminate options that people
consider unacceptable so the focus can instead
be on a further working out of the options that,
in all likelihood, are in much less danger of not
being acceptable to the public.

The National Power Company has often had
great difficulty in having their proposals accept-
ed and is therefore very much in favour of start-
ing early to study the energy options so that it
can invest in further design without spending
more than is necessary. Several times the power
company has spent large sums of money on
research and design of energy options, only to
face the need to alter the scheme or abandon the
project altogether.

The fundamental flaw of the unplanned
approach used earlier was that in many cases the
company had started to invest a large amount of
work and money into options before it was clear
that the energy option in question would be able
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to pass a critical examination in terms of the
environment and other related issues.

Conceptually, we are dealing with having this
examination of the environmental feasibility of
a project take place before large investments
have been made. This means that the
environmental impact assessment is moved to
the front of the decision process so that large
amounts of money are not spent unnecessarily
on alternatives that will later be judged
unacceptable. The central idea is that this kind
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of work will allow people to start the design
process with the option that has the least
environmental impact, assuming that the option
can also meet the demands of the buyer.

In some cases, environmentally friendly
energy production options are not much more
expensive than other options. However, it
should always be kept in mind that as a possible
buyer for the energy enters the scene, the
number of options is greatly reduced because
the investor generally has a preference for a
certain size category and an idea about a
geographical location for his plant. Therefore
there are often not as many feasible alternatives
as people might think at first.

The work scheme for this large frame plan
project for energy production from hydro- and
geothermal power was as follows: first, a
steering committee composed of sixteen
members and with Sveinbjörn Björnsson,
former Rector of the University of Iceland, as
chairman. Then there were four working groups
composed of a total of fifty to sixty specialists.

These specialists groups were meant to bring
to the scene views and evaluations that are of
most importance for an overview in the

The BBlue LLaggoon wwas ccreated bby aan ooversppill
from tthis ggeothermal pplant.



assessment of the power utilization options.
The first group dealt with natural conditions and
formations, the second group with outdoor life
and resources, the third the national and local
economies, and the fourth the energy resources
themselves.

The task of this last group concerned the
traditional work of defining options in the util-
ization of hydro- and geothermal power and to
estimate the power capability and costs of each
of the options. The next section will describe
the methods and the projects worked on by all
four groups.

Earlier in this book, on page 244, the regional
plan of the central highlands was described.
This plan was confirmed by the Minister of
Planning in 1999 and its time frame extended to
2015. This regional plan provided an assessment
of land in terms of suitability for nature
conservation or for tourism and energy pro-
duction.

This work involved to some degree the same
type of work as the frame plan was intended to
do. The difference, however, is that in regional
planning the basic idea is that all aspects that can
possibly influence the planning and future

activities in the area in question should be
included, rather than only a few aspects, as in the
frame plan.

In a regional plan, for instance, assessment of
the accessibility of areas is based on ideas of
how the road system will be shaped. Such a plan
must also include an estimation of the various
types of natural hazards, which unfortunately
was not a very visible factor in the regional plan
in question. It certainly seems that natural
hazards should influence which power plant
alternatives will be selected as well as where to
place the emphasis on conservation.

Most often planners try to avoid danger areas
even though such areas might otherwise be
profitable for energy production. It is a good
policy in drawing up a plan to use the hazardous
sites for nature conservation, tourist or
wilderness areas – functions that all demand
much space – even though these areas might be
considered practical for energy production.

One of the points made in the chapter on the
regional planning of the highlands was that, as
this work was carried out for the first time, not
enough money was available and therefore it was
not possible to hire all the expert consultants
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that indeed were needed. Such expertise is
necessary to establish a professional and
scientific basis for such a plan to be both
meaningful and feasible.

This lack of money resulted in complaints
from various specialized institutions that they
had not been consulted in the preparation of the
plan. The tight financial situation is evident in
the fact that the Regional Planning Commission

only had about € 400,000 to cover all the work,
obviously not even enough to conduct the basic
research. For comparison, ten times as much or
€ 4,000,000 was provided for work on the frame
plan.

The regional plan, however, was the best
possible given the tight financing frame. It did
provide an evaluation of several energy
production alternatives in terms of the effect on
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the natural environment and tourism and put
some of the alternatives in sequence in terms of
their realization.

This resulted in protests both from the
National Power Company and the National
Energy Authority, but their desire to be more
involved in planning for the highlands probably
had a lot to do with the instigation of the frame
plan.

This plan actually repeats some of the work
that the earlier regional planning had ac-
complished. It is also possible that the work on
the frame plan was instigated by the need to
prepare for a reconsideration of the decision on
the power plant areas that resulted from the
regional plan.

It comes somewhat as a surprise that the
institution which, according to law, has the
responsibility for power planning in the central
highlands, namely the Regional Planning
Commission of the Central Highlands, was not
in fact the one leading the frame plan work but
rather a special steering committee.

This brings up questions as to how the
findings of the frame plan will be presented.
Will they be presented along with a reappraisal
of the first regional plan, or will this frame plan
be given the position of a sector plan on a
country plan level so that it has a superior
position according to the planning law, a
position that the regional planning level is
obliged to follow? 

The latter, however, cannot be done unless
the law is amended to require a special country
plan level, a plan level that is given tasks within
certain areas that are to be carried out as sector
plans, for example, for energy production.

Even though the work on a country plan
would not start with a comprehensive plan
which would weight, integrate and co-ordinate
the various aspects of land use, a sector plan on
a country scale could have such an overarching
position that the regional plan of the central
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highlands – and of other areas where energy
production would take place – would need to
follow the policy created in the sector plan.

Surprisingly, the initial document does not
mention how the anticipated findings of the
frame plan are to be presented, or how those
findings will be interpreted in relation to
governmental aspects. It is very important, in a
project like this, to anticipate how the results of
the work will be implemented by the govern-
ment sector.

A plan like this appears very differently if the
findings are meant to be presented as land-use
categories in land-use plans or if they are only
meant to be presented as a text with individual
maps intended to serve as an evaluation of the
feasibility of the various energy production
alternatives.
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On page 238 a rather short account of research
on the central highlands was described,
including the fact that most had been carried out
in response to power plant concerns and to
examine the feasibility of alternative locations.
Of late, research into various aspects of the
natural environment has been added to the
standard procedure, which during the 1970's had
become a regular part in the work of
preparation for power plants.

Now a brief overview will be given of the
tasks of the four specialist groups that assessed
the various aspects concerning the plan, aspects
that play a role in the making of the frame plan.
In order to make the description more logical,
this account will start with the work of group 4.

Group 4 dealt with energy resources, the task
being to define all available options in the
utilization of hydro- and geothermal power for
the generation of electricity as well as assessing
the power capacity and costs for each of the
alternatives.

This group consisted of seven members, with
Thorkell Helgason, the head of the National
Energy Authority, as chairman. The task of this
group was the simplest one compared to the
other groups because in this area a great deal of
research had already been carried out and also
because the features and the costs that need to
be assessed are objective. It is fairly easy to
present an estimation of the options if the basic
data are good enough.

Group 3 dealt with the national economy,
employment and regional development, a rather
complicated task given that profits from the
work on the hydropower plants can extend only
over a short time and are therefore highest
during the time of construction. This group was
meant to give an estimation of projected profit

by regions and to name the parts of the country
where most of the work and activities would be
taking place.

When the power plants are fully operational,
all the activities that surround them as they were
being built are reduced to almost nothing. What
remains in terms of income for the local
communities is the various types of taxes and
fees. In terms of the economic effect, it is of
great importance to take into account the region
where the power will be utilized. One case in
point is the anticipated positive effect on
regional development in the east after it was
decided that an aluminium plant, which would
utilize most of the energy generated, would be
built there.

Considering the regional development gains
connected to constructing the power plant and
the aluminium processing plant, it is noteworthy
that the work force is not primarily local. In the
case of the Kárahnjúkar project the Italian
company Impregilo won the bid for the main
project and has imported many of the specialists
and the workers from abroad. Furthermore, the
several other projects involved are not neces-
sarily worked on by local people because they
are subject to bidding and the winning con-
tractors may want to bring their own people to
the site.

Another task of group 3 was to estimate what
effect each energy production alternative would
have on other types of activities, including
tourism. Theoretically, there are two options:
one, that the power plant alternative could
increase tourism or on the other hand, that the
project would reduce the area's attractive
qualities and therefore lead to reduced
possibilities for tourism. In general, many of the
developments that accompany the construction
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of power plants, such as roads, bridges and
dormitories, can make the development of
tourism in the area easier, as has been the case
in the Thjórsárdalur Valley and the surrounding
area.

Group 2 dealt with outdoor life and wildlife
resources. The types of outdoor activities that
were studied by this group included hiking, jeep
expeditions, pony trekking, and river rafting. As
for natural resources, it was the task of this
group to estimate the effect of the power pro-
duction alternatives on agriculture, re-
vegetation and forestry, and on salmon and
trout fishing and hunting game.

That the group had forty members reflects
the wide range of the required tasks. The
chairman of the group was Haukur Jóhannes-
son, a geologist. Other specialists included those
in the various fields of tourism, a member of a
tourist association, a fish biologist, and a farmer.

Group 1 dealt with the preservation of nature
and cultural heritage. The task of this group was
also to estimate the effect of the various energy
production options on the landscape, geo-
graphic formations, vegetation, fauna and
historical artefacts.

This group consisted of thirteen members,
the chairperson being Thóra Ellen Thór-
hallsdóttir, a botanist. Other members of the
group included a specialist in range manage-
ment, a water biologist and a zoologist. This
group actually dealt with the most important
aspects of the necessary environmental assess-
ment once a certain energy production option is
chosen.

It is important to point out that in some cases
the effects of an energy option can be positive.
For instance, there can be less sediment in the
glacial rivers after the reservoir has been built,
which can lead to increased fishing, and the
reservoirs, as new "lakes", can increase the
possibilities for fish cultivation.
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Most often, however, the changes that come
with the building of a power plant mean
changes in biological aspects – in particular of
the bird life. Sometimes quite extensive
disturbances occur in areas where birds search
for food, where they nest and where they flock,
as large areas are flooded, as is the case with
hydropower plants. Similarly, cultural remains
can be in danger. It is very hard to save such
remains in areas that go under water. The fact is,
however, that there are not many cultural
remains in the highlands of Iceland because so
few settlements have been located there.

In order to help decide between options, it
was decided in advance that the work of Group
I, on nature and cultural remains, should have
twice as much weight as the work of each of the
other groups.

Objections have been raised that the weight-
ing among the groups was determined in ad-
vance; only after the work has been completed
can people really determine how they would like
to weight the value of the work, as different
features are involved. It is also critical what
methods of evaluation are used and in addition,
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will evaluate the impact on the
natural environment such as
landscape, geological
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flora and fauna.

Work group II

will evaluate the impact on
outdoor life, agriculture, fishing
in rivers and lakes, and
hunting.



how much the members of the specialist groups
decided to weight certain factors. It is
inescapable that the findings and evaluations of
each group reflect the view of the individuals
that are in the group, even though people try to
be objective in their work.

It is common knowledge that specialists, in
dealing with their area of expertise and interest,
tend to value their own concerns more highly
than those in other areas. It hardly matters what
the specialist's area is: the love for one's own
subject makes it stand out as most important.
The final weighting of an evaluation, however,
should try to circumvent such excesses.

Many countries have tried to involve the
public in the evaluation process in order to
reduce any imbalance. Various methods have
been created to ascertain objectively the views
of those questioned on the alternatives at hand.
In some cases the public is shown maps that
show the alternatives, but because people are
most often not well trained in reading regular
maps it is better to show pop-up pictures or
computer pictures of the areas or construction
in question.

Sometimes photographs are used, but the
problem is that the camera angle can be
deliberately used to slant the answer to favour
one alternative over another.

Often sampling reviews have been worked
out using methods similar to those applied in
sociological research. This approach primarily
means that the social background of those
asked is taken into consideration. Application of
this method is based on the view that it is right
to take into account the knowledge and
background of the respondents in interpreting
the answers.

The respondent's salary bracket, for example,
can have an effect because numbers and costs
may weigh higher in the minds of those that
have a lower income than of those who earn
more.

In order to provide advice on what
methodology should be used for the entire
project a special methods group was established,
directed by the planner Sigurdur Gudmundsson.
The report of this group started by reviewing
the methods used by the Samled plan for vandkraft
in Norway. There the power plant alternatives
were first classified into six feasibility groups
and secondly the influences on the environment
were evaluated in terms of thirteen different
aspects.

Each of these aspects had one or more
features that were taken into consideration and
then were graded from +4 to -4. After this first
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part had been finished, the power plant
alternatives were grouped into eight different
categories according to the total number of
points awarded.

This group especially studied two methods
and recommended them as superior to the
Norwegian method. These were the AHP
method and the Fund Voting Method. Thomas
Saaty originally proposed the AHP method 25
years ago as a way to choose between
alternatives in cases involving numerous goals
and scales. Such tasks belong to Operation
Research. AHP stands for Analytic Hierarchy
Process and, as the name indicates, refers to an
analytical process divided into hierarchical steps.

The first step is that the criteria are compared to
each other, two at a time, and in this way
ordered according to their importance. The
result of this step is a calculation of the value of
the comparisons such that each value is
accorded a number so that the sum of all the
numbers is 1.

The second step is that the power plant alterna-
tives are evaluated, each against one other, and
then ordered according to each criterion separ-
ately. The comparison is based on several
factors including size, richness of environ-
mental quality, and amount of information. As
before, the comparisons are made two at a time
and the results yield grades for all the alterna-
tives concerning each criterion.

The third and last step in this method is to
calculate the final evaluation for the alternatives.
This is done by taking the final grade for the
alternatives that were calculated in the second
step and the weights from the first step, yielding
the weighted average.

The main characteristic of the AHP method
is thus a comparison of only two aspects at a
time, which means that this method, first and
foremost, sorts the alternatives in order, in a
rather confident way.

The scaling and assign-ment of weights, on
the other hand, are rather uncertain. In this
connection, it is often pointed out that there is
always a great uncertainty as to what the weight
of each of the criteria should be and therefore
it is not justifiable to order the alternatives by a
scale of weights, as does the Norwegian
method.

In order to be able to assign and enter
mathematical values into the evaluation process
it is inescapable that monetary values must be
assigned to environmental values. Three
methods are available that can be of some help
in the evaluation of the monetary dimension: 1.
Ascertaining the number of people who will

AA ccrreeeekk bbrroouugghhtt wwaatteerr iinnttoo tthhiiss
hhoouussee aanndd ccaarrrriieedd wwaasstteess aawwaayy..
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likely use the resource. An estimation can be
made by counting those who visit the area in
question. 2. Just knowing that an area exists can
have value for some.

This economic value is called existence value.
3. By asking people whether they are willing to
sacrifice certain current monetary values in
exchange for keeping a resource untouched for
future generations.

It is easiest to assess the first point, especially
if there is tourism in the area, because visitors
may be both questioned and counted to get
some idea of the value they place on the site. As
to the second point, existence value, there is a
much greater methodological problem because
in this case the value cannot be judged by
people's actions but rather by using surveys,
either interviews or questionnaires.

In such surveys, respondents are given
information about the resource and the
proposed use. Then they are asked to set a
contingent valuation on the resource, i.e., to
name an amount to show how much financial
gain there would have to be in order to justify
utilization. This is called willingness to pay, and can
be understood, if turned around, by saying that

it is comparable to possible compensation if the
resource is destroyed.

The other main method studied by the methods
group is the Fund Voting Method. This method was
developed within the field of Operational
Research for use where there are many varied
alternatives that need to be put in a certain
order, i.e., in cases where a decision could not
simply be made for or against. To simplify, this
method can be compared to casting votes at a
shareholders' meeting where each shareholder's
votes are in proportion to his share ownership.
In the case we are discussing here each person
would initially be given the same number of
votes.

If we assume that each individual has, for
example, 200 votes the individual can decide
how many votes he wants to give for each
alternative presented. Respondents might then
be willing to give 30 votes for alternative A and
90 votes for alternative B.

In this method, respondents can save votes
for later use in the evaluation process. However,
there is no complete agreement on the use of
this method for evaluating power plant alter-
natives.
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After the review of the alternatives, the AHP
comparison method was chosen as the method
to be used by all the specialist groups. The task
then became to order all the power plant
options in the study according to this method.
Later it became the task of the steering
committee to present the results and the final
ordering or classification of the power
production alternatives.

One of the biggest question marks in this
evaluation process is what weight the results of
the different specialist groups should have. The
decision that the results of the first group on
nature and heritage aspects should have double
the weight of the results of the other groups is
hard to justify.

As for the work on the frame plan, it is
important to stress that there was no demand
for thorough research into the various basic
aspects that were to be evaluated. That would
have been far too time consuming and costly so
simpler methods were sought to justify coming
to conclusions. The steering committee had

professional backup in all of the scientists who
were members of the specialists group.

In many cases the members of the groups
were appointed by official research institutions,
the largest being the National Energy Authority,
the backbone in the field of energy production,
and the Icelandic Museum of Natural History
and the Nature Conservation Agency, which
provided the strongest backing in the area of
conservation of the environment. These
institutions were meant to take the initiative in
the groups they were responsible for, and
various specialized projects that these
institutions were working on had a positive value
on the work of frame plan project. A sizeable
amount of the activities that these institutes
were working on during the time of the project
was directed into this field. These were primarily
projects that were connected to research on the
central highlands, even though the tasks were
not necessarily limited to the highlands.

In fact it would have been best if the frame
plan work could have embraced the whole of
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Iceland so the whole country could have been
the frame of reference in assessing the alternatives
available for energy utilization. If this had been
done, the country scale frame of reference
would have been the frame of reference for the
evaluation of some important natural features.

This short section in this book cannot explain
in any detail the huge amount of work that was
conducted by the groups, but we will look at

various examples of their work where the main
characteristics of their tasks and exciting new
review work projects are presented.

Let us first look at Group 4, which dealt with
energy resources. One of the first steps was that
the National Energy Authority presented energy
utilization options in the primary study phase.
This consisted primarily of model calculations
that were based on the discharge and head of
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water, in a single word: power. On the other
hand, the calculation was based on average
values of construction costs. Some of the most
important basic data used for this work were
hydrographic measurements where it is of
primary importance to know rather well what
the need for water storage is. The hydrographic
series for the river in question has to be made
for that purpose, preferably from data covering
about ten years. This work is important so that
it can be said with some certainty that figures for
water flow and storage capacity can be trusted
for the proposed power plant in question.

As to research into the feasibility of high
temperature geothermal areas, certain minimum
standards were set defining the needed
information about the areas in question. A
special map needed to be at hand for the areas
to show where cracks and eruptive vents appear.

Furthermore, an estimation of permeability
of the bedrock should be conducted. Secondly,
certain research into the chemistry of water and
steam had to be available, and thirdly various
types of geophysical research were required for
any area where a power plant might be built.
These include electrical resistivity measurem-
ents, which are used for estimating how large the
geothermal area underground is and to estimate
the temperature of the geothermal water in the
area in question.

In specialist group I, on nature and heritage
conservation, one of the biggest tasks was to
divide all the areas into habitat types. This gave a

framework for what types of plants and animals
live in the areas in question.

The main method used for defining the
conditions needed for habitat types is to search
for the basic characteristics of the area in
question, followed by a definition of what types
of plants and animals can live in the various
types of habitats. A basis for this was a
classification used by the EU, but in Iceland
some extra types had to be added because of the
special types of landscape.

This method differs from the method most
usually used by biologists, which is to define the
research area in terms of what kinds of flora
and fauna live in the area. The habitat type
method is easier to carry out and also better in
that it is based on characteristics that are more
permanent than life forms, as the various
species can increase or decrease according to
changes in outer conditions.

The habitat types were defined based on
vegetation maps that today are being produced
directly from colour air photos that have been
processed to show the form of the landscape.

This new technique, together with the com-
puter, is actually what has made it possible to go
into the highlands, which has been so little
researched, and conduct such a classification in
a short period. Earlier all map making and the
processing of data took enormous amounts of
time. This would have been a bottleneck that
could not have been bypassed in the processing
of this database only ten years ago.
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The Icelandic Museum of Natural History
was given the task of proposing a method and
creating basic rules for estimating the
conservation value. First, proposals about
conservation criteria had to be created, which
meant that the reference used is the uniqueness
of the feature in question. The degree of
uniqueness is estimated on three levels: within
an area or a region, in the country and globally

Of these levels, it is probably most difficult to
estimate uniqueness values in reference to the
whole of Iceland because research on the
natural features has not developed to the point
where people can say with enough certainty how
frequent the various types of animal or plant
species are in the country. After land and water
areas have been divided into habitat types, it is
expected that this basic classification will also
yield information on the range of scarce species
and tolerance in the face of environmental
disturbance.

The report of the Icelandic Museum of Natu-
ral History emphasized that the estimation of
the conservation value of geological formations,
habitation and landscape can vary tremendously
in terms of how strongly people emphasize such
factors as beauty, informative value, cultural
value and occupational history.

In estimating the uniqueness of natural
features, people have to depend largely on the
opinions of scientists and on the various data
that exist, i.e., the distribution of such features
on a country and global scale and also a general

estimation of the scientific value of the natural
features in question.

The area where least knowledge exists in
Iceland is an assessment of the landscape.
Assessment of landscapes entails various basic
factors such as diversity, how unusual a land-
scape is, how well it illustrates basic types of
landscape formations, and how well it
demonstrates the effect of the forces that
shaped it.

In order to get assistance in estimating
landscape values, the American professor Carl
Steinitz was hired. Steinitz went on a four day
journey into the highlands and then wrote a
report on the aspects that to him were the most
characteristic of the highland landscape.

In his report, Steinitz emphasizes that the
logical first step in such a work would be to
assess the whole country before turning to the
different areas. Only in this way can decisions be
made in reference to the whole of Iceland.
Steinitz pointed out that a possible method for a
basic evaluation of areas is to establish what he
calls a wise men panel.

Steinitz described a two week project in the
US state of Arkansas, where two types of areas
were marked on maps according to the
evaluation of such a panel. On the one hand,
there were conservation areas and on the other,
areas that were suitable for construction. In his
report, he further pointed out that conservation
should not necessarily mean that nothing could
change about the feature in question because
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nature is constantly changing and the effects of
weather, man and other elements are always
causing such changes.

On the other hand, he pointed out that
landscape that has remained more or less
unaltered is getting ever harder to find, as well
as large landscape units. What Steinitz saw as
one of the most important positive features
about the Icelandic landscape was that many
types of landscapes exist in a relatively small
area, all of which can be experienced over a
short time.

Tourists and others can experience lava,
mountains, highlands and lowlands – all in a
single day. In many other countries the same
landscape types sometimes extend over
thousand of square kilometres before the
traveller encounters another landscape type.

Steinitz' basic findings were that the
landscape in the central highlands was very
valuable and that its value consisted primarily of
four features:

1. In Iceland there are still very large areas
that seem to be undisturbed, with almost no
visible signs of human intervention or modern
technological advances.

2. Even though Iceland probably does not
have any landscape types that are unique and
that cannot be found anywhere else, the great
variability of landscape found in Iceland can
hardly be found anywhere else.

3. Steinitz declared that he has never seen
landscape where the natural forces that shaped
it are as visible as in Iceland. All four main
forces of land formations are still at work here:
glaciers, volcanism, water and wind.

4. Finally, he said, that the wide vistas
provided in the central highlands have great
visual value.
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All these aspects are important when it comes
to the estimation of the value of the central
highlands as a unit, from the point of view of
landscape and visual factors. On the other hand,
it seems that much more work is needed to be
able to evaluate the various areas of the
highlands in terms of landscape and visual
features.

Group II, which dealt with outdoor life and
resources, was most in need of primary research
in the area of tourism because such research has
only just started in Iceland and no comparable
large research institute is operational in this field
as in the fields of energy and the natural
sciences.

Therefore Rögnvaldur Gudmundsson, a tourism
specialist, was given the task of surveying
tourism in the highlands. Gudmundsson
conducted these surveys among local and
foreign tourists and asked what they considered
most important in terms of the natural
environment and what their opinion was on
various possible projects in the highlands such
as power plants, roads and power lines.

Group III, which dealt with the national economy,
employment, and settlement development, also
conducted several surveys, some of which were
carried out by the University of Akureyri. This
group also dealt partly with tourism because
jobs created by tourism can affect regional
development. This group commissioned several
reports, such as Efnahagslegt umfang thjódgards
nordan Vatnajökuls (The Economic Dimensions
of a National Park North of the Vatnajökull
Glacier).

The question of the economic importance of
a national park was studied, with the re-
spondents given alternatives such as a national
park and no power plant or a national park
together with a power plant. The latter case
demonstrates clearly that the various costs
involved in establishing a national park can be
lowered if, at the same time, a power plant is
built because then roads and various other
construction can be used for the national park.

Various parties provided basic material for
this report, for instance, the Nature Conserv-
ation Agency that contributed a description and
made cost estimations of establishing a national
park north of the Vatnajökull Glacier. In
addition, the National Economic Institute
estimated the national economic value of
various uses that accompany establishing and
operating a national park in the area.

The fflat tterrain aand tthe cclear aair oof tthe
higghlands ggive aa ssensation oof vvastness.

A rrepport oon aa ppossible
national ppark.
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The two previous sections described the frame
plan in general. The description is given in the
past tense even though the frame plan proposals
were not ready before this book was published
in the autumn of 2003. It is, however, more nat-
ural in reading the book to read about the plan
in the past tense as in a few years this will be so.

This third section on the proposals on the
frame plan can only describe proposals that
were presented by the autumn of 2002 because
after that the presentation of the findings of the
work groups were laid aside waiting for the
parliamentary elections of 2003 and a new
government to be chosen.

The first time schedule for the frame plan was
that an evaluation of 25 hydropower options
should be ready by the end of 2001. A minor
delay occurred, but in April 2002 the steering
committee published a 41-page report with an
experimental evaluation of 15 hydropower plant
options. This section is primarily based on that
report.

According to information from the National
Association for the Protection of the Icelandic
Environment, which was in charge of the public
relations aspect of the project, the steering com-
mittee plans to give a report by December 2003.
This report will contain a more thorough
description of the methodology applied, as well
as some changes and even additions to the 15
alternatives that the experimental edition dealt
with. To this there will be added an evaluation of
the nine geothermal areas, in all a total of twen-
ty-two power plant options. An overview of
these alternatives is given in a text box on p. 330.

In the final report of this first phase of the
project, the steering committee is going to give
an idea about how the work could be continued
for the next 5-10 years. That work would be able
to give a rather good overview of all available
energy options in Iceland. The work on the
hydropower options that until now have taken
place have primarily focused on the glacial
rivers, but the next group will focus on energy
plant options in clear water rivers. Later phases
will take into account power plant options in the
high temperature geothermal areas, mainly in
the highlands. It is expected that one hundred
power plant options will be assessed.

The hydropower options included in the first part
of the project – i.e., in the group of 25 power
plants that were to be studied first – were
located within six study areas, but within these

areas, numerous alternatives for building power
plants were given. The following description of
these areas is taken from the first phase of the
work.

The six study areas are: 1. The glacial rivers in
Skagafjördur. 2. Three options at the Skjálf-
andafljót River. 3. Several options at the glacial
rivers north of the Vatnajökull Glacier. 4. The
western part of Síduvötn Lakes, i.e., the larger
part of Skaftá and Hólmsá Rivers, in addition to
the idea of having the Skaftá River flow into the
Tungnaá River. 5. Markarfljót River. 6. Thjórsá
River, but in that area the sixth phase of Kvísla-
veitur is to be studied, the Búdarhálsvirkjun
Plant and the Nordlingaalda Reservoir, as well as
two power plant options below Mt Búrfell, i.e.,
the Núps generating plant and the Urridafoss
generating plant, together with the Bjalla
generating plant on the Tungnaá River above
Sigalda.

The glacial rivers in the highlands were first
studied because they make up rather uniform
units in terms of preservation ideas and also
because they provide the most important power
plant options.

There were also six geothermal areas that were to
be included in the first part of the first phase of
the project: 1. Reykjanes Peninsula, including
the tip; the Krýsuvík area (Sandfell-Trölla-
dyngja); another area in the Krýsuvík (Sveiflu-
háls-A-Engjahver) region; and the Brenni-
steinsfjöll Mountains east of Lake Kleifarvatn.
2. The Hengill Area, which includes the options
of Graenidalur Valley and the Ölkelduháls
Mountains as well as Hveradalir, where
Reykjavík Energy is working on the search
drilling. 3. Bjarnarflag in the Lake Mývatn area,
if this option has not already been initiated. 4.
The Theistareykir area. 5. The Öxarfjördur area.
6. The Torfajökull Glacier area, with at least
have four power plant options.

These study areas are mostly close to settle-
ments, which are in accordance with the interest
of power companies for suitable options. The
only area that is not close to settlements is the
Torfajökull Glacier area, but in that area the
National Energy Authority was completing
primary studies at the time.

Let us now review the findings of the report,
which were based on the experimental
estimation of 15 energy plant options that was
published in April 2002. The large map above
shows the location of these energy options with
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a number, and in the right upper corner is a list
showing the numbers and the names of the
power plant options. As can be seen on the map,
these plant options are, on the one hand, in the
central highlands north of the Vatnajökull
Glacier, and on the other hand, in the Thjórsá
River area and the rivers in the mid-south
region.

The two graphs below analyse these 15
hydropower options, with two extra options,
14A and 15A, added. The first graph shows how

the 15 options line up in terms of the initial costs
per energy unit in relation to the power production.
There it appears that the initial cost per power
unit is the lowest in Skaftárveita and by far the
highest in Skjálfandafljót at Fljótshnjúkar. The
large power plant options in this evaluation, i.e.,
the Jökulsá á Fjöllum River and its watershed,
followed by the Kárahnjúkar Plants I and II, do
not have the lowest initial cost per power unit
but the energy potential is by far the largest in
these two options. These two options have the
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positive element of being in the eastern part of
the highlands, closest to the site of the
aluminium smelter in Reydarfjördur, a plant that
is now in the process of being built.

The graph to the right shows the power potential
versus environmental impact. On the graph, the
power potential of options 7 and 8 is by far the
largest but we also see that the environmental
impacts of these large power plants rank
highest.

Here a critical question surfaces, namely
whether this is the right method to show
environmental impact because this ordering of
the options does not take into account the
amount of power that will be produced in the
area in question in relation to the size of the
power plant.

A direct result of the size of options 7 and 8
is that a much larger area and therefore more
natural features will therefore be affected by
them. The question therefore arises whether
evaluation of the environmental aspect should
not be changed so that it would take into
account the size and the power producing capacity of
the power plant option in question. However,
this would without doubt complicate the

process of evaluation because at this time we
have no fully suitable way of measuring the
options against the potential effect on the
environment.

The large chart above presents the findings of
Group I that dealt with nature and cultural artefacts.
Here the power plant options are ordered with
those where the environmental impact will be
the greatest listed first, and the power plants
having the least impact are the lowest in the first
column. Then there come nine columns
showing the weights for the nine aspects studied
by this group.

At the top of these columns are the weights
that were used in calculating the final
evaluations. The grey column to the right
presents the weighted averages of those natural
features and cultural artefacts that will be lost in
the case of each power plant option, and the
thirteenth column presents the final ordering of
the options.

As we study this chart, we see what has
already been described: that those plant options
that have the most power potential – and
therefore reach over the largest areas – are
judged to have the most environmental impact.
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Therefore, the general rule according to this
method is that the smaller the power plant, the
less the environmental impact.

In the chart on this page a time schedule from
September 2002 is presented. This time
schedule gives an overview of the geothermal
areas that will be evaluated in the frame plan.
These power plant options have already been
described briefly.

The reason why these geothermal areas in this
first phase are mostly located close to settlement
areas is because they are close to the market and
to the distribution system for electricity. They
also have the positive feature of having more
options for making use of the spill hot water
from these geothermal steam plants.

Interest in the use of geothermal steam has
been on the increase lately, not least because
prices for geothermal energy production in
Iceland will be freed from government con-
straints according to regulations that already
exist in the EEA agreement. A positive feature
of geothermal power plants is that rather small
companies can work on the development of
such plants. Furthermore, the preparation gen-
erally takes somewhat less time than is the case

with hydropower plants and in many cases two
things are gained at the same time, i.e., electricity
is produced from the steam, and secondly the
hot water that results can be used for space
heating or industry.

The Nesjavellir power plant is an example. It
was first built for space heating, a plant that was
able to meet costs because of the large market
in the Capital Area. Later, steam turbines were
added, which are steam powered and produced
electricity very cheaply. In general, it can be said
that if both the steam pressure and the heat of
the excess water can be utilized, then the
profitability of the plant is high.

Therefore, such power plants will primarily be
built close to urban areas because they provide a
market for the hot water. The high temperature
areas in the highlands are therefore less valuable
than those near urban areas in terms of the
technology that is now applied. In addition,
people are generally more sensitive to envi-
sronmental impact in the highlands than they
are to any impact close to urban areas.
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The ocean has always played a large role in the
history of Iceland. The first settlers came to the
country over the open ocean and the fact that
they owned good ships meant that it was easy
for them to travel along the coast with people,
animals and goods, which was very important
before conditions for land transportation
became better.

Right in the beginning, the resources of the
ocean and the coastline played a large role in the
livelihood of the people – fish, birds and eggs,
the seaweed known as dulce, and shellfish. In
the nineteenth century when fishing took off as
a means of creating products for export, the
ocean and the coastline were again of prime
importance.

The result was a coastal settlement structure
that is still the norm for the most part. Urban
development primarily began closely connected
to fjords, islands and bays, in areas where natural
harbour conditions could easily be utilized.
Therefore, most towns in Iceland take their
names from coastal features: Reykjavík (Smoke
Bay), Hafnarfjördur (Harbour Fjord), Kópa-
vogur (Seal Pup Cove), and Akureyri (Field
Peninsula). For most of the twentieth century,
the ocean was of no less importance than the
land itself.

In the last few decades, people have mostly
focused on settlement conditions that are
connected to the land, and then primarily on
those occupations that are connected to urban
areas – industry in general, as well as the
knowledge and service industries. In addition,
the land resources have gained new and
important roles because of the increased
interest in outdoor activities and tourism.
Hydro- and geothermal power are also land
resources and today are very much the subject of

planning. Despite this importance of land
resources people can argue that the ocean will
again regain its importance because of a global
development towards ever better technology for
researching and utilization of the ocean and
ocean areas.

Many resources are to be found in the ocean,
both in the seawater itself and in sediments, as
well as in the deeper layers on the ocean floor.
Areas that are under the ocean are
fundamentally not different from areas on dry
land. There are mountains, valleys, stretches of
sand, plains, geothermal areas and mining areas.
In many areas of the world, the utilization of
minerals from the ocean water and from the
bottom of the ocean has increased because we
are running short of the equivalent resources on
land.

It is important to keep in mind that the ocean
covers 70% of the globe. This says a lot about
the enormous opportunities for finding metals
and various minerals. Furthermore, it says a lot
about the importance of the ocean areas for
Iceland in the future, as the territorial waters are
more than seven times larger in square
kilometres than is the country itself.

This section will attempt to sketch a picture of
how the ocean areas are likely to enter into and
affect planning and settlement in Iceland. Even
today, there is more varied use of ocean areas in
Iceland than most people realize. For instance,
planning methods have been developed that
deal with the utilization of the fish resources, as
will be described in the following section.

In many areas on the surrounding shelf and
on the ocean floor close to the shore, telephone
and electrical cables have been laid. Pumping of
building materials from the ocean floor has also
become extensive, and finally there are some
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clues to show potential oil close to Iceland, as
the neighbouring countries have been extracting
oil from the bottom of the ocean in the last few
decades. This anticipation of the use of the
ocean will be dealt with in the third section of
this chapter.

This present section will deal with ocean areas
close to urban areas. We will review how they
have developed in the last few decades and a
picture will be given of how it is possible to plan
logically for activities in these ocean areas.

The use of an ocean area close to a settlement
has a long history in Reykjavík and its environs.
Because of the importance of the harbour
activities for the Reykjavík community, the
scheme developed very early that the Port of
Reykjavík Authority would be in charge of the
ocean areas by the town and of the areas of
activity along the coast. Concerning planning,
the Port Authority is like a state within a state.

To start with there was little planned thinking
about how harbour-related activities were
distributed over the city's coastline. For example,
four oil harbours were built in Reykjavík: on
Laugarnes, on Klöpp, in Skerjafjördur Fjord and
on Örfirisey Island.

These oil stations had a negative impact on
other uses of the coastline and lessened the
outdoor recreational quality because of
potential oil spills. Additionally, this oil harbour
plan became very expensive, especially when oil
imports with large oil tankers started because
then the same ship had to move between an-
chorages to offload the oil by pumping it
through pipes laid on the bottom of the sea.

Lack of funds made proper landing condi-
tions at each of these oil stations difficult and
therefore the offloading of oil was very depend-
ent on wind and weather, which often delayed
the pumping. The bottom pipes were also sus-
cept-ible to spills and pollution of ocean areas.

In the 1970's, it was agreed that three of these
oil stations should be closed down and the final
decision was to bring them all together in one
place on Örfirisey Island. There a landing pier
was built with the pipes running alongside. Now
that the tankers dock at this pier, offloading of
the oil is safer and faster.

The location of the oil harbour on the far end
of the Reykjavík Peninsula has many drawbacks
in terms of transportation of the oil, gasoline
and gas, among other things because the tank
trucks then have to drive with this cargo for long
distances through  densely built city areas. It was
therefore short-sighted not to remove all of the
oil imports and storage out of the city, not least
in light of the pollution danger that hovers over

all the north coast of Reykjavík. This planning
mistake becomes more apparent in light of the
increased interest in using the city's coastline for
recreation and residential areas.

The same can be said about the cargo and
fishing harbours in Reykjavík. It should have
been easy to recognize that there is a general
tendency in all older harbour cities of the world
to move such space consuming and polluting
activity out of the cities. Spacious areas outside
of the cities with low land costs are also much
better suited for this type of activity.

The reasons why this shake-up of harbour
activities in Reykjavík did not occur is that the
city obtains considerable income from the
harbour and the companies that are connected
with the harbour activity. Furthermore, the fact
that the Capital Area is divided into economic
units as defined by the various municipalities
means that the separate communities try to keep
income-generating activities within their own
jurisdictions.

In light of this, it is a primary prerequisite for
logical planning that all the settlement areas be
united into a single economic zone. It could also
be right to extend this zone up to the north
coast of Hvalfjördur as well as to the Thor-
lákshöfn Harbour in the south.

If such a planning vision were drafted, it
might well be that harbour activities that are
now being thrust into the centres of residential
areas, as at Eidsvík, would be best located
outside of the Capital Area. It is clear that some
of the untidier harbour activities would be much
better located, for example, in the Grundartangi
Harbour in Hvalfjördur, and trawlers could just
as well be located in Reykjanesbaer or in
Akranes.

Many other activities besides shipping take
place in the ocean areas close to the urban areas,
such as sewer pipes from the settlements and
the dredging of channels where the ocean is too
shallow to allow passage by ship. Telephone and
electrical cables are also laid there, as well as the
mining of minerals. Finally, there are the
spawning grounds of some fish species.

These functions can clearly be in conflict if
planning and execution are not properly
handled. The sewer pipes that are laid on the
bottom of the ocean to transport the sewage to
deeper areas where the undercurrents carry the
sewage out to the ocean are in some cases areas
where people may later want to deepen channels
for sailing or where gravel is to be pumped for
use on land. A third possibility is a future
decision to use landfill to create new building
areas where now the sewer pipes are laid.

332

There wwere oonce ffour ooil
harbours iin RReykjavík.

PLANNING  IN  ICELAND



PLANS  FOR  OCEAN  AREAS

Similar arguments apply to the places where
cables have been laid on the sea floor. In fact,
there was such a conflict as the channel to the
Samskip harbour at Holtagardar needed to be
deepened, which required taking up and
disconnecting one of the largest electrical cables
to the city and then laying it deeper after the
channel had been deepened. All this would not
have been necessary if there had been proper
planning in advance.

One of the largest construction aspects in the
harbour areas in Reykjavík has been landfill that
has mostly been added to meet the increasing
demand for space and for the harbour itself. The
harbour areas north from Hafnarstraeti Street to
Midbakki and all the way to Grandi area, and
also a large part of Örfirisey Island, have been
built up with landfill.

The same applies to the areas of the Sunda-
höfn Harbour and Vogabakki. These landfills
total about 125 ha and have a value of € 60
million if we calculate each ha at € 1/2 million.
Here one has to consider that this land is
relatively cheap for developing neighbourhoods
because the landfill used is made up of good
gravel. Profits generated from creating land with

landfill in some of the best locations result from
activities like warehousing and oil tanks that
yield rather little income but provide enough to
reimburse the harbour for creating the land.

The Port of Reykjavík Authority has actually
been quite ingenious in the conception of these
landfill areas because they have mostly been
built where material or rubble has been created
in the city itself, material that the city needed to
get rid of, totalling about 2-3 million m3.

A similar amount of landfill material has
come from excavations for deepening the har-
bours and channels. In addition, a similar
amount of material has been produced by blast-
ing rocks that used to stand by the harbour in
areas like Sundahöfn and the Geldinganes area.

The fourth source for this material needed for
the landfill, or about 3 million m3, has been
bought from Björgun, the company that pumps
gravel from the bottom of the ocean close to
Reykjavík. This quality material is most often in
the upper layers of the landfill to lessen the
danger of variations in subsiding. In total some
10-12 million m3 have been used for landfill over
a span of about 20 years in Reykjavík, or about
100 m3 (250 tons) per citizen.
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When the need arose for gravel for concrete
or for other construction uses in the Capital
Area, people started to look for this material on
the bottom of the ocean close to the area.
Unfortunately, the planning erred in not making
better use of the gravel banks in the area before
building started.

This lack of foresight is still more serious
because in the whole south-western part of the
country there is little such material available
because lava flows have covered so much of the
area. Furthermore, in the south-west there are
no big rivers or strong wave activity that can
break up rocks, processes that create gravel, as in
many other places in the country.

Material derived from under the ocean proved
not to be a good solution because after some
time it became clear that it was necessary to
wash the gravel thoroughly with fresh water
because the residual salt caused problems in the
concrete.

Only one company, Björgun, has been
working on pumping this material from under
the ocean. When the company was initially
granted a licence, there were no regulations
defining how this activity should be conducted

even though the licence was granted for 30
years.

In accordance with Act no. 73/1990, on the
property rights of the Icelandic state to
resources at the bottom of the ocean, this has
now been changed, so that Björgun is now only
allowed to pump up material outside of areas
where people can put nets from the shores. The
line that defines this area is 150 m outside the
limit of the strong coastal currents.

It is estimated that by 2000, Björgun had
already pumped about 10 million m3 of
material, and because it is most profitable to
pump up from little depth, much of this
material has been taken too close to the shore.
This has meant that material has been slipping
down the slope of the coastline onto the
pumping area, especially during heavy weather.

This has meant a retreat of the coastline in
some places in the Reykjavík area, such as at
Engey Island and at Kjalarnes. This eroding is a
direct consequence of poor planning. So much
extraction of material can also have caused
changes in currents such that the currents hit
the shore at different spots or different angle
than before, and thus also contribute to erosion.
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One of the biggest problems with this lack of
planning in the taking of material from the
ocean is that no research was carried out as to
what types of materials were found in each
specific area. The profitability expected by this
private firm has of course meant that the
material has primarily been taken where it is
easiest to get it. This has often meant that the
best material, the material that should not have
been wasted because it is, like other resources, a
finite resource has been used up.

It is now estimated that the easiest to get and
best gravel types have almost been depleted in
the Reykjavík area. If economical rules of
resource management had been applied, the
valuable types of material would have cost
more. Since this was not done, this valuable
material for making concrete has been used in
an almost uncontrolled way, even for fill under
streets and houses where other and much
poorer material would have been sufficient.

The result is that very soon, it will be
necessary to go farther out to get the material
and in fact pumping started long ago in
Hvalfjördur. Ocean areas close to Borgarfjördur
will probably also contain the valuable material

that is now scarce closer to Reykjavík. Borgar-
fjördur is, however, a considerable distance from
the Capital Area and shipping material from
there is not likely to be very profitable.

Another alternative for taking material from
the bottom of the ocean is to buy larger ships
that can pump material from a greater depth.
This, however, will lead to added costs, and
experts think it may not be as good material. In
addition to the construction material, much
mining of shell sand in the bay has been
conducted, mostly for the cement factory, or
about 130,000 m3 per year.

The problem has been that basic information
about the quantity and the scope of these min-
ing areas is not available. The companies that
have been doing the mining have investigated
and drawn maps, but these are private data not
available for those who want to create planning
ideas about the use of the mining areas on the
bottom of the inner part of Faxaflói Bay.

Earlier chapters of this book have referred to
the growing interest in beautiful coastal areas, as
well as in outdoor activities on the ocean and on
the islands – and also the interest in building
residential areas along the coast.
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This development – and the vision that is
now opening up – creates totally different ideas
about the use of coastal and ocean areas that are
close to urban areas in Iceland. In order to allow
recreational areas to be located along the coast,
the coast must be clean, which again means that
oil storage areas and other polluting activities do
not belong there anymore.

The same can be said about activities linked to
large freight harbours and the passage of large
cargo ships, which is now the case along the
north coast of Reykjavík. This kind of activity
does not go well with residential areas and
outdoor life because the outdoor activities call
for the ocean areas to be used for boating and
other types of water sports.

It can therefore be argued that it would be
sensible to create a completely new policy for
the planning of coastal and ocean areas in
Reykjavík, as well as other urban areas in
Iceland.

This policy would be characterised by moving
polluting and untidy activities out of the urban
areas so that the coastal and ocean areas again
regain as much as possible of their former

336

beauty. In this way, people would be given the
opportunity to enjoy the "resource" that such
areas in fact are, if they are planned in the right
way.

This vision also calls for much more
responsibility on the part of planners and
builders as all coastal construction is being de-
cided. It is, for example, rather unpleasant to
place highly visible sewer pump stations by the
coast, and also major arterial roads and rough
breakwaters. Totally new and more sensitive
planning work has to be introduced for these
areas.

In the case of other types of activities that
have a connection to the shore -activities that
are primarily taking place in the countryside –
such as fish farming, it should be a fundamental
principle not to operate fish farming close to
urban areas because of the pollution danger.

We have one bizarre example of this from the
Eidsvík area in Reykjavík. Haflax Ltd. was
allowed to install aquaculture pens in that inlet,
and then one fine day all the fish were killed in
a pollution accident.

It turned out to be hard to determine which
was actually the source of the pollution because
there were so many different types of polluting
agents in the area. The pollution might have
come from the fertilizer plant or from the
rubbish tip located right by the ocean. The
polluting agents could simply have washed out
of the tip or they could have come from the city
sewer pipes or from ships in the harbour area.

Another important aspect worth considera-
tion in the planning of fish farming is that such
activity should not be placed where there are
important salmon rivers, such as in the
Borgarfjördur region, as any escaping salmon
can then mate with the wild breeds and change
the genetic structure.

Rouggh bbreakwaters ddestroy tthe ppossibility oof
usingg tthe ccoast.
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The patterns of utilization of fishing resources
in Iceland since large-scale fishing started in the
latter part of the nineteenth century directly
affected the settlement structure in the
twentieth century. Changes that happened with-
in the fishing trade in the late twentieth century
steadily contributed to changes in the settlement
structure.

In the beginning there were many small fish-
ing towns because the boats were so small.
Many of these small villages and towns were
located out on points and on peninsulas in order
to reduce the rowing and sailing distance to the
fishing grounds. As larger fishing ships were
built, the distances to the fishing grounds
became less important.

In the second half of the twentieth century
the importance of closeness to agricultural
areas and later to the road system for overland
travel resulted in the development of the largest
fishing towns primarily in the inner parts of
fjords and bays.

In the late twentieth century, as onboard fish
processing on factory trawlers entered the picture –
together with their seeking distant fishing
grounds because of reduced fish stocks close to
Iceland – fishing close to the home harbour
became of lesser importance. Instead, the
trawlers simply made port in the nearest
harbour as well as in harbours where the best
services were provided. Gradually the harbours
that handled fish products for export were
reduced in number.

The next stage in this development in the
occupational foundation of the settlement
patterns was the appearance of the fish markets
in the 1980's. Now it suddenly had become of
extreme importance that the ships bring the
catch to a harbour where there was a fish market
where most species and sizes of fish were sold
at a good price.

The introduction of the quota system also
helped in getting rid of the enticement of home
harbours and the quotas also meant that a
development towards larger trawler operators
had emerged, as the stronger ones bought up
quotas, or with the merging of trawler
operators.

This has paradoxically meant that some
fishing towns that are actually well placed in
terms of their closeness to fishing grounds can
no longer provide the new requirements for a
fishing town so that many have started to lose
their quotas and the market for fish processing.
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2 Plans on Utilization of the Fishing Resources
This has meant an extensive shake-up of the

settlement structure of fishing towns in Iceland
in the last decade. This shake-up has resulted in
fierce discussions and in economic crises in
many places. In order to help some of the
smaller towns, small inshore fishing boats have
been given certain privileges.

In addition, the state has awarded some settle-
ment quotas for the towns that are most
dependent on fishing. It has frequently been
pointed out that the new system of large
trawlers may stand on shaky ground despite the
fact that it is certain that the large-ship system
has meant increased profitability for the ind-
ustry and thus an increase in national income.

Three things especially make the use of large
ships and factory trawlers precarious. To start
with, these ships use highly effective but
destructive fishing gear like bottom trawls and
pelagic trawls, which are likely to be limited in use
in the future.

The pelagic trawl, for instance, is already pro-
hibited in Norway because it catches fish
indiscriminately and thus kills many small fish.
In addition, the bottom trawl has the
disadvantage of altering the bottom of the
ocean where it is dragged, and some scientists
maintain that in the long run in some areas
these changes lead to less productivity of the
ecosystem of the ocean floor.

Aesthetical points of view also enter the pict-
ure because the bottom trawl destroys various
geological features and other flora and fauna be-
sides the fish on the ocean floor, including
coral. In the last decade of twentieth century,
Norwegians set aside certain coral areas for pre-
servation, which means that a bottom trawl can
no longer be used there. It is not un-likely that
similar ideas will surface in Iceland in the future.

The OOceanic RResearch IInsti-
tute iin SSkúlaggata AAvenue.
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No natural wonders in the ocean are preserv-
ed in Iceland except two submarine geyserite pinnacl-
es that have built up from a geothermal area in
the bottom of Eyjafjördur and were only recent-
ly discovered. The larger of them is 33m high,
similar to a 12-storey building, and the smaller
one is15m high. There is no doubt that such
treasures of nature can be found in many other
Icelandic ocean areas and modern submarine
cameras will soon make these wonders of nature
accessible to us, which will mean our increased
interest in enjoying and protecting them.

There are various geothermal areas on the
ocean floor around Iceland, like those on the
Reykjanes Ridge and at Kolbeins Island, where a
few years ago very unusual life forms were
discovered around the opening of the hot
springs.

Another negative aspect of the gear used by
factory trawlers is that they only process
onboard about half of the weight of the fish
caught and the rest, too small or by-catches, are
thrown overboard. Some people maintain that if
there is a very heavy catch the filleting machines
are only adjusted to the type of fish they can
best manage, which means throwing away all
larger and smaller fish.

The third negative aspect about using large
trawlers and their heavy-duty fishing gear is that
they are enormously energy consuming, both
the fishing itself as well as the processing of the
fish. The processing plants on land can use clean
renewable energy sources whereas the trawlers
use only fuel oil for energy production.

If the price of oil rises considerably – which
is likely to occur in the future – these ships
would instantly be much less economical to
operate than a coastal fleet that uses less power
and only needs to go short distances to the
fishing grounds.

It is to be expected that a hike in petroleum
prices will be accompanied by the imposition of
pollution quotas. The Kyoto Agreement has created
an outline for pollution quotas for countries as
concerns CO2. Because of this it has become
important for countries to shape their economic
activities in such a way that they use as little as
possible of their limited quotas.

A review of all these features taken together
leads to the conclusion that likely, within a short
time, critical voices will be raised against the use
of factory trawlers, which will mean a push
towards returning to coastal fishing with smaller
ships. If this happens, the effect may well be
that the settlement structure in Iceland – that
has recently changed to adapt to the large-ship
policy – will to some degree be turned around.

Therefore, an economically sound foundation
might be created again for some of the smaller
fishing towns.

A very important feature in minimizing the
costs of fishing is to have as good data as possi-
ble on where the fish can be caught at each given
time. Captains of trawlers have lately individ-
ually collected and entered such information
into their computers. This saves them time and
lessens the sailing costs because they can go to
the areas where the fish are more likely to have
congregated.

Today, information like this is almost a
commercial secret kept by the outfitters in
question. It is, however, to be expected that in
the future common sense will rule so that there
no longer will be unplanned competition in
fishing, but rather an optimized computerized
system will be introduced to better plan the
fishing.

As can be seen on the map on the following
page the main fishing grounds have already been
mapped. Such a database would be used for an
optimization software model with maps like this
available for all species of fish and for all
seasons of the year. Such scientific planning
could prove to be very important in the creation
of future settlement policy in Iceland.

The management of the fisheries has of late
become highly developed in Iceland. The
Icelandic state understood rather early the
necessity to develop various types of regulations
to prevent the disruption of spawning grounds
and to close fishing grounds if the catch
contains too small fish. In addition, there are
regulations about the mesh size of the nets. It is
highly informative to review what has supported
the improved scientific study of ocean
resources.

The approach taken in this area has two parts.
The first measure taken in order to protect the
shallow waters of Iceland was to extend the
fishing zone in four steps. The first step was taken
in 1952 with the extension from 3 miles to 4
miles while at the same time the closing of all
fjords and bays in Iceland was finalized with a
line that was drawn between basic points.

In 1958, the fishing or economic zone was
again enlarged, then to 12 miles. In 1972, it was
extended to 50 miles and in 1975 to 200 miles.
With this step, the fishing zone in some spots
had reached the central dividing line between
Iceland and Greenland and between Iceland and
the Faeroe Islands. These enlargements of the
economic zone were in accordance with what
was happening in general on the international
scene.
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This, however, meant disputes with those
foreign nations that had been fishing for a long
time off the coast of Iceland. It was primarily
the British who did not like to be told to get out
of their traditional fishing grounds and
therefore they sent naval vessels to Iceland to
protect their trawlers. This dispute has since
been called the Cod War.

What pushed Icelanders to demand the
extension of the fishing limits and to enter the
fight against Britain was that at this time it had
become obvious that the size of the fish stocks
in Icelandic waters had diminished. Icelanders
had learned earlier the bitter lesson that
excessive fishing destroyed certain fishing
grounds when in 1968 to 1969 the Norwegian-
Icelandic herring stock collapsed almost
completely because of overfishing. Icelanders
therefore fully understood the necessity of
being able to manage the fisheries in a better
way. This was the incentive that made them take
the last and largest steps to extend the fishing
limit to 50 and later to 200 miles – in the face of
great opposition.

What probably helped Iceland the most was
the military importance of the country vis-à-vis

the then USSR and Iceland's membership in
NATO. The decision to push for extension of
the economic zone or fishing limit was backed
by convincing data provided by the fish
biologists that demonstrated that various species
of fish were enormously endangered unless the
fisheries were sensibly managed.

Icelanders were thus able to push foreigners
out of their economic zone after a certain
adjustment period so they could increase their
own share of the fisheries. Given the
dependence of the Icelandic economy on fish
exports, this was a necessary move to sustain the
standard of living. It also led, among other
things, to the purchase of a large number of
stern trawlers after 1972.

Even though Icelanders were now the only
ones in charge of fishing in Icelandic waters,
they almost went too far, as the cod stock during
this time was on the brink of collapsing. Such a
collapse occurred in other countries around the
North Atlantic, like Newfoundland and the
Faeroe Islands, countries that did not
sufficiently reduce their catches in time.

If such a collapse had occurred in the cod
stock in Iceland something similar would have
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happened: the seaside settlements in the
countryside would more or less have gone
under and even the whole the Icelandic
economy. In order to be able to avoid making
mistakes in the planning of the fish catch and to
be able to use the various fishing grounds in the
best and most economical way, Icelanders have
carried out a huge amount of research on the
ocean and marine biology. The main institute
working on this is the Marine Research Institute,
which runs three marine research ships.
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The newest, acquired in 2000, is the Árni
Fridriksson, a ship of about 2200 gross tons. To
facilitate research the ship is equipped with
various specialized equipment, for example a
drop keel with an echo sonar meter used for
measuring fish stocks. She also has a multi-beam
echo sounder that can map the bottom of the
ocean in high resolution in a rather short time.
The equipment gives a three dimensional
picture of a 6 km wide belt on the ocean floor
as the ship is sailing over the area. The echo
sounder can also discern various types of ocean
floor. In addition, the sheer size and strength of
the ship and the trawling equipment can make
research possible at a much greater depth than
before.

With this ship, large areas within the 200 mile
economic zone will be more accessible for research,
including benthic and deep sea fish and ocean
floor zoology. In addition to the scientific
equipment, the ship is equipped with three trawl
winds and can go with two trawls at the same
time. This makes all compression research
easier, as well as calibration of fishing gear.

With the new multi-beam echo sounder it will
be possible, in a rather short period of time, to
collect information and to make rather good
maps of the ocean floor around Iceland. These
tasks were almost impossible to conduct earlier,
except with an enormous amount of work
taking decades to conduct.

These new topological maps of the ocean
floor in Iceland's economic zone will, for
example, help to locate the best fishing areas.
The new ship will also be of great use in the
search for valuable minerals on the ocean floor
and it will be able to gather information on the
geology of the floor, information that can be of
use in the search for oil.

These techniques, coupled with other new
techniques that are developing fast within the
area of ocean research – such as unmanned
submarines with cameras – will cause a
complete revolution in opportunities to make
use of the resources of the ocean and its floor
in a much more focused and economical way
than heretofore.

All this new technology means that the
utilization of the various types of resources of
the enchanting world of the ocean will be
available to Icelanders, as well as to other
nations that possess vast ocean areas, and will
open fascinating new development possibilities
in the future.
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During the twentieth century, many nations
whose borders were contiguous or close
integrated their economic and planning units
and gained the advantage of more efficient
operations. Actually, co-operation among count-
ries in order to reap the benefit of greater
efficiency is considerably older than this as all
types of communication and transportation
have, in fact, been steps in the direction of
intertwining the mutual concerns of many
countries.

After World War II, a considerable interest
arose in increasing co-operation among the
nations of Western Europe. This led to the
creation of some of the basic treaties of the EU.

Primarily two things pushed the nations into
this development. On the one hand, an
increased interdependence of economic pur-
suits, which made borders less important, and
also the realization by various politicians in
Europe that with further co-operation the
countries would be still more dependent on each
other, thus reducing the danger of war.

The first steps toward increased co-operation
on the continent were technical in nature,
namely, the introduction of the railway and the
telegraph around the middle of the nineteenth
century.

Iceland, for various reasons, lagged far behind
in the development of this modern technology.
Railways never came to Iceland except for a
short track in Reykjavík used temporarily for
making the harbour, and the undersea telegraph
cable was not opened until 1906.

The actual success, however, followed
previous failed attempts. In 1854 an American
named Shaffner was granted a monopoly by the
king of Denmark, who reigned over Iceland at
the time, to lay a telegraph cable over Iceland as

part of a telephone cable that was to connect
Europe and America.

Another company was, however, ahead in the
competition and in 1857 the Field brothers
succeeded in laying an undersea cable. This
cable, however, broke and for some time
nothing further could be done.

Shaffner therefore continued studying the
possibility of a northern route and in1860 came
to Iceland to conduct research. Because
Shaffner was not able to bring his ideas to
fruition, he lost his monopoly. The way was then
paved for The Large Nordic Telegraph Comp-
any, which was established in 1869.

It was not until many decades later or in 1904
that the Icelandic minister Hannes Hafstein
entered into a contract with TLNAS Nordic for
laying an undersea cable to Iceland. The project was
finally completed in the autumn of 1906. From
this description we can see how close Iceland
came to be connected to the world's modern
communication net many decades before the
twentieth century.

If we compare the geographic situation of
Iceland to the island of Jan Mayen, which lies
still farther north and where almost no people
live, Iceland was rather close to the outer border
of the area that had any potential for becoming
a telegraphic service area at the time.

The marine cable to carry telegraph and later
telephone messages caused a revolution. Since
then many cables, with ever increasing capacity,
have been laid and the history of progress in
Iceland can almost be traced by the steps taken
in connecting the country with the world that
were realized with these new cables.

In recent decades, the technology for laying
undersea electric cables with the capacity of
carrying electricity for long distances has been
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developing and various studies have been made
on the possibility of laying an electric cable
from directly from Iceland to Europe.

The advantages that would come with this
cable could be tremendous. First, it would be
possible to export non-polluting, renewable
Icelandic electricity.

This "green" electricity could be sold directly
to the user market in Europe at much higher
prices than are now paid by heavy industry
plants in Iceland. Another positive feature of
this cable would be security in the case of
natural disasters or lack of water in Iceland,
because in that case energy could be brought
from Europe to Iceland.

With the advent of an undersea cable, there
would also be no more excess energy, as is now
the case when a new power plant has been built,
or a shortage of electricity in the periods of low
production between constructions of power
plants.

The cable would also mean three million tons
less discharge of CO2 per year, compared to the
pollution caused by use of the same amount of
electricity by heavy industry. Last, but not least,
this cable would create certain possibilities for
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extending this electrical network so that the
cable could be continued to Greenland and
Canada. This would allow Iceland to take part in
marketing energy in North America and could
become an important link in co-operation in
energy concerns between the two continents.

If the technical innovation of superconduc-
tivity can be realized, undersea cables would not
have a 20% loss of energy, as is now calculated
for such a cable, because with superconductivity
there would be almost no loss. This innovation
would have an even greater positive conse-
quence because with it the technological found-
ation would be available for interconnecting all
the electrical systems in the world, as Buck-
minster Fuller has proposed.

This would mean a much better use of global
energy because the energy produced in the
night-half of the globe could be transported
over to the day-half at each given time. This
would save costs in building power plants be-
cause they would be fully used during the entire
24 hours.

Another feature that could also completely
change the position of Iceland globally would
be the discovery of valuable minerals on the
ocean floor. It is anticipated that the mining of
such materials will soon be technologically
profitable. These materials could become
important as many of them are being depleted
in the land areas of Europe. Considerable
amounts of manganese have been found along
the deep ocean Reykjanes Ridge. The active
volcanism of the ridge is the engine that powers
a continuous production of this material on the
ocean floor.

Currently Iceland exports some mineral
production to Europe, primarily pumice, but
also some diatomite, perlite and sulphur. The
news that oil was found in the Faeroe Islands
insular shelf in 2001 caused great excitement in
Iceland. The news has made people more
hopeful that oil might be found in the Icelandic
ocean areas in the future.

Some research has been carried out and it is
considered most probable that oil can be found
along the Jan Mayen Ridge in sediments that
stretch out from the Icelandic shelf. If oil is
found there, floating drill platforms will have to
be built or specially built ships as the ocean is
deep in this area.

It is almost certain that this activity would be
serviced from Iceland. Helicopters would be
used for the service and therefore the flight
distance is of great importance. Therefore, it is
likely that a base would be built where the
distance to oilfields would be shortest, i.e., in
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the northeast of Iceland. It is possible that oil
will be transported by tankers to shore and that
a refinery could be built somewhere in the
northern or eastern part of the country. It is less
likely that the oil could be pumped through
pipes on the ocean floor, as is most often done
in the North Sea and in the coastal waters of
Norway.

Another possible oil area is Eyjafjardaráll north
of Iceland. There the sediments are younger
than the gas that has been found there, and
which is not the product of decaying vegetation,
thus indicating that there are some plants or soft
coal layers in the depths of the ocean floor.

Thirdly it is considered a possibility that oil
may be found in the Rockall area. Iceland is one
of the nations that have claimed the area but the
uncertainty about the outcome of the dispute
over ownership has delayed research for oil in
that area.

For a while, the Russians were investigating
the possibility of locating an oil processing plant
in Iceland, possibly because Iceland is within the
EEA area. Studies were conducted to determine
profitable locations for such a plant, for example
in Reydarfjördur, but there has been no further

work as yet. In connection with oil trans-
portation from Russia along the north coast of
Siberia, it is right to keep in mind that, because
of global warming, it is not unlikely that the
sailing route along the whole north coast of
Russia to Asia and America and on into the
Pacific Ocean will be easier in the future. The
Russians today keep the arctic sea route open
three to four months a year with icebreakers,
and specially built cargo ships can use this
service and sail in their wake.

In 1987, a conference took place in Iceland
about the North Arctic Ocean Route. There people
argued that if this sea route were open to
general traffic it would put Iceland close to
some of the mainstreams of ocean
transportation between the countries of the
Pacific and the North Atlantic because this
route is much shorter than the other routes. It is,
however, likely that the opening of the route
north of Canada into the Pacific Ocean would
be even more important for Iceland.

Thór Jakobsson, a sea ice expert, has said in
an interview that many specialists believe that if
the forecasts about the continued warming of
the climate come true one can expect this route
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to open after a few decades. From these ex-
amples we can see that the basic conditions for
a viable economy in the various settlements in
Iceland can change in the future as they have
before, as for example when capelin were first
caught in large quantities off the eastern part of
the country.

It is of particular interest how the north and
east in Iceland are well placed in terms of the
possibilities of finding oil, as well as the opening
up of shipping lanes in the northern Arctic
Ocean as the ships would enter the Atlantic
Ocean between Norway and Iceland. The
eastern part of Iceland would therefore be a
logical place for a potential hub service harbour
for that sea route.

The undersea electric cable would be laid
from the eastern part of the country in order to
take advantage of the shortest distance to
Europe, and the continental ridge runs from
there over to the Faeroe Islands and then on to
Europe.

Perhaps the potential laying of water pipes is
an idea worth studying, comparable to studies
for an electric cable, to transport drinking water
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from the east of Iceland to Europe. It might
even be possible that the stream of water in
these pipes could transport small containers, for
example for exporting fresh fish.

The study of such possibilities might well lead
to drastic changes in the importance of certain
regions of Iceland, given new and unexpected
developments. Such new visions can thus com-
pletely change the outlook for Iceland as a
whole or for specific parts of the country.

Today, however, the discussion about the
future of the various regions in Iceland takes
place from a far too narrow perspective. Other
examples that already have been discussed in
this book – examples that can affect future
perspectives – are features linked to new
maritime technology and developments in
global environmental concerns and technology.
These changes will most certainly take place,
and it is wise to start early to interpret what
these new developments may well mean for
Iceland.

In the light of this broader way of thinking,
and the certainty that new and rather unexpect-
ed possibilities will open up, it is logical that in
the discussion of Icelandic settlements that the
so-called "distant parts" of the country are not
ignored. It is very reasonable to point out in the
discussion that new opportunities and
technology have constantly been changing
throughout the history of Iceland, as well as in
other parts of the world.

It is quite possible that current difficulties in
settlements areas like the East Fjords could – as
soon as in a few decades – be turned around so
that the East Fjords could possibly become the
part of Iceland where most things are
happening.

In the future, this could mean a positive
development, not only in one area as now, with
the building of the aluminium smelter in
Reydarfjördur, but also in many other areas.
However, it is probably too bold to suggest that
one of the larger harbour cities in the North
Atlantic could develop in the East Fjords,
though this would not be impossible if the
arctic sea route opens and becomes one of the
most frequented shipping lanes in the world in
the future.
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This ninth and last chapter of Book Four will
describe various steps towards the development
of a national plan for Iceland. The earlier eight
sections have also dealt with the step-by-step
development leading towards a national plan.

The various types of programmes and plans
on a country scale that have been developing in
the last few decades – and some of them even
throughout the twentieth century – are a part of
a net of infrastructures that together create the
settlement structure of Iceland.

The country-wide systems that have already
been described are the social and technical syst-
ems, the systems of nature conservation, tour-
ism and energy processing and now in this last
chapter: system of utilization of the ocean areas.

In Iceland, it is especially important to include
the ocean areas in considering any country plan
because the nation is still a coastal island nation,
living primarily off of what the ocean provides.
In addition, we also started to recognize the
possibility that the ocean and ocean areas can
become a still stronger factor in the future
economic development of the country.

What characterizes a national or a country
plan is that it drafts pictures of the future,
pictures that describe a likely or a desirable
development of a country. This is not only done
to show economic aspects but also to help
analyze the many spatial and geographical
factors in terms of how they may influence
settlement.

The discussion of settlement devel-opment in
Iceland has primarily taken place in the sphere
of economics and politics, focusing on special
problems or conditions in certain given areas.
The physical aspect in the shaping of
settlements and the countrywide systems has, on
the other hand, been left out to a large degree.

A part of the reason for this lack of con-
nection between the economic and physical
aspects of planning is that they are dealt with in
two different institutions: the Institute of Regional
Development and the State Planning Agency. Both of
these institutions have been working on plann-
ing future developments in certain areas, but not
enough care has been taken to co-ordinate these
two types of plans. If that were done, the
economic plan and the physical plan would
support each other. Both these settlement and
planning institutes have primarily been working
on plans for separate regions, but not much in
areas that involve the whole country.

Work on a country scale primarily takes place
in ministries and in institutions connected to
them, but mostly in the area of sector planning.
Some of the sector plans on a country scale
have already been described, such as plans on
transportation, tourism, the education system
and the planning of various types of health
services.

This book has also described to some degree
the work that has taken place recently in the co-
ordination or integration of these plans, like the
integration of the road, air and harbour plans
into a single, integrated transportation plan for
the whole country. This type of co-operation is
an important step towards creating an overall
view and a general policy. If we see this decision
making as a pyramid, these newest steps are
moving us further upwards in the pyramid in the
direction of a co-ordinated country plan.

Some might say that this kind of work
resembles the old East European national
planning methods. This is not so because here
the task is primarily to co-ordinate programmes
in order to get better results and to save money
and work. If, on the other hand, people go too
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far towards drafting one particular picture of
the future, there is certainly a danger that some
ideological points of view will start to surface,
the expression of those who lead the work in
order to increase their own power and influence.

Theories of planning have recently moved
away from ideas that aim to shape the future
according to ideological parameters towards the
idea of seeing planning as a neutral tool
primarily used for investigating likely future
developments in order to be able to realize
ahead what the consequences will be if some
particular policy is followed.

Possibly it is even wrong to talk about
planning in this connection; perhaps the dis-
cussion and research should centre instead on
"what means or conditions offer themselves" in
planning for the future.

In some ways the needs can be compared to
the material that today is produced to guide
those who want to travel, for instance maps and
descriptions of conditions and routes. In the
case of future development, politicians should
make use of comparable material that can guide
us "into the land of the future" in order to be
able to direct the development of society better

if given a better overview and the increased
security that can result from access to more and
better information. This would mean that our
leaders would not be as if blindfolded, like some
are today, but that their leadership would rather
be based on a study of the "landscape" that
awaits us in the territories of the future.

The mistakes that have been made in the too
centrally and party-oriented regional planning
systems in Iceland, as well as in the older
economic systems of Eastern Europe, have
given almost everything connected with the
term plan a bad reputation. The truth in this case
is probably that most of the time it is right to
seek a balance between opposites. People need
to make use both of the automatic workings of
the market economy and of planning methods.
How these tools are used should be decided in
each case, and it is important not to make the
use of either of the tools a religious doctrine, as
some people do.

For some time now in Iceland there has been
a considerable amount of apathy towards plann-
ing, and market forces, for the most part, have
been given free rein. These ideological extremes,
however, seem to be declining. As has been
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STEPS  TOWARDS  A NATIONAL PLAN

described earlier, a considerable amount of
work has taken place in regional development
plans and regional land-use plans in Iceland.
Much work has been put into studying where it
is most important to induce growth in terms of
the settlement structure as a whole.

Earlier in this book two cases were described
where such country visions for the future became a
major force in the development of Icelandic
society. First, there was the work of the Land
Commissions in the eighteenth century, where a
policy was formulated of gathering the
dispersed institutions of the country in the
south-west and of building up a few, but strong,
trading stations. The other case was the policy of
Jónas Jónsson from Hrifla and the Progressive
Party, who were against urban developments
along the coastline and instead emphasized
building up settlement cores in the countryside
(see p. 277).

After the Danes had given Icelanders the right
to create their own laws in the late nineteenth
century, the members of parliament tried to
build up too many communities. This policy
meant in due time that the nation was weakening
its power by distributing it too widely, a policy

that had a very negative impact on settlement
concerns in the twentieth century.

As regional development planning became a viable
concept in the politics of the late twentieth
century, many politicians agitated for the great
advantages of distributing state services around
the country.

In some cases, this ideology of dispersion was
presented as a just action because the whole
nation paid for the development of state
institutions. In line with this policy, politicians
have moved several institutions of central
importance to the countryside, even though
most people realize that in this way the services
of the institutions in question will thus be less
accessible. Various aspects of this reg-ional
policy, however, have been positive, such as
moving some of the control of primary schools
out to the settlements.

The biggest flaw in the structure of the gov-
ernment of Iceland is that a middle government
level did not exist in Iceland during the last
century. This is especially bad because of the
numerous and too small local communities that
in general have too few inhabitants to be able to
take on larger tasks.
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The creation of governmental units of
sufficient size would have been possible if the
state had decided on a more viable minimum
number of inhabitants per community, such as
1000 inhabitants instead of 50, as today. If this
had been done, the transfer of services for the
inhabitants from the state to the settlements
would have progressed much faster. It was
decided first to try efforts at voluntary merging,
but this has meant that the development into
larger communities has been progressing too
slowly.

Two of the reasons for this are that Icelanders
are individualists and are also very much tied to
the historical roots of their communities. The
considerable advantage that the countryside
could have gained from enlargement of the
communities has come, in many cases, too late
to save them.

There is a fundamental need to strengthen
settlement areas and their urban cores so that
they can meet the current demands for a higher
level of services. This obviously translates into a
need to strengthen a few powerful towns in each
part of the country. The north is the only part
of the country where this has been successfully

achieved, with the strengthening both of
Akureyri and of the Eyjafjördur region.

Disputes and lack of understanding have, on
the other hand, meant that elsewhere, for
example in the West Fjords and the East Fjords,
people have not been able to agree on one
central place that can offer a good enough
service level: a town that at the same time, could
be able to back up various activities in the
regions in question. Around 1960 some
theoreticians had already started to point out
this need, the primary spokesman being
Valdimar Kristinsson. Kristinsson described in a
clear and graphic way the need to make a
decision about certain development areas in the
country and of having certain main cores within
these regions. Kristinsson published essays on
his views, e.g., in Hagtídindi (Economic News).
Subsequently, these ideas were also presented
clearly in the public discussion that took place.

Another theorist that has been dealing with
the importance of the main core policy is Áskell
Einarsson. Einarsson became the first person to
write a book on settlement matters in Iceland,
called Land í mótun (The Forming of a Land). In
his book, Einarsson traces the historical
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background of settlement development and
points out that the lack of permanent county
magistrates has contributed to the lack of
creation of power centres in the settlements.
Einarsson also describes what it meant that both
the Skálholt bishopric and the Althing meetings
at Thingvellir in early centuries were abandoned
as regional and power centres.

Einarsson furthermore describes how the
military occupation of Iceland during World
War II and the wealth created by this
occupation, as well as the foreign loans and
development assistance that were subsequently
obtained, contributed to further strengthening
the Capital Region during the war and
subsequently in the 1950's, whereas at the same
time not much thought was given to supporting
or building up comparable centres of power in
the countryside. Finally, Einarsson argues that it
was a mistake to give up the intermediate
government level of the amt-districts that
existed under Danish rule and proposes that a
new middle government level should be
implemented.

A year after the publishing of his book in
1971, the planning law became 50 years old. A

conference was held in which Zóphanías
Pálsson, the State Planning Director, gave a
speech about the importance of regional plans:
"A logical continuation of the regional plans
seems to be that these plans will be co-ordinated
and will then, together with state development
programmes, form the core of an all-embracing
plan for the whole country."

In this quote we can see a misunderstanding
of the value and the nature of the overall plan
for the country, namely, that the country plan
level should first and foremost be used for the
co-ordination of ideas that have already been
created at the lower planning levels. It is
essential that people realize that ideas must be
created on the forming of systems and plans as
concerns the whole country before a further
execution is conducted at the lower levels of
planning.

The Planning Director has probably been
fully aware of these key features but has thought
that it would sound too much like central gov-
ernment domination to propose that at the
country plan level ideas on future development
be created, which the various regions of the
country were meant to adjust themselves to.
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During this time, little discussion had yet
started to take place on the need to survey the
nation's resources. Furthermore, little emphasis
was put on the potential hazards, such as natural
aspects, in the work of developing ideas about
how future spatial development would be best
guided in Iceland.

In 1973 the author of this book started to
develop an idea about a study of such natural
features in Iceland. In the process of this work
ideas about future schemes started to develop
and the first articles about a future country plan
based on this work were published in the spring
of 1977.

In 1979, the author received a one-year schol-
arship from CCMS in Brussels to plot this
analysis of environmental features in Iceland on
a map. This work created the foundation for
writing Ideas on the First Icelandic Plan, which was
published in 1987. This work and later
developments and proposals by the author in
the area of country planning will be described in
the following section.

In 1988, the Danish theoretician Kai Lemberg
came to Iceland to study the characteristics of
the Icelandic planning system. He had received
a grant to write a book describing and
comparing the planning systems in the several
Scandinavian countries. The chart on the
opposite page, which describes the structure of
planning in the north, is from his book. The
chart shows clearly that at this time Iceland was
the only Nordic country that had not established
a national plan level, and now, twenty-five years
later, this is still so.

Denmark was the first of the Nordic nations
to start work on a national planning level with
the establishment of the National Planning
Committee in 1961. In the book 27 slags planer
(27 types of plans) the following definition of a
national plan is given: "A national plan is
integrated by official institutions as a physical
plan under the auspices of the National
Planning Committee, a plan that covers the
whole country and functions as a co-ordinating
organ for various issues." 

Icelanders have observed developments in
Denmark rather closely ever since Iceland was
an integral part of the Danish kingdom. The
establishing of this National Planning Com-
mittee and the issuing of a report on its work
meant that Icelanders also started to study this
matter.

Icelandic officials made several proposals for
amending the planning law to include the country
plan level, but for some reason the country and
regional politicians stood against it. Several

more steps were taken, however, towards the
development of a country plan. The State
Planning Institute and the Regional Devel-
opment Division of the Development Institute
together started to collaborate on a report on
the main prerequisites for a country plan. This
was primarily in the form of maps and charts
dealing with the issues: resources, government,
demography and industry. This 94 page report,
titled Landsskipulag og áaetlanagerd (Country
Planning and Programmes), was published in
1984. This report must have had some influence
because in the spring a bill was presented to the
Althing on a land-use plan for Iceland. The law was
enacted and the Minister of Agriculture was
given the task of carrying it out.

A committee of fifteen members from the
main institutions in the country was established
to discuss land-use concerns on a country scale.
These institutions included, among others, the
Nature Conservation Council, the National
Power Company, the Farmers' Union, the
Iceland Forestry Service, and the National
Energy Authority. The committee employed
people and various institutes carried out several
special investigations. Like the earlier report, the
report that resulted from this work was
primarily a description of the status quo in land
use.

Both these reports presented estimates of
some future demographic characteristics of the
population and predicted continued migration
from the countryside into urban areas, which at
that time was rightfully seen as one of the
biggest problems. The 105 page report of the
land use committee – which contains a great
number of maps and graphs – was published in
May 1986 and was called Landnýting á Íslandi
(Land-Use in Iceland and Preconditions for a
Land-Use Plan). The closing section of the
report presents a proposal to add certain clauses
to the law on country planning.

Such a land-use plan should primarily describe
the development of the settlements and deal
with economic pursuits and land use in general.
The committee therefore proposed that the
State Planning Institute should be given the task
of creating a land-use plan based on the policy
presented in the report. The report also pro-
posed that two committees should be establ-
ished to follow up on this venture and act as
advisory groups.

The first group should consist of re-
presentatives of the Althing and the other group
of representatives of ministries, state insti-
tutions and other institutions that have a stake in
the making of such a plan.
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Unfortunately, these proposals for a legal
provision on a country plan did not materialize.
Therefore the State Planning Institute did not
begin any formalized work on a country plan
though it has tried to carry out some work in
this area.

The planning law of 1988 contains a para-
graph that deals with the collecting of data on a
country plan level. This paragraph is sufficient
to give the State Planning Institute -now called
the Planning Agency – authority to carry out
work that can pave the way for the preparation
of a country plan, or at least some investigation
into the disharmonies that exist among sector
plans on a country scale.

The global development towards environ-
mental assessment will mean that Iceland has to
make an account of various aspects of the
society, both on a country scale and on a global
scale.

Beginning in 2004, a new law on
environmental assessment makes it mandatory
to write reports on the impact of a project on a
country scale. Ásdís H. Theódórsdóttir now
works on creating procedures and methods for
this work for the Planning Agency.

Future research on behalf of the government in
the past few decades started in 1984 with an
executive committee that the Prime Minister
appointed in the spring to initiate a future study
for Iceland to cover the period 1985-2010.
Sixteen groups were established to work on the
various aspects of this future study, including a
group on population prediction, a group on
settlements and the environment, and a group
on the future expectations of young people. The
reports of these three groups were published in
one book in 1987 called Gróandi thjódlíf (National
Life in Progress). Another book in this series
was also published in 1987 called Audlindir um
aldamót (Resources at the Turn of the Century).
That book contained the reports of the three
groups on ocean resources, land resources and
energy.

The reports of the other groups were not
published, but some of them were distributed as
photocopies within the government sector. It
was a pity that not all the reports of the groups
were distributed to the general public, but it is,
nonetheless, certain that this work has at least
been very useful for the representatives of the
various ministries and institutes as concerns
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their need to get an idea of what the future may
entail. It was also very useful that ideas about
future development were presented in this way.

Unfortunately, this work has not been con-
tinued by the government, with the exception of
work done in connection with the policy-making
settlements programme that was started in 1994 and
which was described on page 269.

One more independent theoretician should
be mentioned concerning the study of future
settlements. This is the engineer Ágúst Valfells.
In 1979 he published the book Ísland 2000
(Iceland 2000 – Production, Population and the
Standard of Living).

The work was supported by a grant from the
National Power Company. The book presents
studies by the author on the historical devel-
opment and potential future development of
the standard of living in Iceland. Some of these
studies had already been published in articles.

Valfells divided the history of Iceland into the
period of agricultural production, where there
certainly was a limit to how many inhabitants
the country could support.

Then, around 1900, the period of utilization
of fish resources commenced. This period has
been characterized by a steady increase in the
use of this resource and an increase in per capita
national income. Valfells pointed out that the
increase in number of inhabitants has followed
rather closely the increase in national income.

Valfells also pointed out that there would be a
point where the full capacity of the utilization of
the fishing resources would be reached and he
put that point of time at about 1985. In the
book, he furthermore claimed that if new in-
come possibilities did not open up after that
time, this would lead to a lowering of per capita
income, assuming that the number of inhabit-
ants continued to increase.

If, on the other hand, a further and larger
scale utilization of the energy resources of the
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country were started, the national income per
capita could continue to increase (see graph on
top of page).

In 1990, Valfells published his book again and
now called it Aftur til framtíðar: Ísland 2000
endurskodad (Again to the Future – Iceland 2000
Reviewed). This edition of the book included
the text of the earlier book and added new para-
graphs in bold type with his estimation of how
well his prediction about the future had stood
up after eleven years. He admitted that the
growth period of the increase of income from
fishing resources proved to be longer than he
had predicted. He claimed, however, that al-
though the critical point had been delayed, this
did not alter his main statement that there will
come a time when Icelanders will need to utilize
their energy resources in order to be able to
increase their national income.

What has happened since 1990 is that the
increase in national income provided by new
economic pursuits has entered the stage.
Tourism is one of them, as well as the know-
ledge industry. Because of this it can be claimed
that Icelanders now have more options than the
utilization of energy resources in order to in-
crease national income after maximum utiliza-
tion of the fishing resources has been reached.

How this claim should be assessed has in fact
caused great disputes as to what kind of future
Icelanders could be offered instead of the
energy and heavy industry option – in parti-
cular, after the National Power Co. and the
government put forth their idea on the con-
struction of Kárahnjúkar power plant in 2001.

In assessing future economic alternatives,
factors like a possible increase in petroleum
prices in the future will have to enter the picture.
This possibility could seriously reduce the very
optimistic predictions on the increase in tourism
to less than we would like to hope for.
Furthermore, it is still not clear whether the
knowledge industry in Iceland can take off to
such a degree that it can equal energy
production and heavy industry in terms of
national income.

In the conference of the Planners Association
in 2001, Thórdur Fridjónsson, the head of the
National Economic Institute, talked about the
likely sources of the national income in the
future. There he predicted that the income per-
centage provided by tourism would not increase
in the near future. In addition, he was very
circumspect concerning the estimation of how
much the knowledge industry can contribute to
national income in the years to come.

PPrreeddiiccttiioonn ooff eenneerrggyy uuttiilliizzaattiioonn aass mmaaxxiimmuumm ffiisshh
ccaattcchheess hhaavvee bbeeeenn rreeaacchheedd..

Valfells’’ rrepport oon tthe ffuture
ppromotes hheavy iindustry.
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As described earlier, the author of this book was
the first to put forth an idea about a country
plan for Iceland. The idea was presented in a
report with maps in 1987, as developing ideas to
work in the most logical way on such a country
plan has always been one of the largest aspects
in his career as a scholar and planner.

In 1975 the author conceived the idea that it
would be necessary to aim for a plan for the
whole country: a country plan. Such a plan like
would have to present the best settlement areas,
the structure of the road system, the structure
of the electrical power system, the structure of
air services and harbours. The preparation
process included collecting maps that show
areas in the country best fitted for settlements –
such thematic maps showing, for example, areas
of geothermal energy and the best areas for
obtaining fresh water – to name a few factors.
This work also involved collecting maps and
information about the worst conditions, includ-
ing areas that are dangerous because of
earthquakes, lava flows and pumice fall.

In 1973 two dramatic events occurred. One
was the oil crisis and the other the eruption on
the largest island of the Westman Islands, the
island of Heimaey. These two events pointed
out very clearly the necessity of such mapping
so that planning measures could be applied to
help avoid disasters in the planning of settle-
ments and to be able to guide new settlements
into areas where the best conditions are to be
found.

In the spring of 1977 the author published the
first two articles with the findings from his
country plan work. These articles included the
presentation of an idea about a future road
system in Iceland where the highland roads play
a large role. In the centre of the Sprengisandur

Desert, which is the geographic centre of
Iceland, the construction of the new town of
Háborg was suggested. From there roads would
go to the three directions, north, east and south.
Each of these roads would in turn divide into
two roads. The North Road would divide into a
road into Akureyri and another to Lake Mývatn.
The East Road would go down to Egilsstadir
and another branch to Lón, east of Horna-
fjördur. The South Road would divide into a
road connecting with the Thjórsárdalur Valley
and Skeidavegur Road, which would go down to
Selfoss and secondly to Fjallabaksvegur Road,
which would connect with the Ring Road not far
west of Kirkjubaejarklaustur. These last two
roads were actually under construction at the
time of the planning.

In 1979 a grant was awarded the project by the
CCMS in Brussels. This grant helped continue
the mapping of the best and worst areas in the
country for settlements. The method employed
was the overlay method and the map series con-
tains 25 maps that were drawn on trans-
parencies. The most positive areas in each trans-
parency got the darkest shadowing so that as the
transparencies are laid over each other, the area
that appears the darkest is interpreted as the area
with the best conditions for settlement.
Similarly, the summation of the negative
features connected to land use appears by
overlaying the transparencies.

In 1987 the result of this work appeared in
the book Ideas on the first Iceland Plan, which will
be described better on page 358. The
publication of this book was followed up by
three articles on settlements and the country
plan in Morgunbladid. In the autumn of 1988 the
author obtained a position on the Faculty of
Engineering of the University of Iceland. The
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work of the students became an important part
in the study of various aspects connected to the
country plan, mainly aspects of the highlands.
In the next few years these concerns became a
frequently discussed topic in Iceland. Many
conferences took place, for example on the
planning of the highlands, and a number of
theses were written at the university.

The next step was the publication of the book
Framtídarsýn – Ísland á 21. öld (A Vision for
Iceland in the 21st Century) in 1991, a book
based on the work carried out at the university.
Then in 1993 came Land sem audlind (Land as a
Resource), which included maps on the south-
west based on the overlay method. This map
series focuses on positive and negative features
for tourism. It also provides an historic account
of how the settlement structure has developed
in this area through the centuries – and also in
the whole of Iceland.

The next step after that was the starting of a
similar mapping project for the whole country,
but in the meantime the fourth book, Vid
aldahvörf – Stada Íslands í breyttum heimi (At the
Turn of the Century – Iceland´s Position in a
Changing World), was published. This book
came out in 1995 and was co-authored with

Albert Jónsson, the special adviser to the Prime
Minister on foreign affairs. This book was useful
for the country plan work, for instance in the
way it clarified the importance of the global
environmental movement. It also presented
some alternative scenarios for Iceland´s devel-
opment in the view of how things were
developing elsewhere in the world.

In 1997 the fifth book was published, Ísland
hid nýja (Iceland the New), co-authored with
Birgir Jónsson, a geo-engineer. The largest part
of that book goes into describing the process
needed for creating planning ideas about the
future. The book is divided into three main
parts: 1. The necessary assessment of the
strengths of Iceland in view of international
developments – questions such as whether
Iceland is well placed as a country for economic
pursuits like heavy industry and tourism. Based
on this assessment the second step was taken: 2.
A rough sketch for a county plan for each
alternative policy, for instance, for Iceland as a
country of heavy industry or tourism. Of
special interest here is how these two options
can go together in the highlands.

Only after these two first steps have been
completed can the Icelandic government decide
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on: 3. A country plan policy. When that has been
done a solid foundation for regional planning
for the various parts of the country will have
been provided – not least important in the
central highlands.

In 1998 work started on the regional plan of
the central highlands, led by a joint committee.
This committee was given the authority for this
work by a special clause in the planning law in
1993. When the work had been started it
became very clear – as already described on page
244 – that the policy frame on the country plan
level, provided by the state, was pretty meagre.
This lack of the necessary preceding steps for
the regional plan became the focus of the
criticism in Ísland hid nýja. This lack obviously
meant that the plan was flawed in many ways, as
detailed in the book.

The next book was a contribution to the
further development of certain aspects of an
Iceland Plan. The book is called Vegakerfid og
ferdamálin (Roads and Tourism), published in
2000. The main task of that book was to lay out
the foundation of the integration of roads and
tourism planning on a country scale. The first
part of the book demonstrates how close a
connection there is between the development of

transportation facilities and the development of
tourism. Because of this it is obvious that ideas
on the future of tourism need to be created in
close co-ordination with the development of
future ideas within transportation planning for
the country.

Although the book mainly deals with the road
system and tourism, most other parameters of a
country plan and settlement policy enter the
picture. The book therefore actually presents a
rather comprehensive vision of how the
settlements could develop – a vision that in this
case originates in a special study of roads and
tourism.

The main findings are that it would be sensi-
ble to create a policy that settlement in the
country shall rest on three pillars, i.e., that there
should be three main settlement areas (see map
above). The first area is the cluster in south-west
Iceland, secondly the north central cluster, and
thirdly in the mid-eastern area. As will be
described afterwards, this triangular settlement
structure fits well for all the main three industries:
fishing, tourism and the energy-based industries.

The importance of the third pillar in the east
for the fishing industry becomes clearer as we
realize that in the eastern half of the country,

355

The bbook ddescribes tthe
pplanningg iidea pprocess.

Three aareas iin IIceland hhave aall tthree mmeans oof ttranspportation: hharbours, aairpports aand lland
transpport, aand aare ttherefore ssuitable ttourism ccore aareas iin tthe ffuture.

STEPS  TOWARDS  A NATIONAL PLAN



running from Húsavík in the north to the
Westman Islands in the south, the Mid-East
Fjords is the only place on this coastline where
there is an urban cluster of a size sufficient to be
able to meet the demands made on a major
centre for fishing and human settlement in the
future.

As concerns tourism, the book points out that
the east is no less important for being the third
corner of the settlement triangle. This location
is important as a gateway because of the ferry
from Norway and the Faroes to the East Fjords
in the summer and because the Icelandic reserve

airport in Egilsstadir will also be able to
strengthen this function as a base for direct
tourist flights to and from Europe in the future.

As concerns the third main industrial base,
energy, it is a fact that 35% of the unused hydro-
power energy of Iceland is located in the east.
As we look at how much more it costs to build
a power line to send power over the highlands to
the south-west than to a fjord in the east, or €
120 million compared to only € 7 million,
respectively, it is clear that the eco-rule – to use
energy close to its source to reduce waste and
environmental damage – is valid.
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A simple conclusion from this is that eastern
energy should be used in the eastern part of the
country, which is the third reason – besides
fishing and tourism – that it is a very sensible
settlement policy to aim for the building up of a
strong settlement core in the east. In addition,
the east will become very important as the artic
sea route, described on p. 344, starts to open up.

This present section includes several maps
that analyze resources and hazards in Iceland.
Here they are printed in only a fraction of their
original size, but if transparencies are made
from them and projected onto a wall, they
become quite legible.

Let us now turn back to the author's first
book, Ideas on the First Iceland Plan, which was
described on page 353. There the analytical
maps appearing in this section were published
for the first time, as well as this first Iceland Plan
idea that was, to a large extent, based on them.
Now that more than twenty years have passed
since these maps were published – see the re-
production on page 359 – it is of interest to
study how they have stood up to test of time,
not least because many of the ideas presented
there were considered to be rather bold.

Let us first look at the idea of the highland road
system. What has happened is that in the

Transportation Plan of 2003 some of these road
ideas have been incorporated into what is now
being termed the basic transportation system of the
country. The highland routes selected for the
Transportation Plan have been somewhat criti-
cized, which shows that there is still work to be
done in selecting the routes. The fundamental
fact, however, remains that the idea about the
highland roads – running the shortest distances
between the various parts of the country – has
now been accepted.

On the Iceland map, the three development
areas in the countryside, excluding the south-
west corner, have since then been growing in
strength as future settlement areas. The upper
regions of the south lowlands are an example of
this. The idea presented on the map that the
Akureyri area should be extended in the direct-
ion of Mývatn Lake has grown in importance
because of the idea of a tunnel under the Vadla-
heidi Heath. Also, the north-east and the east
have been unified into one voting constituency,
which makes it logical to try to build one unit
out of the Akureyri area and the Hérad area. A
new road, Háreksstadaleid, has been built and
considerably improves their connection.

The map below, on the left, shows this idea in
the Iceland Plan book, i.e., that these areas should
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be connected. The sketch also explains the role
of a highland road over the Sprengisandur
Desert for the strengthening of this settlement
structure.

The eastern part of this "settlement balance"
or triangle will probably develop more slowly,
but a better connection between the Akureyri
area and the eastern part of the country –
especially given the impetus of the new
hydropower plant and the aluminium smelter in
Reydafjördur – will certainly add weight to
rectifying the imbalance, at least to some degree.
The third main idea from the Iceland Plan was

to create new, large nature preservation areas,
instead of dispersing them in small patches all
over the country. In the map these areas are
called Public Recreational Areas. This idea of
establishing large conservation areas has been
gaining ground in the last few years and is
incorporated, for instance, in the regional plan
for the central highlands. Of late, many people
have also put forth similar ideas on large
conservation areas.

The fourth idea that was put forth in this
Iceland Plan of the future was a suggestion that
possibly, sometime in the future, a communication
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centre could be built right in the middle of the
country after the highland roads had been built.
The distances from this centre in the
Sprengisandur Desert to the settlements in the
north, east and the south are very short, as the
little map to the left shows. Various activities
and services for these three parts of the country
would be appropriately located there. In 1977
this idea was presented rather light-heartedly by
suggesting that maybe in this spot the town of
Há-borg (High City, Acro-polis) could be built
which, in due time, could possibly overtake
some of the capital functions of the country.

The book on the Iceland Plan describes some
examples of nations that have built new capitals
close to their country's geographical centre, for
instance Madrid in the central highlands of
Spain, the capital of Brasilia in the central plains
of Brazil, and Mexico City in the middle of a
desert territory in Mexico.

What has happened in the meantime – and is
related to this unusual idea about a new city in
the highlands – is that now many scientists
suggest that the temperature on earth will
increase. If the climate in the central highlands
of Iceland – that is now very cold and windy –
will at some point become similar to that of

mountain areas in Europe, the weather will no
longer be an obstacle for building a town there.

There could be a considerable number of
positive features for the average person living in
the central highlands. The distances to skiing
areas in the glaciers are short and it would only
take about a two hour drive by car to get down
to all the main settlement areas of the country.

It would be a special benefit for those living in
the highland city that the wind direction and
thus the weather, often divides Iceland in two;
during periods of south-west wind with exten-
sive rain, at the same time there is frequently a
warm and dry period in the north-east.

As the wind direction changes – with pre-
vailing north-eastern winds – the pattern re-
verses and the northern and eastern parts of the
country become cold and damp, whereas good
weather is to be found south of the highlands.
This means that people living in the highland
city could always be only one to two hours away
from the very best weather available in the
country at any given time.
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During the last decades of the twentieth
century, several international developments
occurred that will probably bring about
increased activity in terms of national country
planning in Iceland in the future.

As has already been described, many pre-
paratory steps have been taken in country plann-
ing. The main factor in terms of making an
overarching plan necessary is the increased
connection between Iceland and the European
Union after Iceland was granted associate
membership with the establishment of the EEA
in 1994. Following the signing of this agreement
Icelanders were thereby required to adopt many
laws and regulations that are in force within the
EU. One such example is the directive on envi-
ronmental impact assessment that was described
on page 291.

One of the things that happened with the
integration of Western Europe into one
economic zone is that, though it is considered to
be right to look at the countries individually,
most people and companies now look at Europe
as a single interactive unit. This integration
process has meant that common policymaking
has been initiated and is taking over in an
increasing number of sectors within the EU, for
example, in the areas of energy, transportation,
agriculture and nature conservation. Because of
this and because of the need of each member
country to understand its position in this new
whole the EU published an innovative book in
1991: EUROPE 2000 – Outlook for the
Development of the Community. This book presents
the most important planning facts of the area –
the distribution of population and location of
work places, as well as plans for future
transportation systems. Following this report,
many other reports have been worked on, for

instance the ESDP – European Spatial Development
Perspective, a document that all member countries
and associate members need to study thor-
oughly to assess their position in the Europe of
the future.

Some member countries of the EU have since
then delineated their own position within the
union, as for instance the Danes with the book
Danmark pa vej mod 2018 (Denmark on Its Way
into 2018), published in 1992 with the subtitle
Landsplanredegorelse fra milioministeriet (Country
Plan Report from the Ministry for the
Environment).

Concerning issues on a global scale, some
important developments have also taken place.
The most important of these is the Rio Conference
of 1992 where most of the member countries
of the UN signed a declaration on an agenda for
the twenty-first century. The Icelandic government
has used this agenda as a guide in its planning
towards sustainable development. Various country
programmes on sustainable development were
described on page 290 in the present book.

The work on the Kyoto Agreement has also
had considerable influence on the making of
plans and programmes for Iceland. In 2001, for
instance, a report was published on the amount
of greenhouse gases used by the transportation
sector. That same year, work took place on an
integrated traffic plan, which was approved of
by the Althing in 2003, a plan that was described
on page 296.

It was, however, primarily the discussion
about environmental matters and the frames
and standards created in the discussion that have
been of most influence on ideas about how
Iceland should develop in the future – and will
undoubtedly have increasingly more effect in the
future. The extensive work on the frame plan for
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energy utilization has primarily come about
because of this international environmental dis-
cussion, as can be seen in the section on energy
utilization on page 312.

Environmental matters have also provided
the largest incentive in the area of the law of the
sea and in the development of ideas about the
utilization of the fishing resources, as was
described on page 337.

Since 2000, the discussion about the possible
membership of Iceland in the EU has been on
the increase. This has meant that all compre-
hensive planning that takes place within the EU
would become accessible to Icelanders if they
join the alliance. Iceland has already been
admitted to membership in various institutions
and research funds of the EU, and a similar link
to the European Spatial Development Perspective
needs to be created.

If Iceland were to start to prepare for its
application for admission to the EU, thorough
studies would have to be made on what the
membership would mean, for instance
concerning which parts of the Icelandic
economy would be affected and in what way.
There should also be a study of which regions
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would be eligible for the structural funds of the
EU. As within the EU, there are areas in Iceland
that are relatively backward or contain envi-
ronmentally friendly activity which is deemed
worth supporting. In 2001, Iceland already had
to prepare a map showing which areas are
allowed to be eligible for assistance from the
Icelandic government, and thus the map below
was produced.

It is one of the fundamental rules of the EU
that a state cannot treat different types of eco-
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nomic activities differently. This is also one of
the main points in the Icelandic plan for
integrated transportation. In this plan the costs
carried by the state, in terms of the trans-
portation systems, are therefore made visible,
and the policy is that those who use transport
should pay for the use with some kind of a fee.

In order to be able to introduce these fees,
such as for the use of a road  whose con-
struction and upkeep are currently supported by
the state, electronic meters need to be installed,
both in motor vehicles as well as along sections
of various roads to register the actual use, based
on several variables. One of these variables
would be the weight of the vehicle. As a vehicle
reaches the carrying capacity of a road – which
increases the damage to the road – the fee would
increase pro-portionately.

In addition, it is possible to make it more
expensive to drive on roads with heavy traffic.
This would motivate the drivers to commute
during the periods with less traffic or to select
alternate and less frequented routes. Computers
in the vehicles would continuously send
information on road system use to a terminal
where the fees would then be calculated.

It is also a direct consequence of the EU
regulation requiring equal competition that the
funds provided by the state for construction and
operation of airports have to be largely financed
by those who use the air services. This will mean
that domestic flights in Iceland will become
more expensive, so flights will be reduced
compared to other transportation modes – a
fact that is going to have a considerable impact
on regional development.

In the future, the state will have to collect fees
for the use of roads to recompense the state for
construction and maintenance costs. This might
have result in again transporting heavy loads by
sea rather than by land. This could also affect
the growth of harbours and towns in the future.

The reduction that has already taken place in
domestic flights, and any further foreseeable
reduction, calls for a new and a more positive
study on the ideas about shortening road
distances, for example with the use of highland
roads.

Summing up, it is clear that there are times of
much change approaching as concerns the basic
factors affecting settlement development of the
future.

362

TThhee bbrrooaaddnneessss ooff tthhee lliinneess sshhoowwss wwhheerree tthheerree iiss mmoosstt ttrraaffffiicc ffllooww,, wwhhiicchh iiss aann ooppppoorrttuunniittyy ffoorr eevveerryy sseettttllee-
mmeenntt.. TThhee pprreeddiiccttiioonn ooff aarreeaass wwiitthh ggrroowwtthh aanndd ddeecclliinnee,, hhoowweevveerr,, iiss nnoott oonnllyy bbaasseedd oonn ttrraaffffiicc..

CCaarr ccoommppuutteerrss wwiillll tteellll uuss aabboouutt
uussee ooff tthhee rrooaadd ssyysstteemm..

PLANNING  IN  ICELAND



The Developments of Today

Book Five
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In this fifth and last book on planning in
Iceland, we will first acquaint ourselves with
those changes in views and visions that now
have the most influence on how the society of
today is changing. We will take a look at today's
society, present an analysis of how it is changing,
and finally examine how it will be changing in
the next few decades.

Now at the millennium – just like at the turn
of the century in 1900 – great changes are happ-
ening in the structure of society, within eco-
nomic sectors as well as how people think in
general. At the turn of the century in 1900, Ice-
landic society was changing from an agricultural
to a fishing nation.

Marine fishing could not have become a major
industry unless, at the same time, social changes
occurred and urban areas were created along the
coast where the best harbour conditions were to
be found.

At the same time society was embarking on
technological development; roads were being
built, the telephone, water mains and the
provision of electricity were being introduced –
and villages and towns, in the modern sense,
were starting to emerge.

This process of urbanization continued slowly
but steadily throughout the twentieth century.
At the end of it, Iceland had reached the degree
in urban development where urbanization most
often halts, i.e., when about 90% of a nation
lives in urban areas.

In most countries in Europe urbanization
took place much earlier and had for example
been completed in Britain – with the urban
structure being in place in all major aspects – by
the beginning of the twentieth century. In their
basic makeup early European cities are therefore

mostly early industrial cities, many of them
rather untidy and not very interesting.

The task of changing these cities now into
centres that meet the modern demands of the
information society with its light industry and
services requires an effort in planning. The work
of a British government agency is well known in
this area. A report instigating this urban re-
creation, Towards an Urban Renaissance, is widely
known and has been used in guiding the re-
development of many cities around the world.

Within the area of city planning, Icelanders
do not have any comparable problems to deal
with because the Icelandic urban areas are so
young that they have not been formed by the old
industrial patterns in any considerable way.

Nevertheless, Icelanders too have to embark
on similar studies in order to clarify where the
new type of society that is in the making in the
Western world is actually headed. The new
vision that is developing means that people will
make stronger demands for the quality of towns
as dwelling places. Today, people also make
more demands on clothing and all kinds of
interior facilities in their homes than they used
to. They want to have, all at the same time,
everything beautiful and pleasant and all modern
conveniences at hand.

Iceland stands at a crossroads as concerns the
question of what kind of future society is
desirable and what kind of goals can be created
for Iceland in that respect. This section traces
some of the most probable and positive
possibilities.

The way things look now, there is a good
possibility that the service and knowledge
society – that has already started to develop in
Iceland – can continue developing. Icelanders
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are rather well educated people and in this field
they are ahead of many other countries,
especially in the third world. Therefore Iceland
has to some degree been able to establish itself
within the knowledge industry.

Nevertheless, it must be kept in mind that the
less developed parts of the world will also
continue to develop and the inhabitants of
countries like Pakistan and India seem to be
naturally gifted when it comes to tasks in the
knowledge industry, including computer work,
mathematical expertise, and other work requir-
ing technological skills. Therefore, it is not at all
certain that the advantage Iceland has today will
remain. The largest societies in the world have
also conceived the idea of making use of this
promising new area. Icelanders may therefore
not have such a bright future in this area as is
forecast today.

In building up a service society Iceland has pro-
fited very much from the great increase in
tourists as their numbers have expanded from
about 15,000 in 1960 to over 300,000 in 2000,
which is more than the total population of the
country. This huge influx of tourists requires a
great deal of services, a fact that has meant that

the service level in many villages and rural areas
in the countryside has reached a degree that
would have been unthinkable only a few years
ago. Nevertheless, there may be negative signs
on the horizon. Oil prices might go up again,
which would mean that the volume of air travel
to Iceland would decrease.

Higher prices for fuel would also probably
mean a considerable economic decline in the
country where the tourists now come from,
which also would mean a reduction in the
number of tourists. Therefore, it is necessary to
come up with other possible pillars for the
Icelandic economy, such as the further
processing of fish products and the utilization
of clean energy for energy-demanding
industries.

The uncertainty that awaits Iceland in the
future means that the planning has to prepare
for various types of scenarios. Various options
need to be kept open and Icelanders should not
be overly confident about the knowledge
industry and should also not be too restrictive so
they can keep avenues open for energy
utilization.
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CHANGING  VIEWS  AT THE  TURN  OF  THE  CENTURY

The Western worldview is deeply rooted in
Christianity and the views that emerged with the
advent of modern science in the seventeenth
century. The pioneers in that development are
usually considered to be scientists like Des-
cartes, Newton and Bacon.

Of late, we have been discovering how
primitive this worldview is and how the thinking
connected with it has had the effect of creating
rather mechanistic ideas, both about the
structure of our societies as well as in the area of
city planning.

The last few decades, however, have brought
with them a more organic and multi-faceted
thinking, for instance because of influences
from the worldview of the Far East. In spite of
this the modernistic way of thinking -which is
often called positivism – is still very dominant in
how we plan and structure our societies.

The author has written a book about this
called City and Nature – An Integrated Whole. The
first chapters of the book explain that it is one
of the most prevalent characteristics of Western
thinking to consider everything as pairs of
opposites, e.g., city and nature, house and garden
or man and woman.

The worldview that is now in its formative
stages in the West, on the other hand, attempts
to let these "opposites" work together, often
with the result that both parts gain from the
partnership, i.e. the two parts are complementary.

The example to the right shows a plan where
this type of thinking is applied. Here the houses
and the garden areas are designed to work
together to create one whole. The result is an
organic and warm environment, very different
from the cold planning scheme that appears in

the picture to the left. In connection with this
discussion, we are reminded that within
modernism the machine is the model, as well as
an object of affection; everything that was
conveniently planned and put into a system of
cubicles is considered to be appealing.

Planning, where the houses were like boxes on
a conveyor belt, was conceived to be beautiful in
the decades after World War II in a period where
this vision was very influential in Iceland.
Unfortunately, Reykjavík expanded the most in
this period because of the huge amounts of
money that the war and the post-war years
brought Icelanders.

In 1990, an increased criticism of the ideology
of modernism started to appear in Iceland and
at the same time a dwindling enthusiasm for the
concrete boxes of the suburbs. An interest in
organic environment, characterized by
variations in form, curved lines and a multi-
faceted life, on the other hand, increased.

Unfortunately, however, a rather cold type of
fashion again gained a foothold in Iceland
around 2000, so many of the new neigh-
bourhoods are as cold and mechanistic as in the
decades immediately after the war.

Let us now look at another main characteristic
of modernism, namely, separation and the boxing
of functions. Historically the separation of city
functions has an origin in the necessity of the
times of the untidy industries, where it was
necessary to create a distance between working
and residential areas.

In the geothermal heated towns of Iceland
the need for such a separation was less
important. Therefore, the separation was rather
a fashionable trend that fitted well with the
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ideology of modernism that made zoning so
strong within Icelandic planning. Before the
days of motorized vehicles, the possibility of
anything other than the mixing of functions was
not envisioned because people for the most part
had to go by foot wherever they needed to go.
This meant that work places, schools, shops and
residences more or less had to be at the same
location.

When the car entered the scene the need for
mixing of functions disappeared because if people
own a car they can live in one part of a city, shop
in another and work in a third. This gave people
freedom in their selection of locations for living
and working.

The result was, however, bad: lifeless bed-
room neighbourhoods, unsightly working areas,
and shopping areas that can only be made use of
with a car. What probably made people most
aware of how bad this is as a human envi-
ronment is that this boxing and fragmentation
of functions means social injustice.

Those who do not have a car cannot easily
make use of the supermarkets but are
dependent on small shops within the
neighbourhoods that sell the same goods, only

at higher prices. Another thing that has resulted
from this development is that certain social
groups get isolated in the monotone
neighbourhoods, or ghettos. The children are
not connected with the working life as before,
and are often in very little contact with the work
areas and the life that their parents lead outside
the home.

The third reason why this modernistic plann-
ing scheme is so bad is that it demands huge
tracts of land for all the roads that are needed to
transport people from one place to another
within the cities.

In addition there is the need for enormous
parking spaces in the residential areas, shopping
areas and work areas – almost three parking lots
per car. This destroys the connections within the
fabric of the city. The highways are like bulging
rivers that people hardly dare to cross, except on
very narrow pedestrian bridges or in dimly lit
passages – and the organic web that the city was
earlier is being dissolved.

The two photos in this spread compare the
cold modern city and the organic and warm city
of the past. Most people will realize, by
comparing the pictures, what a huge difference

368

Freeways iincrease tthe
cuttingg uupp oof ccity ffunctions.

This ppicture sshows ddowntown HHouston. IIt sshows hhow llittle iis lleft oof ddowntown llife: TThe ccar
dominates. TThis bbreaks ddown tthe cconnections bbetween tthe vvarious uunits oof tthe ccity.

PLANNING  IN  ICELAND



there is between these two planning schemes.
Few people would prefer to live in an env-
ironment as presented in the picture to the left.
It has been pointed out that today various
methods are available to create mixed planning
again.

One of the methods would be to create an
urban core close to college areas, where students
and employees could shop and live. If such
planning were offered, people could save
themselves a great deal of driving – and they
even could lead a life without a car.

This planning method would also mean
savings for the society as a whole because the
highways and the parking lots cost huge
amounts of money. Besides, they also create
pollution and cause many accidents.

Although in recent years much discussion has
taken place, for example in Reykjavík, not so
much has happened in terms of implementing
mixed and organic planning schemes. These
attempts have mostly been in the town centre of
Reykjavík, where people have been given the
opportunity to live in a mixed neighbourhood.

Today there is a global movement away from
modernism in the direction of organic planning

schemes. One of the pioneers in this field is the
American Christopher Alexander. Alexander has
written books that analyse how current methods
lead to bad solutions.

By studying older schemes seriously people
come to realize that in fact it is possible to build
warm and organic cities. One of Alexander's
main books is The Timeless Way of Building, which
describes how the built environment came to be
in earlier times, and how we can today still make
use of similar methods. The design and
planning ideas of Alexander will be described in
the following section.
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Around 1970 the number of young Icelandic
students going abroad for study increased
considerably. At the same time, the travels of
Icelanders abroad also increased with the result
that people became more and more acquainted
with a lively and beautiful urban environment in
foreign countries. People got the opportunity to
experience cities like London, Paris and Barce-
lona or smaller tourist towns like Benidorm or
Palma and realized how much more pleasant
and livelier this urban environment was than
that of Reykjavík at that time.

During their study years and in their travels, a
large number of Icelanders learned to enjoy the
city and city life, which consists of such simple
features like walking in the streets, meeting
people, sitting in cafés and restaurants, going to
the parks to jog or simply enjoying other leisure
activities. The increased connection to other
countries thus created the demand for living an
urban life – though primarily among young
people. They had learned to know the good
things abroad and did not want to be without
them when they returned home. The older gen-
erations of Icelanders were, on the other hand,
not very much into this. They had been brought
up during difficult times where everybody had
to be working between dawn and dusk so that
the leisurely style of sitting around, outside
holiday periods, in cafés or spending time for
general amusement, was something that they
could not accept so easily.

The first step towards creating this new living
city life in Reykjavík was the opening of more
restaurants. The hamburger places were the first
on the scene but later the variety as well as the
number of restaurants increased. The restaur-
ants Askur, Hornid and Laekjarbrekka were
among the first. Still, however, there was a

certain key missing for creating a lively city
atmosphere, which was to allow beer to be sold
so that pubs could open. Beer had been pro-
hibited since the prohibition years in the early
twentieth century and it took quite an effort to
get parliament to allow beer again. This
happened on the 1st of March 1989, which
started the development of opening many small
pubs. To change the old town centre of
Reykjavík towards a living urban area was rather
easy because it had a high density and was built
according to the planning traditions of Europ-
ean towns in the early twentieth century. It had
not been destroyed with highways or large fields
of parking spaces and little-used green areas,
like those in the suburbs, which makes it almost
impossible to create a vibrant urban life there. It
is important to note that this does not mean that
building suburbs is wrong. Quite the contrary,
they fit the needs of many, especially people
with children, because there the planning
provides traffic safety and also large gardens are
possible at the homes, which is not possible in
the downtown area.

In spite of the low density of the suburbs,
some lively urban core must exist within these
neighbourhoods. This has, however, become
more difficult of late because supermarkets take
over from the older neighbourhood shopping
and other services and thus work against
maintaining urban life in the suburbs.

The most important point in the discussion
about the city of the future is that the city has to
offer a wide spectrum of settlement forms. In
that way people can pick their type of preferred
settlement. Some people wish to live out on the
fringe where there are, for instance, golf courses
and horse stalls, others may want to live in mid-
density suburbs, and still others want to live in
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the town centre. One of the things that has been
missing in modern planning is to offer such a
multitude of options, but there is a tendency –
especially in the Nordic countries – to create a
mono-form standard: to press everybody into
the same mould.

The history of planning and urban design
contains a wealth of good considerations that
are not even mentioned in modern textbooks on
planning and are therefore mostly forgotten. An
American theorist, Christopher Alexander, has
collected a multitude of such solutions
published in an 1170 page book: Pattern
Language. The pictures above give examples of
old and good planning solutions from his book.

To have such planning solutions available in a
catalogue is, however, not enough to get out of
the alienation and dryness of today's planning
theory. Alexander soon discovered this, and
therefore he has made it a central point in his
theory that it is essential to create a direct link
between the user and the designer.

Alexander has of late put his main efforts into
creating and explaining methods that can make
use of organic environmental design approaches
that continuously link the user to the shaping of

his environment. Such an organic process makes
it easier to let buildings and cities adjust to the
changing demands and wishes of the people
involved. This kind of process is explained in
his book The Oregon Experiment. It describes the
planning design of a campus where this idea of
growth was applied. The method opposes the
state of the art design process of having a designer sit
at his desk designing environment for people.

The growth method, on the other hand, is
characterized by having all people linked to the
project gather for a meeting on the building site,
where they discuss what they would like their
environment to be. Ideas on the plan and the
design are thus created in a close intertwining of
designers, users and the given location. The
method of defining design ideas is to put poles
with different coloured flags in the building area,
which are then moved back and forth as ideas
change. As building starts, a special emphasis is
placed on keeping everything as flexible as
possible, and an integral part of the concept is
that the users should be given a yearly fund to
make necessary changes as soon as the need
arises.
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One of the things that has characterized West-
ern societies is the tendency for those who are in
power to seek to impose their views and
decisions on everybody. This means that there is
often a ruling class which attempts to gain ove-
rweaning power.

Quite possibly, we can see the development of
modern democracy as a gradual development
away from the "nanny-state" where all decisions
are made for the populace. In spite of this, even
democratically minded people are often tempted
to exercise maximum power, if they get the
opportunity.

Even though socialism aims for equality
among people, things have mostly developed
such that those who have been elected as
ringleaders tend to use the position they have
been given to take power away from the people.
In some countries socialists went far towards
creating a centrally governed state.

What is good about the free market system is that
it has a tendency towards taking power away
from those who want to rule, and thus the
general public governs simply by what it seeks in
the market, whether housing, recreation or other
interests of needs.

The free market, however, has many flaws.
One of its flaws is that it lacks foresight. It is not
until some mishap has happened that the market
system reacts and tries to make amends.
Precaution is thus not a characteristic within
market systems, as people can see in many cases
in the USA.

Because of the flaws of these extremes the
methodology of the future needs to be a mixture of
planning and free market methods – a mixture
selected for each given case. As we look at how

things are done, we see, for instance, that some
of the largest and most powerful corporations
of the world not only let themselves be guided
by free market methods but also use intensive
planning.

Some of the largest and most glorious
projects that man has ever ventured – like
putting a man on the moon and the building of
beautiful cities – are planning tasks that the free
market would never have been able to realize.

In spite of the great triumphs of centralized
planning, there is a general trend today to move
away from centralized planning. In one respect,
there was a large need for this in Iceland
because, for centuries, Iceland was a Danish
colony and as such was used to getting orders
from abroad that simply had to be obeyed.

The credo of social responsibility that is very
strong in Iceland, as in other Scandinavian
countries, also tends to force its ideology upon
us through sheer goodwill. What follows from
this attitude is that the state is meant to provide
people with everything: schools, health services,
social services.

One characteristic of Icelandic society has
been that the educated class has been small and
closely knit, often related. In fact, it has been
able to bathe itself in the glory of its education
because the education has provided them with
possibilities of getting into a position of power
and influence and giving them the ability to
shape the lives of others.

It is common that certain types of individuals
seek out power positions, individuals that have a
tendency to want to govern other people and
direct how they should live and work. Some
planners are also such little Napoleons.

II New Developments in Methodology
1 Rejection of Dictatorial Tendencies 
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NEW  DEVELOPMENTS  IN METHODOLOGY

The idea of a state which takes care of people
in nearly all respects has been so dominant in
Icelandic society that many now want to change
towards a more democratic way, including
within the field of planning. Therefore, the
planning processes of the future will be ever
more characterized by transparency and open-
ness. A planning method that is now being used
more than before is participatory planning, a
method which means an admission of the
public into the decision making process in
shaping the environment.

The main characteristics of this type of
planning are that all relevant ideas are examined
in the pre-planning stages. People are most
often presented with alternatives and are even
allowed to vote on them in elections or in some
type of survey.

Only after this is there an evaluation of the
planning alternatives in terms of the possible
social, economic and environmental impacts.
The public is given the opportunity to study
what such assessments say about the proposals
– and after that they can make their formal
comments.

The Urban Study Centre in Reykjavík has been
working on projects of this type. Its director,
Stefán Ólafsson, in 2001 was in charge of
preparing a referendum on the airport issue in
Reykjavík based on the idea of participatory
planning.

The planning consulting firm Alta consists of
specialists in this field and has been consulted in
guiding participatory processes in connection
with planning, for instance in Kjalarnes, Garda-
baer and Seltjarnarnes.

One of the most important recent events
towards the development of participatory
planning is that a new directive from the EU is
to be adopted in Iceland in the summer of 2004,
the Strategic Environmental Assessment (SEA).

This new EU directive demands that alterna-
tives are presented to a broad group of people,
those who are meant to take part in deciding
what is the right policy and strategy in the
forming of planning alternatives.
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A second feature, in addition to participatory
planning, which is considered to be
characteristic of planning methods in the future
is that much more emphasis will be put on
creating multidisciplinary groups for working on
planning.

Up to now architects, planners and engineers
have been the most active professions within the
planning area, but now people consider it right
that specialists from other disciplines, like
sociology, psychology, and the arts – and
actually people from almost any bracket of
society – take part in official planning.

It is logical that specialist disciplines needed to
develop within the sciences at first, but
nowadays there is an increased focus on
methods to connect and integrate knowledge
from various disciplines into one whole.

Most universities are divided "vertically" into
rather narrow specialist fields. The result is that
students often get little training in working with
people from other disciplines. There is, for
instance, little co-operation between engineers,
architects and landscape architects during their
years of study, an isolation that even continues
after they have graduated and have entered the
market to work on more or less the same
projects. This is obviously not right and shows a
serious lack in the necessary connections
between aspects of the same project. Nowadays
there is, however, a movement towards creating
multidisciplinary groups around tasks that create
wholes, like that of building a house or planning
a city or a neighbourhood.

In the last few years, work has been taking
place on starting courses in Iceland at the
college and university level which involve
disciplines largely concerned with working on

the shaping of the built environment. Thus in
the autumn of 2001 a BA course was started in
landscape architecture at the Agricultural
College of Hvanneyri. This three-year course is
called Environmental Planning. An agreement with
several Nordic colleges and universities assures
that this undergraduate degree is accepted as
suitable for admission to master's degree
courses in landscape architecture at relevant
institutions within Scandinavia. In the autumn
of 2002 teaching in architecture started at the
Iceland Academy of the Arts. Attempts had
been made to let the Academy and the
University of Iceland join forces for this course
so that social and technical areas and the artistic
aspects would be connected in the study, but
unfortunately, this did not materialize.

All over the world there is work going on
towards connecting or integrating the design
departments dealing with the built environment
into one unit. One of the first steps in this
direction was taken in 1959 at the University of
California, Berkeley. There these disciplines
were brought together in the new College of
Environmental Design.

One of the characteristics of Icelanders is
their individualism. This has positive features
but at the same time this mental trait of personal
ambition and advantage stands in the way of
creating multidisciplinary groups necessary.
Within the University of Iceland the old strict
"vertical" division into disciplines is prevalent
and few interdisciplinary courses are taught. In
addition, the positivism that puts an overemphasis
on specialization and mathematical approaches
is dominant. This approach works against
disciplines that are concerned with wholes or
interdisciplinary tasks.
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Another feature that is very much of a
hindrance to interdisciplinary co-operation at
the university is that various offices and
departments are scattered around the city. In
addition, the planning of the campus almost
looks like as if it was a premeditated attempt to
keep the departments apart. The Engineering
and Natural Science Faculties are thus located in
the south-west corner of the campus, west of
the busy road of Sudurgata, but the Faculty of
Philosophy, which includes the humanities, is
located on the east side of that road. Sudurgata
is so busy that it splits these two parts of the
campus, and in addition this central area of the
campus is mostly taken up by parking spaces,
which contributes to the increase of distances
between the locations of the various
departments.

In 1992, the student Kjartan Gudmundsson
finished his final project under the guidance of
the author of this book. This project consisted
of designing a building that would connect both
under and over Sudurgata in order to interlink
the two halves of the campus. The University
Rector, Páll Skúlason, introduced his thoughts
on a similar idea around the same time, a project
he calls the University Plaza. Since then, not

much has happened, but in 2003 there is hope of
movement in this greatly needed project.

The planning of the campus is badly flawed
and characterized by many of the flaws
characteristic of modern planning. A lively core
that is most often located in the middle of
campuses and functions as a kind of a town
centre is non-existent in this plan. In addition,
the separation scheme of modernism is the
guiding rule. Functions that should be located
centrally, like the University Library, are situated
in the north-west corner of the vast university
area and the Student Union stands at the border
of the campus by the busy Hringbraut Avenue
instead of being located in the middle of the
area. The central area of the campus is, on the
other hand, taken up by parking spaces, a
carpentry workshop and the Building and
Grounds division.

The most positive development in the plann-
ing matters of the university is the planning of a
science park south of the Nordic House, right
next to the DeCODE Genetics building for
researching genetic inheritance. The park is
planned to include an internal space where the
buildings are linked together and will therefore
be closely connected.
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The modernistic society with its lack of
connections has profited greatly from all the
new possibilities that information technology
can create. What is gained by info-technology is that
it creates information systems and inter-linkages
that can have important functions in re-
connecting again what the strictly separated
specialist disciplines have earlier set apart.

The computer, of course, stands in the centre.
The computer has two main areas of operation:
on the one hand, the number and text aspect
and on the other, the visual or mapping aspect.

Currently there exist Geographic Information
Systems (GIS), computer programs that create a
linkage between these two areas. These pro-
grammes are of high value for use within the
planning field.

With the GIS system the user can enter cer-
tain areas of a map on the computer screen to
access a variety of text and statistical
information about the area or about individual
houses, neighbourhoods or streets, whether in
the field of engineering, sociology, economics
or other fields of research.

This interconnected information system
makes it easier to interrelate the various fields of
expertise and to let knowledge in the various
fields come to full use in the process of
planning.

Another area where info-technology is of
great help is in the several possibilities for ana-
lyzing data, including the analysis of graphs,
tables and statistics. All work of this type has
become much easier with the advent of the
computer.

This new technology for analyzing and
presenting information in the best possible

manner is of much importance. A precondition
for being able to work well – in whatever area –
is to have a very good idea of how things are
developing as well as of relevant facts linked to
the task at hand at each given time.

In the master plan of Reykjavík in 1965, a
computer model was first used to analyze
various statistical developments within the city.
The computer model was fed with all the main
planning values on the square metres of
buildings by categories. This database was then
integrated into a traffic origin and destination
computer program.

One of the things that this computer model
could analyse was what certain planning values
would mean in the case of increased traffic.
Experiments were conducted in changing the
road system and the computer model was used
to analyze where the system was under pressure
and called for changes. The traffic load was
represented by a varying thickness of black on
the streets. An example is presented on the next
page.

Another technical novelty that has been
developed in the last few decades is Remote
Sensing, using cameras either in airplanes or
satellites. The remote sensing pictures are today
taken with digital cameras. In digital pictures it is
easy to intensify certain aspects or colours of
the picture on-screen, allowing the viewer to
discern minute differences, say in shades of
green, to determine clearly what types of plants
live in which areas.

One of the things that can be done with these
remote cameras is to take pictures not based on
colour but on the heat values of the surface of
earth.
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The large picture on the opposite page shows
such a picture of Reykjavík. What appears
lightest in this picture are the warmest areas, and
the darkest areas are the coldest. The very light
spots within the built up areas reveal two
swimming pools and the heat pollution that
leaks into the Lake from the Nordic House.

In this picture, it is also easy to see where the
sewage system flows into the ocean and how the
pollution from these sprouts is distributed
through the ocean area.

This brief account of info-technology makes
it clear that many new opportunities within
planning and environmental matters are opening
up – areas we only recently have started to make
use of. This technology is therefore certain to
create many exciting possibilities in planning in
the future.
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In the second part of the twentieth century – as
often before in history – many cities
encountered periods of great social problems.
In many cases, this happened because great
social changes were taking place.

Today, on the other hand, the problems of the
cities are mostly connected to the fact that the
early industrial cities are now in a period of
decay. To deal with some of the problems that
have surfaced within these cities some basic
methods of planning can be applied.

This was also the case in the nineteenth
century. In that century great problems in the
areas of health and environment – in the
polluted and badly planned industrial towns –
became the main incentives for the creation of
this new academic discipline: city planning.

Unfortunately, planning is often resorted to
after the fact, and in this case is called re-active
planning. This approach means that the
measures come about as a reaction to a problem
that has already surfaced.

This can be compared to "shutting the barn
door after the horse has escaped". A disturbing
and sorrowful example of re-active action in
Iceland is the government's concern about
avalanche problems only after 32 people had
been killed in avalanches in the West Fjords in
1995.

For various reasons there is today still more
necessity than before to adopt the habit of
carrying out investigations into problems before
they hit, i.e., to take the necessary measures
prior to the surfacing of the problem. This way
of working is called pro-active planning. To put
it in a simple phrase: "To shut the barn door in
time".In order to be able to recognize a problem
in advance, many types of investigation and
studies can be made. One of them is to map out

the areas where there is a danger of some type
of natural hazard, for example avalanches, and
make sure – in the planning stages – that sensi-
tive functions are not planned in such hazard
areas or that all necessary precautions and de-
fences have been made.

This method of foresight and caution is probably
most developed within medicine, having given
rise to the field of preventive medicine. In that field,
the central idea is to take the necessary health
and environmental steps to lessen the risk of
damage in time. This means that the health
problems are the less likely to surface so people
maintain their health and do not become as ill.

Within the area of planning, comparable
measures – for example in the planning of cities
– need to be preventive. This means that people
will have to analyse what kind of problems
might lurk in the cityscape and then make
changes in the plans – as well as various envi-
ronmental improvements – that can help avert
the otherwise inescapable next step of having to
fight difficult and perhaps widespread problems
after they have surfaced.

Within this area of foresight and preventive
measures, we Icelanders are lagging further
behind than most other nations. The reason for
this is probably that we, as a nation, have pre-
dominantly been living with conditions that
have only allowed for re-active actions.

Through the centuries, for example, fishing
depended on good weather conditions that
could not be predicted with any security because
a storm could suddenly hit a boat on an other-
wise calm day. During times of bad weather
there was also no possibility of knowing before-
hand when the bad weather was over so there
was no use in trying to plan the fishing. People
simply had to wait for good weather.

III New Basic Points in Planning
1 Planning:  A Vehicle for Social Improvements
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NEW  BASIC  POINTS  IN  PLANNING

Because of this reliance on the "unplanned"
way in exercising the basic industrial pursuits
the nation cannot pride itself on an inbred
culture of precaution and planning, like many
agricultural nations can. Possibly the inhabitants
of these nations have caution and discipline
inbred in their genes after thousands of years of
planned industries.

Because of this genetic fault, we Icelanders,
still more than other nations, have to make use
of new methods that have been developed to
study what the future may bring. In this way we
will be better able to discern where the dangers
lurk on the path to the future.
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Precision aand tthorougghness
are ttraits tto bbe eencouragged.

Classification oof eearthquake iimppact, ddivided iinto ssocial, pphysical aand eeconomic iimppacts. TThese
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Moreover, because of this genetic fault we
have to make an extra effort and commitment –
and force ourselves to work in a more intell-
ectual manner than up to now. This obviously
means that we have to embrace matters before
they have turned for the worse, instead of, as is
now so common reacting after the fact or after
great damage has already been done.

The discipline of planning can be of great use
for Icelandic society as a method to learn how
enormously important it is for us Icelanders to
make a special effort in this area. This book has
presented many graphic examples of this.



It is especially in one area, the field of the
environment, that the whole world and not just
Icelanders have shown an enormous lack of
responsibility and caution. Within this field
many difficulties have developed to such a
degree that the world is facing numerous, almost
catastrophic problems.

Strangely enough, environmental matters are
not in as bad shape in Iceland as in many other
places in spite of the lack of care and pre-
caution. This is primarily because we Icelanders
are so few in a rather large country.

In addition, it has been important that Iceland
is a rich country. This has made it possible for
Iceland to make amends by shovelling money at
the problem, after the fact. In this way Iceland
has, in a short period of time, reduced or re-
moved various environmental problems, for
example, in the disposal of sewage and waste.

Global environmental problems are manifold
and we Icelanders, like other nations, must
shoulder our share in the global responsibility to
seek changes and improvements. This means
that we, like other nations, have to obey the policy
of sustainable development within most areas of our
society.

The new environmental demands are now
changing many things about how we work and
live – and how we build towns and settlements.
Today the largest challenges within the environ-
mental field are pollution, waste and thus the
depletion of resources.

Gradually we have started to understand the
ethical duty to improve our ways. And to work
on a task like this, there is no escaping using the
techniques of planning and programming. A
special section on page 290 described pro-
grammes that are underway within the
environmental field on the behalf of the Ice-
landic state and the local governments.

Some of the institutes that today are working
within the environmental field have a longer
history, including The State Reclamation
Service. When the institute was established, the
primary idea was to stop destruction as drift
sand from much eroded areas was burying
vegetation and destroying settlement areas.

Today many consider the Service has gone too
far in seeding and cultivating the sands, for
example in the sands of the River Markarfljót.
There dams have been built to prevent the river
from moving freely back and forth across the
sands, as the river has done through the ages.
Those who argue for this say that the free

flowing river diminishes the grazing value of the
plants growing in the sands and that, in some
places, it breaks down fully vegetated land.

The idea behind this policy is the opinion that
a vegetated and green land is better and more
beautiful than black sands and wastelands or
deserts. Opinions about this have been chang-
ing, however, and some people point out that it
is the natural condition of many such areas to be
without vegetation. Some groups today even
talk about black nature conservation.

Another main institute of the state in the area
of re-vegetation is the Iceland Forestry Service.
This service has done an important job in find-
ing the right types of tree stocks to plant in
Iceland and is well able to provide advice for
those who want to plant trees or forests.

The latest types of forests that are
recommended are land reclamation forests and
industrial forests. These forests are meant to
serve two main purposes: to help stop soil
erosion and to become a foundation for a
timber industry in the future.

The third argument for practicing forestry in
Iceland has just recently been added. This argu-
ment originates in the draft of the Kyoto
Agreement. According to this draft nations will be
allowed to build up CO2 pollution quotas.

Let us now turn to how improved demands
for environmentally friendly practices are being
formulated as concerns how urban areas are
structured. The picture above shows in a
thematic way how the city has to change from an
open system to a closed or a cyclic system. If the cities
continue to grow according to today´s scheme,
they can be likened to a monster that gorges the
resources of the world and then spits out the
remains into heaps of pollution and waste.

Because of this bleak prospect of the city
scheme of today, cycles need to be introduced
for most functions of the city. This means, for
example, that most of the material that a city
needs is recycled from the wastes coming from
the city itself. In other words, the wastewater
and all waste material are re-used. The city of
the future also needs to produce the energy it
needs from the renewable resources of sun,
winds, and geothermal heat. We will, however,
hardly ever reach the point of being able to
create a completely sustainable city. It is re-
markable though, how close some experimental
settlements – like a little village in the south of
Iceland, Sólheimar on Grímsnes – come close to
being sustainable settlements.
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The many changes that are currently taking
place within societies make it impossible to
extrapolate development patterns. Instead, we
need to embark on various studies on what new
developments will mean in the future. One term
for work of this kind is called future research.

Many assume that it is very hard to describe
how things will be developing and utter the lame
phrase: "It is hard to predict anything about the
future." This is a misconception because the
idea is not to predict in the strictest sense of the
word, but rather to estimate trends within
various aspects of society, and in light of those
findings to approximate future societal
developments. Of course it is often uncertain
how things will develop, but a certain estimation
of what is most likely to happen is something
that all companies carry out, even though they
are bound by the demands of the free market.
There is a great necessity to free us from the
naïve misconception held by many followers of
market system politics that planning methods
are unnecessary in the development of society
and urban areas.

Within the area of technology, such an
estimation of future developments is sometimes
carried out simply by asking specialists in the
field in question about future trends, a process
called the Delphi Method. The specialists are
asked to express their evaluation of what the
most likely developments are. The result is then
statistically evaluated, with the mean intended to
give a good indication of where things are
headed. Another method is to conduct an opin-
ion survey, which is to ask people about their
expectations and hopes for the future.

The core of the task of planning a city is to
create an environment on the drawing board
that will not be fully built or taken into use until
after 10-20 years. Planners therefore need to ask

the young people more than the older ones
about their vision and hopes for the future and
take great care not to assume that the future will
involve same desires and values that are
dominant at the time of the poll. It is only too
common that dominant ideas about society are
used as the foundation in the making of a plan
for the future. Instead, it is important to create a
picture of an ideal society when the plan in
question has been fully laid out.

No plan should be created without studying
probable changes in technology and other
influential factors. For example, the develop-
ment of domestic flights in Iceland was pre-
dicted, as shown in the chart below. Here the
aviation authorities used extrapolation of trends
but did not go into a broader study of what
effect the greatly improved road system in
Iceland would mean. In a similar way, increased
computer capability may resolve problems that
earlier made air travel necessary. If these factors
are taken into account, it seems obvious that the
number of domestic flights in a country as small
as Iceland is going to decline.

If we take these arguments about travel
modes seriously, we obtain another vision of
how the future transportation system of Iceland
should be structured. Assuming that the dom-
estic flights will almost disappear, an even great-
er necessity has developed for improving the
road system and for building roads over the
shortest distances between the different parts of
the country. Taking into account the prediction
that domestic flights in Iceland will almost
disappear, it can be very dangerous in planning
to look at matters from a narrow perspective. It
is also dangerous to let people who have special
interests in the perpetuation of a particular
system be in charge of predictions and plans for
that same system. This was the case when
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employees of the Directorate of Civil Aviation
were in charge of these predictions. It is an
erroneous tradition in Iceland to let interest
groups be in charge of most decisions within
their field. Also, a similar clashing of interests
has also happened when institutions write their
own laws and regulations. This has frequently
happened within the agricultural sector and it
happened when DeCODE Genetics, a biotech
research company, itself wrote a draft for the
law that granted its permit for operation.

This can only be regarded as a breach in the
fundamental rules of democracy. Same thing
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occurred when the Icelandic government – up
to about 1990 – let the same governmental
body, the county magistrates, both research and
judge police matters. The judgement of the
European Court of Human Rights in The
Hague was needed to point out the right work-
ing methods. A similar court action may be
needed so that the government does not con-
tinue to let interest groups write their own laws.

In addition, state institutions need to be re-
leased from the influence of their ministries
when working on specialist´s reports. Many
expect that the aviation authorities were under
political pressure when they made their pre-
diction about domestic flights. It is moreover
perplexing that they could enter the public
debate in the voting on the location of an air-
port in Reykjavík, using public money. The
aviation authorities had a propaganda brochure
printed just days before the election and distri-
buted it to every home in the city. When the
brochure was then criticized for distorting
information, again the aviation authorities used
the taxpayers' money to reprint the whole lot
again.

NEW  BASIC  POINTS  IN  PLANNING

Popular
circular routes

for tourists Reykjavík - Egilsstadir
460km (before 700km)

R-A 360km
(before 432km)

A-K 335km
(before 704km)
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It is a common characteristic of planning in
most areas in the world that post-war city plann-
ing was in general very bad. This had many
causes, one of them being that the mechanistic
thinking of modern society was then at its peak.
In addition, the serious disintegration of the
internal structure of Icelandic society resulted in
uprooting various old city building traditions.

After the war, socialists came to power with
their system of centralization. The paradox of the
socialists was that even though, in theory, they
were for the people, they nevertheless often
regarded the public as irrelevant faceless creat-
ures that should be under the authority of
official institutions. The socialist governments
therefore often created an environment that had
no tolerance for individuals. This type of mind-
set materialized, for instance, in satellite planning
and was widely used in Eastern Europe,
Scandinavia and thus also Iceland, with bad con-
sequences.

Another factor that had a large influence on
how bad the new neighbourhoods became after
the war was that the car became widely owned.
The greatly increased number of people owning
a car meant that people could commute for very
long distances from the suburbs to their work
and home again after working hours. Therefore,
the city started to sprawl increasingly, which
meant a dispersion of urban life qualities over a
large area so that liveliness almost disappeared in
these neighbourhoods, in particular as the
people got older and the number of children
decreased.

The theory of satellite planning was greatly
influenced by the Garden City Movement from the
nineteenth century. This movement emerged in
response to how much the dense, mixed and
chaotic cities of the industrial age caused
sickness and pollution. At that time no means to

deal with these problems had been developed,
so it was considered to be very positive to
disperse city areas and have very large green
areas.

Dr Gudmundur Hannesson was, like many other
physicians, an ardent advocate of the garden city
and attacked the Reykjavík Town Council for
having dense settlements planned – using the
argument that many health problems were
caused by the lack of sunlight, clean air and
grass. The result of this satellite planning or
garden city ideology was, sadly, that the
promised qualities of a beautiful country-like
environment did not materialize in these neigh-
bourhoods. The worst legacy of this movement,
however, is that the traditional city life – that is
mostly connected to densely built central areas
in the old type city plan – was lost.

The fascination with this ideology, as well as
with the car, the broad streets and the concrete
boxes that were built in the wide areas of
Reykjavík was such that the old town centre –
and the lifestyle that thrived there – was con-
sidered to be old-fashioned. Therefore, right up
to 1970, there were plans to have most of the
old buildings in the old centre of Reykjavík de-
molished.

The satellite neighbourhood ideology resulted
in the sad fact that these suburbs neither have
the qualities of the countryside nor the city. A
positive feature about them is that they provide
traffic safety, a factor which is very positive for
families with children. In these suburbs it is
possible to have large private gardens –
something that is not possible in densely built
urban cores – and this is also very positive for
families with children.

The sprawling of cities means that they are
much more expensive to build and run. An
example of the added coasts is that large city

IV Reykjavík at the End of the 20th Century
1 How Bad the Post-WW II Planning Really Was
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thoroughfares need to be built so that people
can commute from the suburbs to their work
places, which at that time in Reykjavík were
mostly in the old centre.

The ideology of zoning, i.e., to put the
different city functions in different places, also
contributed to the birth of the car city.
According to the zoning scheme, most types of
companies are not allowed in residential areas.
This thinking embodies the "mental remains"
from the bad influences that the untidy
industries had on the residential areas of the
nineteenth century.
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As we come up to the last part of the twen-
tieth century, the demand for a lively city
environment started to surface among young
people. At the same time, the negative facet that
people could no longer live without a car in
Reykjavík had become obvious.

The car therefore had become the first thing
considered as areas were planned in all of the
Capital Region. This car-dependent planning
demands enormous space for streets and
parking spaces, which leads to enormous
sprawling. The recent demand of many people
to again build dense urban areas is accompanied
by a reduced admiration for the car. Today many
people also have become very tired of having to
be in a car almost the whole day; taking their
kids back and forth, running errands for
services and shopping and driving to work,
often in a distant area of the city. Many people
were also starting to realize that this disastrous
car-dependent scheme of cities is very
expensive, consumes resources, and is thus
environmentally unfriendly.

From an article by Gudmundur
Hannesson where he criticizes a dense
settlement in Reykjavík: 

"... the deeds also showed ... the continuous row
of houses at Njardargata Street with a 3 metre
backyard and now other space (it seems no
children are meant to live in these houses) and
one should not forget the masterpieces
themselves: the Hadarstígur and Urdarstígur
paths."



It has already been mentioned that by studying
abroad, and also by being able to elevate society
from the old work ethics, there occurs a change
in attitude and life-style, especially among the
young.

Today the young want increasingly to live in a
lively urban environment. Many of the young
people want, in addition, to be able to run all
their errands in a minimal space – preferably on
foot. People also want that their children to be
able to walk to school, as they did earlier in the
old dense cities. In short; people do not want to
be slaves of the car and the satellite-city lifestyle.

This attitude change has meant a great
increase in demands – especially among the
young – for flats in the older parts of Reykjavík.
This demand has raised housing prices in the
centre, primarily because these older areas make
a lifestyle possible where everything is inter-
connected and most things are within reach.

It is of special interest that many of the old
people that now live in the suburbs want to
move into smaller flats downtown. Many of
them want again to be in lively urban areas.
Many of these old people are well off, so they
are now offering good prices for this better
housing downtown – which in turn inflates the
prices. Therefore large blocks of flats have been
built there, as in Skúlagata Street and now in the
Iceland Steamship Company area. Most of these
flats are designed for these older people, that is,
as luxury flats for the privileged.

This development is parallel to what has been
happening in central areas in other countries
such as in Manhattan in New York, where it is
considered a status symbol to live in city flats
downtown. The young people of today also
have various other desires that they want to see
realized besides a lively urban environment.

They want facilities for pursuits like jogging,
cycling, and line skating. A path that was
recently opened all along the south coast of
Reykjavík has become very popular. This path
continues inland through the Fossvogur Valley
and all the way up to the Heidmörk Forest.

When the policy towards promoting outdoor
life was developed with the Green Revolution in
1974, many people did not realize that there was
a need for such a policy. Time has proven the
planners to be right as they assessed the future
demand for outdoor facilities.

Let us now look again at the desire of many
young people to live in an urban environment. It
is obvious that such a life can only be provided
in the old town area of Reykjavík. The main
problem is that it is hard to meet the wishes of
the young to live in, or close to, downtown,
because of the lack of building land. The fact
that the lots that may be free are often private
property means that new housing in that area is
very expensive. The result is that only those who
are well off can afford the privilege of being
able to own new flats in this urban area.

The City of Reykjavík recently bought the
area by the harbour where the shipyards are. In
this area the city could possibly offer
inexpensive lots reserved for the young. The
planning of this area was started in 2003. Some
people have also suggested that a part of the
west harbour close to this area should be used
for building up a city area, and possibly also a
part of the area in the east harbour where a
conference building is to be built. It is, however,
possible that most of that area will be taken for
a hotel because the tourists also want to stay in
the old centre.

Only one large area close to Reykjavík's old
centre is available for the building of new city
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areas. This is the airport area. In addition to the
closeness to the town centre, this area has also
many other very positive features, including its
closeness to the University of Iceland and the
proposed Science Park, as well as on the south
coast and the woods on Öskjuhlíd Hill, where
there are tremendous opportunities for outdoor
life. A geothermally heated beach has been
created in Nauthólsvík Inlet on the south coast.
A marina could also be planned there if the
airport were moved to another location.
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Outdoor llife iis aa bbigg ppart oof
youngg ppeopple’’s ddaily llife.
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In 1999, students at the University of Iceland
worked on planning ideas for the airport area.
One of the planning proposals is shown in the
picture above. It stands out in these proposals
that the students proposed a dense and mixed
urban area in this location, primarily following
the same planning scheme as the old town. They
point out that in this way urban life can also be
created in this area.

In the election about the future of the airport,
a slight majority of the inhabitants of Reykjavík
decided that it should be moved away after
2015. In spite of this, it is not at all certain that
it will be moved to another location. Both the
political parties in the City Council have been
lacking a vision concerning these matters, and
both of them contributed to anchoring the
airport there before the election took place. The
airport election was therefore merely a façade.

Now there is the danger that the planning will
be carried out in such a way that the various
parts of the airport area will be planned without
sufficient vision for the area as a whole. A
further account will be given on the airport
issue on page 390.
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Most of the oldest inhabitants of Reykjavík
came directly from the countryside where they
had been brought up in wide spaces with
panoramic views and large pastures. Naturally,
this vision had a great deal of influence on how
the city was planned early in the century. People
wanted pastures in all the neighbourhoods and
to let the youth cut hay in the summer, even
though all the hay was thrown away because it
was polluted by lead from car exhausts.

This generation also wanted to live in
residential towers on the hills in the city area in
order to be able to enjoy the view, as they had
been used to in the countryside. They had very
little interest in creating dense and closed areas
or to live in close contact with their neighbours.

Most of them wanted to isolate themselves
and turn their vision outwards to the ring of
mountains rather than inward to the people in
their neighbourhoods.

Today's young generation, on the other hand,
have become urban people, people who do not
admire haymaking or pastures, like the older
generations, and do not even understand what it
meant. The young people would like to build in
the vast green spaces and only leave small
patches for playgrounds and outdoor life.

They also do not have the overwhelming need
of the older generation to stare into the distance
from the dark and empty space of their flats.
The young would rather live in narrow streets
where there are gardens in the centre spaces
between the blocks of flats and to observe and
be a part of the lively urban life in the gardens
and on the paths between the buildings.

This young generation also wants to be able to
go out in the streets – almost whenever they
wish – and sit down in a coffee shop to meet

other people. The older inhabitants of the city,
with their country boy vision, on the other hand,
almost detest this lifestyle. This gap between
generations is present in the fact that people
over fifty are rarely seen in the cafés.

This new urban lifestyle has meant that in
only three decades the restaurants in Reykjavík
have increased from a handful to over one
hundred. In these restaurants and cafés, the
young sit almost every night and even in the
daytime they crowd these places. In this, one can
see that there is a total shift between the
generations in the vision of what a city should
be.

It is a fact that the Reykjavík suburbs were
built and planned by farm boys. Now, however,
there are new times and new desires, and drastic
actions are called for in planning the city. One of
them is to make the city denser and change it in
such a way that it meets the demands and the
vision of the young generation in terms of a life
in urban areas.

It is right to underline that not all the young
generation has adopted this lifestyle of urban
living. Some of the young have just recently
come from the countryside because new
immigrants are being added all the time. These
people prefer living in the suburbs. The local
city generation on the other hand, increasingly
wants to aim for urban values.

Let us now look at how globalization, where
most borders have become open, will influence
the desires and the lifestyles of people. The
most important factor in terms of changing
people's vision of life is that education, inter-
national agreements and economic unions have
opened up borders. Now people can move
almost everywhere in the world as they wish.
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Because of this, not many things will be
holding the young people in Iceland back from
moving abroad unless they are not offered an
environment that is to their liking. Therefore
providing this young, educated and demanding
generation with an environment that they want
to live in has perhaps become one of the largest
settlement issues in Iceland because if this is not
done the young will simply move to other
countries.

Of course, these are not the only demands
that the young make because they also want
suitable job opportunities that fit their education
and interests. This means that the state
government and town councils have to create a
policy and take steps to help build up these jobs,
for example in the knowledge industry, even if it
is not likely to provide the maximum income for
the state treasury.

The fisheries have mostly produced the state's
revenue, along with heavy industry – jobs that
only a few wish for today. If we, on the other
hand, want to keep the young and educated
people in the country, the nation has to offer
multifaceted and specialized jobs.

If Iceland is not successful in doing this, the
same thing will happen in the Capital Area that
earlier happened in the old fishing towns in the
country – the young moved to Reykjavík for
education and did not return because there were
few or no jobs that fit their needs.

If we are not successful in offering
comparable life qualities in Reykjavík as in large
foreign cities, Reykjavík will become like every
other rural town. If this happens, only those
who work in the basic industries and at "untidy"
work will remain.

This could mean that Iceland could become
some kind of a fishery outpost and finally even
a national park or a reserve where people mostly
come for the summer to enjoy nature and
admire the ghost towns.
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The preceding sections describe the great
changes that are taking place in people's
demands on the urban environment, as well as
the changed vision of what people want for
their urban environment.

Until recently only a small proportion of the
inhabitants of Reykjavík recognized how much
of a watershed in planning we are facing today.
One issue, more than any other, has contributed
to opening the eyes of people to the preferences
that the young have in relation to the planning
of the city. This was the airport issue.

The discussion about the airport has been
taking place for the last three decades. Initially
the discussion was prompted because of noise
from the airplanes. This was at the time when
international flights still used the Reykjavík
airport.

Later, as the highway to Keflavík was built in
1965, the international flights were moved to the
military airport there. This reduced the
annoyance caused by the Reykjavík airport to a
large degree.

Nevertheless, the airport issue kept
resurfacing. In addition, the sensitivity of the
citizens towards the noise gradually increased,
leading to increased protests. As the airport
issue came up once again in 2000, it was no
longer the pollution, the noise and the accident
danger that were uppermost in people's minds,
but rather how valuable the airport area is, so
close to the city centre, and how important this
area could be forthe development of Reykjavík.

In addition to its central location, the area is
very valuable because it is adjacent to the
outdoor areas of the Öskjuhlíd Hill and the
Hljómskáli Garden, as well as the south coast
along the Skerjafjördur Fjord.

A strong feature in the discussion is that a
considerable share of the young people would
rather live in this area than in the new suburbs
that are currently being built still further into the
heaths than ever before.

In 1996, the city authorities made the mistake
of giving a permit for the re-building of the
airport. As the dissatisfaction of seeing the
airport in the process of being tied still longer to
this location, the leftist coalition decided to hold
a public referendum in order to justify a
different decision on the matter.

By referring the issue of moving the airport to
the public, members of the City Council hoped
it would not be as politically difficult to relocate
it. On the other hand, it is of considerable
advantage for people that live elsewhere in the
country that they can board regular flights and
land in an airport that is almost in the town
centre.

In the winter of 2000-2001 preparations for
the election took place. An agreement could not
be reached with the aviation authorities and the
Ministry of Transport on which other
alternatives were available for a domestic
airport. The only option the transportation
authorities were willing to accept, as an
alternative to Reykjavík, was to move the
domestic flights totally to Keflavík.

Many said that offering only this distant and
almost impossible alternative was a method to
make the inhabitants of the city feel that they
could not totally reject having a city airport.

The dispute on planning in Reykjavík
prompted by the airport issue continued all the
way to the election on March 19th, 2001. The
media were packed with news, debates, articles
and discussions on the issue, a dialogue that

V Reykjavík at the Dawn of a New Century
1 The Airport Dispute Opened the Eyes of the Public

The HHvassahraun oopption wwas rreggarded aas ttoo
distant aand ffligght cconditions nnot ggood eenouggh.

An aairpoort iin LLönguskeer wwoould bbee eexpeensivee yyeet
runwayys nnoot nneeeedeed ttoo bbee aas lloong aas pproopooseed..

TThhee BBeessssaassttaaddaanneess ooppttiioonn wwaass nnoott
ccoonnssiiddeerreedd ddeessppiittee iittss bennefitts..



REYKJAVIK  AT THE  DAWN  OF  A NEW  CENTURY

ultimately led to discussions on planning matters
in Reykjavík in general. The options given in the
election were simply "for or against" and those
who were against the airport only had a narrow
victory.

The most remarkable thing about the airport
discussion was that it served almost as a gigantic
course for Icelanders, both on matters
concerning airport planning and the technical
requirements of an airport as well as on urban
planning in general.

What was by far the most important issue in
connection with the elections was that here the
demands were made that the city be built and
planned in a different way than had been the
case up to now.

The airport issue opened people's eyes not
least for the importance of this centrally located
area for the city's development, but also demon-
strated that there – close to the University and
the Landspítali-University Hospital – was a
tremendous possibility to build up the
knowledge industry.

The decision made in 2002 to build up the
University Hospital in this area rather than in the
Fossvogur Valley or at the Vífilsstadir Lung

Clinic probably results from this discussion. The
decision was most likely made because now
people thought it was more likely that enough
space would be provided there in the future.

That the construction of the building to
house the biotech firm DeCODE Genetics was
in process and the University of Iceland was
issuing plans about a Science Park must also
have had an influence on the decision.

In addition to the advantage of the airport
area as concerns possibilities for strengthening
university activities and the knowledge industry
linked to it, the area has great positive features
for town centre activities as well as residential
areas.

A boating harbour and residences linked to it
could be built along the south coast in an area
that faces the sun, and residential areas could
also be offered below Öskjuhlíd Hill, which is
currently a great outdoor area.

In addition to these conveniences, the area
would have the advantage of being within
walking distance of the old downtown. In light
of this, it undoubtedly would be very much
sought after to settle there, both for companies
as well as for people.
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It has become a rule among many of the largest
municipalities in Iceland to review the master
plans every four years. The new plans are most
often published shortly before the town council
elections, as a document that explains the policy
and the vision of the future held by the majority.

After the airport referendum in 2001, the
leftist coalition in Reykjavík published a draft for
a reviewed master plan. The draft revealed some
hesitant steps towards otherwise bold decisions.
Some built up areas were shown in the present
airport area, except that the north-south runway
was there. Technically one runway is sufficient,
as in many places in the countryside, but the
opening hours of the airport would, however,
be reduced considerably.

Only to show one runway was a tactical move
that put pressure both on the airlines and the
aviation authorities to respond to the proposal,
which they eventually did. In their comments
they said that an airport with only one runway
would not be sufficient for the degree of service
they wanted to see at this airport. Because of
this tricky proposal, it is to be expected that the
transportation authorities will be readier to
discuss alternatives to the domestic airport in
Reykjavík.

In the autumn of 2001 something odd happ-
ened. The leftist coalition changed their plan
proposal to show that the east-west runway
would be the only one to remain. This change
was probably influenced by the need to connect
the proposed knowledge industry areas of the
University of Iceland and the Landspítali-
University Hospital.

In addition, there was an increased need to
stop use of the north-south flight approach
corridor because it runs over the downtown and
thus all the main government buildings.
Avoiding this fly-over approach has become

more important since the September 11 incident
in New York.

Another small step in a new direction in the
draft of 2001 was that the plan showed a
settlement at the east end of Videy Island, and a
pedestrian bridge connecting the island with the
Gufunes Peninsula on the mainland. Further-
more, there was a new idea about a beautiful
mixed settlement in the area that now belongs to
the Gufunes fertilizer plant.

This proposal – to start to make use of the
land on Videy – was well received by many.
Work groups were established on the future of
the island. At the same time, various institutions
started to agitate against this settlement and
bridge idea. As a consequence the city author-
ities retreated from this idea, which was a dis-
appointment.

The interest in starting to use the islands
north of Reykjavík for settlements can be traced
to a TV film by Hrafn Gunnlaugsson which was
shown on national television the day before
New Year's Eve in 2000. The film had a huge
influence in raising interest in building on the
islands and also to build more along the coasts
of the city.

Moreover, the film suggested moving the
airport out of the city to Löngusker in the
Skerjafjördur Fjord, thus making it possible to
use the whole airport area for settlements.

A positive feature in terms of city planning
was the idea of unifying Reykjavík and Kjalarnes
as one community. Then the good building land
on the Álftanes Peninsula in the north came
under the jurisdiction of the city; in this area the
city itself owns most of the land. Since the areas
at Korpúlfsstadir and Grafarholt were already
almost used to the fullest, other areas for
building needed to be decided on. Fortunately
an agreement could be reached about moving
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the jurisdictional border between the city and
Mosfellsbaer from Lake Leirtjörn almost to
Lake Hafravatn.

In the autumn of 2000, the city decided to
contract Björn Ólafsson and VA Architects to
work on a frame plan for this area. A frame plan
is a new type of planning that is gaining
popularity in Iceland. It consists of creating a
step between the master and detail plans. The
frame plan focuses on creating a concept for the
planning, and lays out its most important lines;
then the detail planning takes over.

The large picture above shows the planning
proposal. It is characterized by a centre at the
Westland Road that connects to a centre around
Lake Leirtjörn. An urban axis goes through
these centres and the settlements to the east. An
unusual aspect of this plan is that schools and
sports areas are not placed close to the centre
but rather in the green area by the river on the
outskirts.

In the first plan of Reykjavík for this area in
1977, the plan only reached to Lake Leirtjörn.
However, there appeared ideas in this earlier
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The wwinningg ppropposal ffor aa fframe pplan ffor tthe MMt ÚÚlfarsfell aarea  aat tthe RRiver KKorppa. HHere tthe pprimary rroad hhas bbeen mmoved uupp tto
the ffoot oof tthe mmountain. IIt sshould hhave bbeen pplaced ssouth oof tthe rriver sso tthat tthe cconnection wwith tthe mmountain wwas nnot llost.

A ddocument ppresentingg tthe
results oof tthe fframe pplan.

IInn tthhee 11997777 ppllaann tthhee mmaaiinn rrooaadd ttoo tthhee eeaasstt iiss iinn
tthhee sshhaaddooww aarreeaa ssoouutthh ooff  tthhee RRiivveerr KKoorrppaa ..

In tthe 11992 pplan tthe pprimary rroad eenters tthe
area iin tthe mmiddle, ssouth oof LLeirtjörn.
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plan that perhaps should have been examined
more thoroughly in the making of this frame
plan. The idea of creating a town centre at the
River Korpa comes first to mind.

This centre was meant to extend over the
Westland Road and river and would therefore
have created a "bridge" over to the building
areas in the west. In addition, it was decided in
the 1977 plan that the main road to the east
would be in the shadow of the Grafarholt Hill
along the river.

This road plan was unfortunately changed in

the plan of 1992. A small map on the left page
shows how the road along the cemetery has
been made to curve to the north and then run
straight into the middle of the Hamrahlídarlönd
area. A frame plan had this road curving further
north and then running at the foot of the
mountain where it was to proceed with many
curves along the mountain to the east and finally
into Mosfellsbaer. This connecting road is
bound to reduce the outdoor possibilities on the
mountain, which otherwise would have been a
great advantage to the new settlement.
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The pposition oof tthe aarea
within tthe ““ggreen sscarf”.

This iis aa pplan tthat sshows tthe aarea aat tthe RRiver KKorppa iin ffurther ddetail. TThe sschools aand sspports ggrounds aare pplaced tthere bbut nnot
centrally iin tthe nneigghbourhood. TThis mmeans llongger wwalkingg ddistances, bbut tthe ssettlement aalso bbecomes ddenser bbecause oof tthis.

The vview ddown tthe ssouthern sside oof MMt ÚÚlfars-
fell ttowards tthe ssea. TThe aarea ffaces tthe ssun.

A ccentre iis pplanned aaround LLake LLeirtjörn,
which ggives iit aa bbeautiful aatmospphere.
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Before the elections in the spring of 2002, the
conservatives got a new leader, Björn Bjarnason.
Bjarnason had been the Minister of Culture and
Education and as such had been working on
some of the issues in Reykjavík, such as school
and cultural issues.

It was also in Bjarnason's favour that he, as a
minister, had been supportive of two important
planning projects in Reykjavík, namely, the
Science Park at the University and the Music and
Conference Centre at the harbour.

One of the issues that clearly would be
important in the election debate was ideas about
how the old town centre could be strengthened.
In this connection these two projects were of
importance, and the removal of the airport
would also be positive in that sense.

Because of the debate on this regional plan
for the Capital Area and because of the fast
build-up of shops and work places that had
taken place primarily in Kópavogur during the
last term of office, the conservatives made a big
issue out of their claim that the leftists in
Reykjavík had been rather unproductive in
terms of new construction. They maintained
that Reykjavík was now taking second place in
many areas because of this.

The conservatives also criticized a new
scheme for the distribution of lots, which the
leftists had introduced in Grafarholt, i.e., to put
the lots up for auction.

This certainly gave the city treasury more
money but at the same time, it meant an increase
in the price of housing. In addition, the
conservatives maintained that the offer of new
lots was too small, and these two thingsr were
the main cause of why the price of housing and
real estate had risen so dramatically in the city.

As to the question about new residential areas,

the conservatives continued their policy from
the 1998 election and remained against
construction of a large container harbour in
Eidsvík. Moreover, the party agreed on the
policy of having Geldinganes and its south
slopes reserved for residential areas.

In the meantime it had been decided to stop
the operation of the fertilizer plant in Gufunes,
and an idea was presented for a beautiful
settlement there instead. This made the policy of
the conservatives more logical.

The leftists, however, did not want to
abandon the idea about the large harbour. Not
long before the elections the leftists reached an
agreement with Mosfellsbaer to get jurisdiction
of the south slopes of Mt Úlfarsfell, which
relieved the pressure of providing new built-up
areas. This is a beautiful area with a south
inclination running down to the River Korpa.
This area, on the other hand, is at a higher
altitude than the coastal areas and it is also
farther from the old town than, for example, the
Geldinganes area.

The fight about the planning ideas at
Geldinganes took some strange twists, as the
two pictures below show. The left picture shows
the conservatives' interpretation that the large
area in the picture needed to be excavated,
literally cut out of Geldinganes, but the right
picture shows the leftists' interpretation of how
large the rock mine area would be.

In the spring of 2002 two new political parties
entered the city council elections. These were
the F-list, primarily interested in social matters,
and the Capital City Alliance that made planning
issues its main objective. The two main
spokespersons were Gudjón Erlendsson and
Örn Sigurdsson, who had both earlier worked
with the Assoc. on Better Settlements.
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3 The Debate about the Plan before the 2002 Elections

The CConservatives sshowed hhow mmuch mmaterial
would bbe rremoved iif tthis aarea wwas fflat.

The LLeftists rrepplied wwith aan aadvertisement
showingg oonly wwhere mminingg ttakes pplace ttoday.

2016-224: TThe aarea oof tthe SSW
runway sstill uundecided.
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TThhee 22000011-0044 mmaasstteerr ppllaann ffoorr RReeyykkjjaavvííkk.. TThhee KKjjaallaarrnneess ccoommmmuunniittyy,, iinn tthhee nnoorrtthh,, hhaass bbeeeenn aaddddeedd.. AA ccoommmmuunniittyy ppllaann aappppeeaarrss iinn tthhee
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Now a review will be given of where the various
planning issues of the area stood after the
elections of 2002. New building areas were now
under way in the eastern part of Grafarholt and
in the Nordlingaholt area south of Lake Rauda-
vatn – a plan that has induced some heated
debates.

One of the biggest concerns is, however, how
the planning of the Vatnsmýri area, close to the
airport, will be resolved. That area is simply
shown in neutral grey in the master plan, but
together with the plan came two specialized
maps, one for the period to 2016 and the other
to 2024.

One of these maps is shown in the lower
corner of page 396, showing that a settlement is
being proposed for the northern part of the
airport area, but then comes a wide, grey area
where the E-W runway is now and that
continues south to the foot of Öskjuhlíd Hill in
direction of the Nauthólsvík Inlet.

The aviation authorities criticized this pro-
posal, saying it was not sufficient as an airport.
The city's answer was that this was not an idea
about an airport, but rather that the planning of
this area had been delayed. Because of this
uncertainty the confirmation of both of the
regional plan for the Capital Area and the master
plan for Reykjavík itself were delayed. Finally,
they were signed shortly before Christmas 2002.

The policy on making the town denser has
been rather successful and now many areas with
old buildings have been cleared to allow for new
developments. Examples are the lots of the Lýsi
Co., the Coast Guard and BYKO in west
Reykjavík. An agreement that the city entered
into with the state means that the city became
the owner of the Gufunes Radio Station. In
addition, development of the area around the

old Breidholt Farm was started. Here, as in
Nordlingaholt, a rather dense settlement is
planned.

To plan densely is economical and also entails
many other positive features. These ideas have,
however, been criticized by people living around
these areas, thus forcing the city to retreat to
some degree and aim for less density.

At the beginning of 2002, the offices of the
Building Inspector and the City Planner were
united into one division called the Planning and
Building Division. Salvör Jónsdóttir was appointed
the new chief. The earlier office of the Planning
Administrator was renamed the Planning
Deputy and Helga Bragadóttir was appointed to
the job.

With these two appointees, women have
reached a level of considerable influence in
planning for the city and in due time will make
their opinions felt. In this way, it seems that
participatory planning will increase, a subject on
which the City of Reykjavík has consulted the
Alta company.

This type of planning needs to be developed
because of the new law on Strategic Environmental
Assessment (SEA). In this new law, strong
emphasis is put on making the assessment an
integral part of the planning process. This
means that citizens and interest groups are pre-
sented with policy and planning ideas in their
early phases.

The public has thus the right to participate
and to comment on the forming of plans. This
in itself is very positive, but it can mean that
issues are delayed and can die out because of the
arduous process required, as has been the case
of late.

The planning law of 1998 already assured
some increased rights of citizens to have an

398

4 Assessing the Situation after the 2002 Elections

Bjarnason’’s ppropposal oon aa ssettlement iin tthe
shippyard aarea, sseen ffrom tthe wwater.

The aarea oof tthe pplanningg ccomppetition ffor tthe
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conference ccentre.
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influence on planning ideas before they reached
the level of execution. In addition, a jury on
disputes in planning matters was established that
in some instances has stopped construction
because the detail plans of areas, or some
formalities about the advertisement of the
proposal, were not clear.

One example concerns the building at
Laugavegur 53 where the city had to settle a
dispute by paying roughly € 150,000 in damages.

In conclusion, it can be said that planning

concerns are becoming increasingly a living
aspect in the life of the citizens and they have,
to an increased degree, started to take interest in
these issues. Nevertheless, because of the new
rules about advertising and carrying out
planning processes there is an increased danger
that the authorities will not have enough
strength and courage to push positive ideas
through the new, complicated and difficult
procedures.
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A ppropposal oon hhow tto
combine oold aand nnew.

Shoppppingg aalongg LLauggaveggur iis iin ddecline, wwhereas rrestaurants aare oon tthe iincrease. SSome ssub-
standard sshopps hhave ooppened bbecause oof tthe ddecrease iin rrent, wwhich iis nnot aa ggood ssiggn.

Buildingg aand pplanningg iissues wwere uunited iin
one ddeppartment iin 22003.

In 22002 mmuch ddebate ttook pplace oon ddense aand
tall nneigghbourhood pplanningg iin NNordlinggaholt.
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The early forming and development of the
neighbouring communities of Reykjavík have
already been traced in chapter VI, beginning on
page 161. The present section describes the
latest master plans for the communities Kópa-
vogur and Gardabaer. In addition, the most
recent planning ideas will be reviewed.

Some of the flaws that result from the
unwillingness among communities to look at the
Capital Area as one common area will also be
reviewed. As described before, Kópavogur used
to be one of the poorest communities in the
Capital Area. Around 1990 this started to
change.

A primary factor was that the centre of
gravity in the Capital Area had moved into
Kópavogur. The leaders of Kópavogur formul-
ated a planning policy to make use of this
opportunity, primarily by strengthening occupa-
tional activity in the town, and to attract people
with high salaries by offering good lots in the
Sudurhlídar area.

From 1992 until 2000 the number of inhabi-
tants in Kópavogur grew by almost 7000, or
from 16800 to 23500. A great effort was made
to strengthen the town's cultural and sports

services with the building of a culture centre, as
well as a sports playing field, and the recently
designed Smári commercial area, fitted for the
car, has built up faster than anybody had
expected. The old commercial centre of
Kópavogur lagged behind, but the cultural part
has developed rapidly.

Kópavogur has set itself somewhat apart in
planning matters. In the regional plan of the
Capital Area for 2002, it is expected that the
number of inhabitants of Kópavogur will have
risen to 27,600 by 2012, but in a report
accompanying the Kópavogur master plan, the
Kópavogur authorities say this number is greatly
underestimated and plan for 32,000 -35,000
inhabitants by 2012.

Before the elections of 2002, Kópavogur
presented a new master plan with the time frame
of twelve years or from 2000 -2012. The
regional plan of the Capital Area, on the other
hand, extends to 2024, and all the other com-
munities use the same time frame. This new
master plan for Kópavogur, which was
confirmed by the minister in the spring of 2002,
is shown below.

Some novel ideas appear in the plan, for

VI The Communities in the Capital Area
1 The Kópavogur and Gardabaer Communities

The KKóppavoggur mmaster pplan, 22000-22012. TThe ttown iis ddivided iin ttwo iin iits mmiddle. AA llargge, nnew aarea rreaches eeast tto LLake EEllida-
vatn. TTo tthe nnorth iis BBreidholt iin RReykjavík, aand tto tthe ssouth iis GGardabaer, aalmost wwithout rroad cconnections wwith KKóppavoggur.
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example a Science Park in the Fossvogur area at
the old Lundur farm; however, only one year
later, this was turned into a high rise residential
area. The landfills in the harbour were also
enlarged considerably, which is negative because
it spoils the view from Reykjavík, especially
from the Nauthólsvík beach. On the other hand,
the air traffic from Reykjavík over the Kársnes
Peninsula is disturbing to the inhabitants of
Kópavogur.

Not much activity has taken place in the

Kópavogur harbour so it has not generated
much income. The question is whether it would
not have been more sensible to change the
planning ideas and build the marina at the
harbour, where a view and the sun can be
enjoyed, instead of in the shadow area to the
north of the Kársnes Peninsula.

As can be seen in the master plan, Kópavogur
has an area in the east which is only connected
with a rather narrow strip of land to where the
Breidholt area of Reykjavík reaches to the south.
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Hraunholt ccreek iis tthe ssouth-
ern bboundary oof GGardabaer.

A ppropposal ffor aa sscience ppark iin KKóppavoggur. IIt
was rrepplaced bby aa pplan wwith rresidential ttowers.

An iidea oof pprivate eentreppreneurs ffor aa sscience
ppark iin UUrridaholt iin ssouthern GGardabaer.

The GGardabaer pplan 11995-22015. TThe mmapp sshows cclearly hhow tthe tterritory bboundaries wwith bboth KKóppavoggur aand HHafnarfjördur ccut
througgh nnatural bboundaries. IIt iis aalso iinterestingg tto ssee hhow llargge tthe ““town pprotected aareas” aare.
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Attempts to connect the Kópavogur and
Reykjavík neighbourhoods there have not been
successful.

This map demonstrates how dangerous it is to
let planning matters of the Capital Area be
guided by accidental demarcations. Little effort
has been made to change these demarcations to
create more logical planning units.

The same holds true for Gardabaer, as can be
seen on the big map on page 401. Gardabaer,
like Kópavogur, has of late expanded rapidly or
from 7,400 inhabitants in 1992 to about 8,000
inhabitants in 2000. The latest master plan for
Gardabaer was approved in the autumn of 1997
and is valid for the period 1995-2015.

The report presents a plan based on an
estimation of about 11,400 inhabitants in 2015.
The prediction of the Regional Plan estimates
that the number of inhabitants of Gardabaer
will rise to 20,000 in 2024.

From the start, Gardabaer has had high
taxpayers and therefore most of the neigh-
bourhoods look good. The settlement areas are,
however, rather dispersed and typical for a
suburban community.

Some change in this policy of dispersed
settlements occurred in 2001 as the Björgun Co.
started co-operating with the local authorities on
building a marina in an area of the shipyard
operated by Stálvík. An early idea, which
suggested considerable landfill in the fjord, was

presented, but protests from people on
Arnarnes – who claimed that their view would
be spoilt in this way – made the authorities
reduce the size of the landfill.

This area will be the first dense residential area
in the town. The centre of town stands rather
centrally by the Vífilsstadir Road, but because it
has insufficient land it has now been decided to
make it denser. At the eastern end of this road
is the old hospital of Vífilsstadir.

As a decision had been reached that the future
area of the National Hospital (Landspítali)
should be in Hringbraut Road, it was decided to
stop the hospital operation of Vífilsstadir and
turn it into a geriatric facility.

An idea about a Science Park in the Lake
Urridavatn area was presented in 2000. An early
draft of the plan, developed by a private group,
was presented on the previous page.

In 1999, Kópavogur started to present ideas
for a plan for the Vatnsendi area at Lake
Ellidavatn. The area was characterized by very
dispersed houses, so understandably, the inhab-
itants protested. A part of this plan is shown
below. The Planning Director of Kópavogur is
Birgir Sigurdsson, and Bergljót Einarsdóttir in
Gardabaer.

402

TThhee ddeettaaiill ppllaann ooff VVaattnnsseennddii aatt LLaakkee EElllliiddaavvaattnn.. TThhoossee wwhhoo lliivveedd tthheerree bbeeffoorree pprrootteesstteedd tthhee hhiigghh
ddeennssiittyy ooff tthhee ppllaann aanndd eexxpprreesssseedd wwoorrrriieess aabboouutt tthhee iimmppaacctt oonn tthhee llaakkee..

Kópavoogur.. TThee ddoot sshoows tthee
VVatnseendi aareea aat tthee llakee..

PLANNING  IN  ICELAND

Blocks, 180 flats
Row houses, 15 lots
Single family, 13 lots
Residential area
Public buildings

Planning area
Employment area

School

Nursery school

Nursery school



Hafnarfjördur has a long and distinguished
history, as was described in chapter VI on page
166. It has also always been among the largest
and most important towns in the country.

In 1990 the number of inhabitants came to
about 15,200 but had grown to 19,600 ten years
later. The regional plan of the Capital Area
predicts that the inhabitants will number 22,000
in 2012 and 26,500 in 2024.

The present master plan of Hafnarfjördur
was approved by the Minister for the
Environment in December 1996 and is valid for
the period 1995-2005. Hafnarfjördur has the
advantage of having an old town core, but what
perhaps makes the town most remarkable is that
it is located in a rough lava landscape, a feature
that makes it unique on a global scale.

In the newest area to the south of Hval-
eyrarholt, where the lava is rather flat, devel-
opment started with the building of the
aluminium smelter at Straumsvík. As this lava is
rather new, in a geological sense, it probably
would be wrong to plan extensive construction
in the area. Because the lava is more or less flat,
a new lava flow could possibly be directed in
channels through the area with the construction
of dams.

The people of Hafnarfjördur have done many
things to strengthen their downtown area,
including renovating old houses that now are an
attraction to tourists.

For tourist purposes, Hafnarfjördur sup-
ported the development of a little Viking village
that consists of two restaurants and handicraft
shops under the Hamar rock. Not far from
there, a fine music school and an art gallery have
been built, both of which attract visitors.

The central area of downtown, closest to the

harbour, has a new commercial building with a
large parking lot. This area is not successful, not
least because in front of the area there is a busy
street that separates the area from the harbour.

At the north side of the harbour, various ideas
on marinas have been created, mainly on
landfills outside of the coastal road. One of
these planning ideas was presented on page 389.
In 2002 a delay in these proposals was
announced. New ideas on landfills in front of
the downtown area seem to be taking over.

The surroundings of the Laekur Creek that
runs through the town have often been praised,
even though the industrial firm of Rafha was
located at its east side. Early in the twentieth
century a dam was built in the creek, creating a
small lake.

A new plan on the Rafha area has been
presented (see below). It can be seen as negative
that the continuous line of houses along the lake
is broken up in this plan. The southern areas of
Hafnarfjördur are – as can be seen in the aerial
photo on page 404 – very flat, and do not
provide interesting landscape features for
residential areas. An industrial area will be
extended into this area and connect directly with
the industrial area of the aluminium smelter in
Straumsvík.

The residential areas are somewhat further
north, east of the Reykjanes highway. It creates
considerable problems that this main highway
out of the Capital Area to Keflavík needs to run
through these new building areas.

Therefore, there is a need to review the ideas
about the location of a highway to the south. In
the small map on the following page, a possible
location for the proposed Above the Settlements
Road is presented. An agreement has not been
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A mmodel oof tthe ttown ccentre. LLandfill ccould bbe
used tto ccreate llinks wwith tthe wwater.

An iidea oon tthe bbuildingg oof aa nneigghbourhood oon
the RRafha llot nnear LLake LLaekur.

IInntteerrwweeaavviinngg llaavvaa wwiitthh ggaarrddeennss
aanndd nneeiigghhbboouurrhhooooddss iiss uunniiqquuee..
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reached about this road idea because Gardabaer
has somewhat different ideas than Hafnar-
fjördur about the location of it.

In many foreign countries, various types of
facilities are usually placed along roads that lead
to the main airports. This happens, among other
things, because the transportation of people and
goods by air has continuously been increasing.

Because of this, many individuals and comp-
anies wish to locate somewhere in the area
between the airport and the main town. This has

gradually started to happen along the road to the
Keflavík Airport and the planner Gestur Ólafsson,
who made the small map on page 404, has
written about these aspects.

Ólafsson has proposed that the Reykja-
nesbraut highway should be built as a pair of
roads going in opposite directions. Between
these roads, a development space, about one
kilometre in width, would be offered. He
furthermore points out that this could mean a
lessened need for building expensive flyovers on
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An aaerial vview oof tthe HHafnarfjördur aarea. TThe aaluminium pplant aand llava ffields aare nnearest, wwith
future bbuildingg lland tto tthe nnorth aand eeast.

The rrepport oon tthe 11997
Hafnarfjördur pplan.

Thee nneew nneeighboourhoooods ssoouth-eeast oof RReeyykjja-
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The VVellir nneigghbourhood ssouth oof GGrísanes
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the highway to Keflavík. Today the dobling of
the highway has started without taking these
thoughts into consideration

Ólafsson points out that the area between the
two roads would become attractive for various
services and therefore the land would increase in
price. However, in evaluating this idea it must be
recognized that the aluminium smelter operates
like a stop to the southern development of the
settlement.

A factor that adds to the complication is that

environmental demands around heavy industry
are constantly on the increase, which puts ever
more limitations on settlement in their vicinity.

The planning directors of Hafnarfjördur have
been Jóhannes Kjarval, Hafdís Haflidadóttir and
Bjarki Jóhannesson. Although the town has a
rather strong technical and planning division,
many of the planning projects have been given
to private offices to carry out.
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train ggoingg tto KKeflavík.
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Mosfellsbaer has the most rural character of all
the communities in the Capital Area. The
historical reasons for this are traced on page
161. Still today, there is some agricultural activity
in the Mosfell Valley and because of the
geothermal heat there considerable greenhouse
farming thrives in the area. No harbour is loc-
ated in the community and never has been, but
it is likely that this could change with the
development of a boating harbour and the
strengthening of boating sports in the beautiful
Leiruvogur Bay that juts into the community's
territory.
The landscape of Mosfellsbaer is considerably
different from other parts of the Capital Area
because of steep hills that make construction on
them impossible. One result is that in the
eastern part of the community, the settlement
can never become dense. Therefore more atten-
tion should therefore be given to building
denser areas in the western and lower areas by
Leiruvogur Bay.
In the planning of this area we have to look at
the whole picture because now the jurisdiction
of Reykjavík includes the vast Álfsnes Peninsula
north of the bay. The building up of the Álfsnes
area, however, will not start before the
Sundabraut highway has been built. This high-
way will be built close to the ocean over the
opening of Leiruvogur.
Until recently, the number of inhabitants of
Mosfellsbaer has remained almost constant. In
1990, there were around 4,000 inhabitants; ten
years later they had increased by 50%, which was
the highest increase in population in the
communities in the Capital Area in this period.
The regional plan of the Capital Area predicts

that the increase in population will be the most
in Mosfellsbaer in the period up to 2024, or
around a 200% increase over 1998.
Mosfellsbaer, like many other towns, has cores
of old buildings that are well suited for building
up cultural centres. Primary attention has been
given to the buildings of the Álafoss Woollen
Factory on the Varmá (warm) River, as this
factory was located there in order to use the
naturally warm water for washing the wool. The
lower part of the river then, of course, became
a sewer for the factory.
The factory buildings were in rather poor
condition so they could be offered at low prices
for those who wanted to use them. The low
price of such old, derelict buildings is an
invitation for artists to move into such an area –
and most artists' colonies have originally been
started in old run-down areas. Such artist areas
often become popular with others because of
the activities that follow. This often, eventually,
results in soaring housing prices that, para-
doxically, often means that the artists are forced
to move out and start to search for other areas –
to start the re-development anew. Another
important spot in the community is the
Reykjalundur Rehabilitation Centre with its
factory.
The Mosfellsbaer community profits from the
fact that the Nobel Prize-winning author
Halldór Laxness was brought up there. Two
museums are currently being prepared on his
life; one in his own home, called Gljúfrasteinn,
and a museum in the town centre.
The two small drawings on the right page
present an analysis of the complete northern
area of the Capital Region. We see that this

406

3 Mosfellsbaer and the North Development

The oold ÁÁlafoss ffactories aare
used ffor aa ccultural ccentre.

Neigghbourhoods iin MMosfellsbaer. SSuburban
pplanningg sstyle ddominates.

The TTeiggar nneigghbourhood iis cclose tto tthe ttown
centre bbut hhas aa llow ddensity.
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northern area divides logically into three units:
the eastern territories of Reykjavík, Mosfells-
baer, and the Álfsnes and Kjalarnes Peninsulas.
The area where these three circles meet is
Leiruvogur Bay. This geography offers the idea
presented on the map to the right, namely, to
make the inner part of the bay a centre of the
northern area of the Capital Region.
The flaw in this division of this area into two
municipalities rests on the fact that Reykjavík, as
of now, does not need to start development in

this area. This means that the ideal of creating a
logical and central core for the future of this
area as one whole may be lost, but such a core
could easily harbour about 100,000 people. This
is yet another example of how illogical the
division of the Capital Area into the different
communities is, in terms of realizing the most
logical planning schemes, schemes that might
easily be realized if the area were viewed as one
whole.
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Conceppt ffor aa pplan tto uunify
the nnorth aarea iinto oone.

A ssimpple vversion oof tthe MMosfellsbaer pplan, 22002-22024. TThese ssettlements wwill oonly bbe lloosely
connected bbecause oof tthe hhills. AA ddensity ccircle sshould bbe ccreated aat tthe LLeiruvoggur FFjord.

Areas nnorth oof ccappital ttoday iis ddivided iinto
three bbut nneed tto bbe pplanned ttoggether.

AA pprrooppoossaall ffoorr aa ppllaann wwhheerree tthhee ttoowwnn cceennttrree iiss
ssiittuuaatteedd aarroouunndd tthhee iinnnneerrmmoosstt ppaarrtt ooff LLeeiirruuvvoogguurr..
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In 1998 people got quite interested in the news
that work on a regional plan for the Capital Area
was to start anew. But when the spokespersons
talked about this being the first regional plan for
the Capital Area the excitement diminished.

Claiming this was the first plan was simply
wrong because – as already described in this
book in chapter VII on pages 170-183 – the first
regional plan was made in the 1960's. This
announcement meant that it was not the
intention of those who were in charge of the
planning to evaluate the result of the policy that
had been created at the earlier stage.

It is crucial in all planning that a study is made
of how things have developed, where they went
wrong, and what policies have been successful.
It is very hard to understand why the planning
advisors that were hired could not bring them-
selves to take these steps.

The magazine AVS made some amends
because it published a special issue with inter-
views with several of those who had worked on
the earlier regional planning.

Many aspects of this new regional planning
were of course well done. A part of the work in
the early stages was to issue special reports,
including The Capital and Landscape, Renovation and
Development of a City, Traffic Prognosis and The
Execution of a Regional Plan. In all, there were
seven of these special reports.

This section will critically examine the
planning and its results. To present a neutral re-
port on the results does not help in deciding on
the next development step, which is to improve
and correct the ideas presented.

Contemporary planning is no longer carried
out in this way, that is, it is not meant to remain
unchanged for a long time, but rather the

planning and all of its prerequisites need to be
constantly examined and revised as necessary.
There are primarily five aspects that are lacking
in the conception and goal setting of the reg-
ional plan:

1. The experiences of earlier planning for the
area should have been assessed.

2. The frame of the plan should have been
expanded – and even made into two frames: one
for the area itself and an outer frame that would
embrace the entire south-west. The section on
page 460 elaborates on this.

3. Right at the beginning, or even preferably
before work on the actual planning started, an
agreement should have been reached about a
supra-regional government level to see to the largest
issues of the area. The main issues of such a
government level could be energy and
infrastructure, cultural and sports issues on a
country scale, highways, harbours and airports.
In all these subject groups, it is very important
to work closely with the state.

4. A conclusion should have been reached
about the future of domestic flights and where
the main airport should be located before the
work started.

5. A policy should have been created to build
up a really dense city area in the Capital Region,
for example, around Skerjafjördur Fjord.

As people who are well familiar with the
Capital Area will realize, most of these issues
have not yet been resolved, which means that
there is still great uncertainty concerning the
regional plan and its connections to these issues.

It is almost certain that these five issues will
not be tackled with sufficient determination
before the state government and the Althing
start to involve themselves in them. Up to now,

VII The Planning Matters in the Capital Area
1 The Regional Plan 2001 to 2024

Hierarchy oof sservice ccentres iin tthe CCappital
Area. TThe nnorth wwingg nneeds aa rreggional ccentre.

PPooppuullaattiioonn eessttiimmaatteess ffoorr tthhee CCaappiittaall AArreeaa uunnttiill
22003322,, ttoottaalllliinngg aabboouutt 224400 tthhoouussaanndd iinnhhaabbiittaannttss..

The ccover ppagge oof tthe
reggional pplan rrepport.
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Reggional pplan oof tthe CCappital AArea 22001-224. TThe rred ddeveloppment aareas aare qquite sscattered, wwhich iis nno wwonder bbecause eeach
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they have shown little interest in the planning
issues in this area, an area that can be called The
New Iceland.

If basic issues like those discussed here are
not resolved, little is gained with regional plann-
ing. In this case the result will be beautiful words
and beautifully coloured maps that are not really
effective in terms of improving the area.

As the main report of the plan is studied,
several things do not seem to add up. The
introduction of the report states: "The goal of
sustainable development will be the guiding
principle for the planning of this area…." (p.
10).

As is well known, some of the main
environmental problems in cities are connected
to the uncontrolled use of the car, which costs
enormous amounts of money for road
construction, parking lots, the cars themselves,
and the running of car transportation facilities.

Therefore it comes as a surprise that no
serious attempt is made to rectify the negative
balance in the transportation of individuals,
96% of whom travel in private cars and only 4%
in public transport (buses).

What appears in the description of the plan
for the anticipated development from 1998 to
2024 is also a serious breach of the stated policy
of sustainability. There it says: "…it is to be
expected that there will be a 50% increase in car
traffic in the planning period because of the
increased number of inhabitants and also
because of changes in occupations….”

The total kilometres driven will increase still
more than the number of trips because the
average length of a car trip in the Capital Area
will increase. Therefore, a considerable
improvement in the road system is needed up
until 2024, improvements that will be very
costly." It should be noted that the road
construction alone will cost about €1,350
million in the planning period.

Because the planners were not actually given
the possibility to work on the larger issues, they
started to work on certain side issues such as the
so-called Green Scarf, which is a belt of green
areas in the back land of the city. This is very
similar to earlier proposals that were presented
in 1965 but that were now dusted off and given
new names.

The plan proposes that a large forestry
programme be started in the Green Scarf
similar to that of the Heidmörk Area. This new
area, however, is about 50 times as big as the
Heidmörk area, so it is expected that there will
not be much return on investments made in this
area, especially in the most distant parts.

The large map to the right shows the most
important roads in the Capital Area in 2024. The
traffic loads were calculated with a computer
model based on the planning figures for
construction that will have been built by 2024.

It is of interest that 48,000 cars per day appear
at the road connection over Ellidavogur Bay.
This shows that a bridge or tunnel is essential at
this place, especially because it shortens driving
distances from the eastern and northern areas to
the southern and western areas.

The small map below in the right corner
shows with broad lines the main roads that will
be built with grade-separated intersections. On
the map the new road over Ellidavogur Bay,
called Sundabraut Road, is shown extending
over to the Geldinganes Peninsula, and from
there to Álftanes and finally over the
Kollafjördur Fjord up to the Kjalarnes
Peninsula.

Although the plan includes this important
highway – that will probably cost around €120
million – the traffic model shows no traffic on
its northern part. It also comes somewhat as a
surprise how little traffic is shown on the
Ofanbyggdavegur which passes furthest east,
carrying only 19,000 cars a day.
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61,500, mmost iin GGardabaer ((G) oor 1157%.
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The reason is that an earlier proposal to
extend this road to the southeast of the
settlement was not followed through in this
plan, probably because the traffic model did not
show much traffic there.

In order to get some traffic on to this highway,
outside of the settlements, some restraints will
have to be put on the capacity or the speed of
the thoroughfares running through the Capital
Area and give the roads outside the settlements

a higher speed value. Only in this way will
people take the trouble of driving outside the
area, and thus the negative effects of
thoroughfares that run through the areas can be
reduced.
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DDaarrkk lliinneess:: HHiigghhwwaayyss wwiitthh
ggrraaddee sseeppaarraattiioonnss iinn 22002244..

Daily ttraffic lload iin 22024 iin tthousands oof ccars. IIn tthe llittle mmapp bbelow tthe SSundabraut rroad iis
shown aas aa hhigghway tto KKjalarnes bbut nno lload iis aassiggned tto iit tthere.

The bbuildingg ccost ffor oofficial cconstruction iin tthe rreggional pplan iis 22,160 mmillion eeuros, wwhich iis
detailed aabove. IIn ssppite oof tthis, ssuch aa pplan aalmost nnever ggets ddiscussed aat tthe AAlthingg.
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Highways 740
Other main roads 530
Play nursery schools 80
Primary schools 290
Secondary schools 200
Nursing care centres 200
Flats and service centres for the elderly 120
Total: 2.160



In starting to review a plan, one of the
commonest first steps is to try to formulate
ideas on how a fresh approach can be developed
by rethinking some of the basic issues.

The division of the Capital Area into eight
municipalities makes the development of the
area very costly. One of the things studied in the
latest regional planning was to see if an
agreement could be reached to work jointly on
the development of certain areas.

The small maps on the other side of the page
show two alternatives from this study. On the
one hand is the alternative to develop toward the
north. One map accordingly shows the building
areas if this decision is adopted as brown spots
and which would principally include the
Geldinganes Peninsula, the Álfsnes Peninsula,
Mosfell Valley and a part of the Kjalarnes
Peninsula in the north.

This alternative does not look good from the
point of view of making the Capital Area
denser. Moreover, this alternative is negative for

another very important reason: the areas below
Mt Esja are very unsuitable for building because
of heavy winds.

The map to the right shows where the built up
areas could be located if development to the
south is chosen instead. Here most of the
building areas are shown in the flat lava fields
south of the town of Hafnarfjördur. These flat
areas do not seem very interesting for
residences, and it is a negative factor that these
lavas are geologically rather recent so that there
is a possibility of a fresh lava flow there.

This alternative would also mean developing
built up areas in regions of greater earthquake
activity. A new ground acceleration map shows
that the earthquake danger increases
considerably to the south and east of the Capital
Area.

There has been very little investigation of the
third alternative of letting the densification
occur almost entirely within the present built
areas. The reason for this is that the largest areas
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2 Possibilities for a Fresh Approach

Territories oof tthe ccommun-
ities iin tthe CCappital AArea.

Three llargge aareas aat tthe SSkerjafjördur FFjord sstill pprovide tthe ppossibility oof pplanningg aa ddensity ccircle
around tthe ffjord. TThe aarrows sshow nnecessary rroad cconnections.
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This bbook ppresents iideas oon
future ddeveloppment.

that are in fact available for this purpose – the
outdoor areas, the islands and the airport area –
were not really made available to the planners.

In the book Reykjavík – Vaxtarbroddur
(Planning History of Reykjavík) published in
1986, the author of the present book presented
the idea of three density circles in the Capital
Area, all of them located around the three main
fjords (see map above). The large aerial photo to
the left shows the area of the southernmost

circle around Skerjafjördur. Red circles have
been drawn around three very large areas by the
fjord, areas that could be used for residences as
an alternative to building up on the heaths.

The bridges shown in these maps would have
the great advantage of shortening distances
within the Capital Area. Density circle no. 2 is
around Ellidavogur Bay, and the idea behind the
third circle around Leiruvogur Bay has already
been described on page 407.

In 11986 tthe aauthor oof tthis bbook ppresented tthe iidea oof tthese tthree ddensity ccircles aaround tthe ffjords aas aa bbasic sscheme ffor tthe
pplanningg oof tthe CCappital AArea. IInterest iin cconnectingg ttown aand wwater hhas iincreased, sso tthe iidea sseems mmore aattractive ttoday.

TThhiiss sseeccoonndd ssttuuddyy sshhoowwss ddeevveellooppmmeenntt ddiirreecctteedd
ssoouutthh,, bbuutt tthhee llaavvaa ffiieellddss aarree aa pprroobblleemm..

IIddeeaass oonn uunniiffiiccaattiioonn wweerree ssttuuddiieedd.. TThhiiss ccoouulldd
ccoonncceennttrraattee ddeevveellooppmmeenntt iinn tthhee CCaappiittaall AArreeaa..
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As there are no specific plans for providing
space for building large, dense and urban areas
within the current Capital Region, except to
some degree in downtown Reykjavík, it is logical
to examine what possibilities are available in the
region and its vicinity.

The Reykjavík downtown area is very pleasant
and sought after, but the negative aspect is that
there is little free space for building except to the
south in the airport area. The part of the airport
area that is closest to the downtown will, how-
ever, mostly be developed to satisfy the needs of
the University of Iceland and the University
Hospital in coming years.

What is needed is an area where considerable
numbers of city flats could be built so that
young people would have some possibility to
live in or close to the downtown area, a location
that many of them consider to be the most
desirable.

In many cases landfill can be an inexpensive
way to create new building areas, especially if
the fill is material the harbour authorities need
to get rid of as the result of deepening the
harbour areas or shipping channels. It is also
economical to build on landfill areas as
considerable construction then takes place close
to the ocean and it saves a lot of money to be
able to get rid of the excavation material close to
the building site.

Theoretically, landfill could be used in the
eastern part of the city centre north of
Skúlagata Avenue. There has already been
considerable landfill there, however, so that the
filled land has already stretched from the earlier
shoreline to reach a depth of water that makes
landfill much less profitable. On the other hand,
there are large areas with a shallow water depth,

and thus potentially profitable, in the ocean
north and east of Örfirisey Island and all the
way out to Akurey Island. The two metre depth
line on the map on page 414 shows this clearly.
It was therefore logical that the association that
was established to strengthen the urban qualities
of the Capital Area should turn toward the west
to Örfirisey Island for the possibility of creating
new land.

The main proposal of this Association on Better
Settlement is shown in the large map to the right.
The planning idea is characterized by the
forming of a circle with landfill, the centre of
the circle being a harbour that some of the
settlements would face. This idea has one major
drawback, namely that it is too far from down-
town for people living there to really enjoy
proximity to urban downtown living. The
connection to downtown could be somewhat
helped if all the area along Mýrargata Road, the
shipyard area and further on to the west harbour
were turned into a downtown area. Today, a
positive development toward accepting this
planning policy is visible in the competition for
the shipyard area that started in the autumn of
2003. In addition, the proposed conference and
music hall to be built by the east harbour would
move development closer to the idea that the
old harbour could become an amusement centre
and residential marina, as in so many similar
harbours abroad.

A second drawback of the idea about huge
landfills to the northwest is that this area is at
the most distant corner of the Capital Area.
Together with a limited space for added traffic
on present thoroughfares, this would make it
unattractive for people to go there for shopping
and amusement because of traffic delays.
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3 Likely Future Development

Reykjavík pplans aa mmajor
effort iin tthe oold ttown ccentre.

Gifts bbougght aat CChristmas 22001. TThis ppicture
shows tthe KKringgla MMall’’s sstrongg pposition.

If tthe mmusic aand cconference ccentre bbecomes aa
reality, iit wwill rrevitalize tthe aarea.
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The width of the arrows in the small diagram
to left shows how many people came into the
downtown area and to the Kringla and
Smáralind shopping centres from the various
regions of the Area for buying Christmas gifts in
2001. The diagram shows clearly that those who
shop in downtown Reykjavík are primarily those
who live west of the area. In addition, we see
from this diagram that there are relatively few
who live on the peninsula itself or in the
northern part of the Capital Area who shop in
the Smáralind Mall. The great majority of
people from most of these areas, on the other

hand, shop at Kringla. This demonstrates how
well located the Kringla Mall is, not least
because the crossroads of the two most import-
ant thoroughfares in the Area are close by.

This diagram shows that it is not realistic to
assume that it will be possible to build up a
vibrant urban core on landfill northwest of
Örfirisey Island. It is hard to get people to come
to the downtown area of Reykjavík even in the
Christmas shopping season so not many would
go to the trouble of going all the way west to the
Örfirisey Island area for shopping, amusement
or services.
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One oof tthe rrepports ppublished
by tthe UUFBS.

The UUnion ffor BBetter SSettlements ((UFBS) hhas ffougght ffor aa ddenser bbuildingg oof uurban aareas. TThis iis
their iidea ffor aa ssettlement ccircle ccreated bby aa llandfill nnorth-wwest oof ÖÖrfirsey.
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This last chapter of this book, on the planning
development in south-west Iceland, is divided
into three sections covering three dispersed
urban areas where development has been started
in three directions out of the Capital Area. The
first section deals with the western urban area
called Akraborg.

The following section describes Árborg in the
south, and the third section deals with the
Sudurnes urban area. On page 227 the triangular
settlement structure of south-west Iceland was
described, explaining that within this area the
main growth regions of the country, including
the Capital Area, form a triangle where already
about 80% of Icelanders live – a number that is
constantly on the increase.

The small picture below shows this settlement
structure. The arrows indicate the potential
growth outward from these relatively strong
centres. The large map below presents an idea
for a planning structure for all south-west
Iceland (see the section beginning on page 227).
This planning scheme emphasizes improve-
ments in the road connections between the four
main elements of this settlement structure, i.e.,

roads over both Leggjabrjótur and Uxahryggir
in order to connect the Borgarfjördur area to the
south lowland and a South Coast Road to
connect the Árborg area to the Sudurnes
Peninsula. There has been some realization of
these road suggestions since this plan was
published in 1993.

As this present book follows an almost
chronological thread the reader needs to check
the index to study the first steps in the forming
of the settlement patterns in a particular area.
The forming of villages and towns in the west,
for instance, is described on page 184, and the
historical thread is then continued in a section
about the regional planning development in this
area on page 206.

The evolving of a settlement structure occurs
slowly. Because of this it is necessary to give a
short historical overview to demonstrate that
some developments have been taking place,
even though, as of now, it seems that not much
has happened. Some of the largest steps in the
development of settlement structure in Iceland
came with new road connections. Paving of
roads in rural Iceland in fact evolved very slowly.

VIII Planning Development in SW Iceland
1 The Development of West Iceland and Akraborg

An iidea ffor aa ssettlement sstructure ffor SSW IIceland. HHere aa rreconcepptualization oof tthe rroad ssystem iis
made tto bbetter cconnect tthe ssettlements. YYellow: ooutdoor ccentres, bbrown: ssummerhouse aareas.

The sstructure oof SSW IIceland
and iits wwider iimpportance.

1  OUTDOOR
AREAS

2  OUTDOOR FRAME
OF UNBUILT AREAS

3  "SUMMER-
HOUSE” AREAS

4  URBAN 
AREAS

5  TODAY'S SERVICE
CENTRES

6  FUTURE
ADDITIONS

7  PROPOSED
OUTDOOR CENTRES

FORMING OF A SETTLEMENT STRUCTURE
FOR SW ICELAND
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One of the biggest steps in road transport-
ation in the west was the construction of the
bridge or causeway over Borgarfjördur Fjord in
1980. This did not actually shorten the road
distance to the north very much, but the Capital
Area became much more accessible to those
living in both the Mýrar and the Snaefellsnes
areas.

The biggest gain was that the only large town
in the Borgarfjördur area, Borgarnes, became
directly connected to Highway 1, thus providing
the impetus for Borgarnes to become such a
powerful urban core that it has energized
settlement development of the area, including
also some areas outside of the core.

The improvements in the roads meant that
the summerhouse settlements in the west started
to grow a lot. This is not surprising because the
west has much to offer in terms of nature and
cultural heritage. The summerhouse develop-
ment helped strengthen the service centres,
which again led to an increase in traffic in the
area, and people remained longer in the region.

The largest event that tied the functioning of
the Akraborg area to the Capital Region was the
opening of the tunnel under Hvalfjördur Fjord

in 1998. At the same time, an aluminium smelter
was built at Grundartangi harbour.

The development of this area leaped forward,
partly because of the favourable condition of
the Icelandic economy – a development that is
expected to continue. The improved economy
means that an ever-larger portion of the nation
enjoys a higher standard of living. People are
increasingly starting to use their summerhouses
as a second home, or they buy old farms for this
purpose.

This new form of habitation, called double
residing, is primarily known among the upper
classes in foreign countries. Increased income
and cheaper land in Iceland means that
Icelanders can develop such a lifestyle to a
higher degree than most other Western
countries.

Conditions provided for this kind of develop-
ment in the west are in some ways better than
those in the south, mostly because the access
road does not go over a mountain; those headed
for the south coastal area must go over the Mos-
fellsheidi and Hellisheidi heaths before dropping
to the lowland, a hindrance during the winter.

4117

TThhee bbrriiddggee oovveerr BBoorrggaarrffjjöörrdduurr
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TThhee ffeerrrryy tthhaatt uusseedd ttoo ssaaiill ttoo tthhee ttoowwnnss ggoott iittss nnaammee tthhee ssaammee wwaayy..



The section on page 195 described the first
steps towards the development of villages and
towns in the south. The area is important to
Iceland, with its large fields for agriculture, but
the very first beginnings of settlements were
fishing and commercial spots along the coast.
Since about 1930 some processing and service
industries started to develop in centrally located
spots, as recounted in the section on page 219.

Because of the difficult position of the
fishing towns of Eyrarbakki and Stokkseyri in
the twentieth century, it has been fortunate that
the town of Selfoss has developed as much as it
has. A special advantage of Selfoss is that it is
not located on the periphery but rather centrally.
It therefore fits well as a service centre for Árnes
County as well as for certain parts of
Rangárvellir County. In 1870, the population of
Selfoss was 2400 and rose to about 4900 only
twenty years later.

One of the recent measures to strengthen the
rural regions and to counteract the reduction in
agriculture has been to unite rural communities
in some areas into larger municipalities. After
integration these municipalities have been able
to take on larger official tasks from the state, for
instance in the area of schooling.

In 1998 an important step in strengthening
Selfoss was the unification with Eyrarbakki,
Stokkseyri and the Sandvík District. This creat-
ed the new municipality of Árborg, with almost
6000 inhabitants. If the next logical step is
taken, namely, unification with the communities
of Thorlákshöfn, Ölfus and Hveragerdi, then
about 3500 people would be added. The Óseyri
Bridge that was opened in 1998 is in fact a
prerequisite for being able to see this area as a
single service and occupational zone. Since the
bridge was opened, the distances by road do not

exceed what is acceptable in terms of letting the
various services provide for the whole area.

Selfoss is located in the southern part of
Árnes County, but recently the upper regions of
this county have also experienced considerable
growth, not least because of the increase in the
number of summerhouses. By 2000 there were
4500 summerhouses.

Assuming in summer a family of one to two
children in each of these summerhouses, the
population of the area rises to about 15,000.
Because geothermal district heating is now in
the process of being installed in most of the
summerhouse areas, and because of mobile
telephones and the use of computers in these
summerhouses, year-round residence is
increasing.

If the number of the inhabitants of the
summerhouses is added to the number of locals,
we see that during the summer the inhabitants
of Árnes County rise to about 30,000. In
addition, this area is one of the most frequented
tourist areas in Iceland because it comprises
some of the nation's most remarkable and
important historic places, like Thingvellir and
Skálholt, and some of the most outstanding
natural treasures, like Gullfoss Falls, the Geysir
hot springs area, and the Thjórsárdalur Valley.

Rangárvellir County to the east of Árnes
County is not developing as fast. In spite of this
it has two towns located on the Ring Road, Hella
and Hvolsvöllur, which keep on growing along
with the summerhouse areas. A special charact-
eristic of the development of Rangár-vellir
County is that horse owners have bought many
farms there for training horses and offering
riding tours. A considerable number of services
have developed around these activities, which in
turn strengthen all of the southern area.
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It is remarkable that it was possible to avert
the collapse of the towns of Stokkseyri and
Eyrarbakki when fishing from there had
stopped. This was not least because the distance
from there to Reykjavík over the Threngsli
Road, which is easily open all winter, is only
about 55 km, making it possible for people
living there to be able to commute to work in
the Capital Area. Moreover, these towns have
been helped because people from the Capital
Area have bought some of the old houses,
restored them, and use them as summerhouses.
This is another type of summerhouse than that

in the open country. The proximity to the ocean,
as well as to the history of these old villages,
fascinates people. A fine local museum has been
built in Eyrarbakki in Húsid (The House), as
well as a special maritime museum.

The town of Thorlákshöfn, situated on the
coast a little farther west, is almost a new town,
having only started to develop around 1930
when a harbour was built there. Because this
harbour is rather good and because it has
become the port for the ferry for the Westman
Islands, Thorlákshöfn has grown both as a
transportation and fishing centre. On the other
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hand, it does not get as much support from
tourism as some of the other towns in the south
because it is modern and not as interesting.

The town of Hveragerdi enjoys the privilege of
being located by the Ring Road. This town has a
history as a health and spa town, primarily
because of The Health and Rehabilitation Clinic
and the Ás home for the elderly. The trade
unions also built a large summerhouse area,
Ölfusborgir, east of town, an area that has also
been proposed as the site of a large inter-
national spa city. Even though the compre-
hensive school is located in Selfoss, Hveragerdi
has also enjoyed some of the benefits of in-
creased educational opportunities as it was
selected as the location of the State Horti-
cultural School. The school is appropriately
placed in this great geothermally heated town
with its numerous greenhouses.

In a conference of the Planners Association of
Iceland on 1st March, 2000, Karl Björnsson, then
the mayor of Árborg, gave a speech: The
Southland – Its Position in the Settlement System of the
South-west Corner. This lecture revealed a keen
understanding of the complementary effect of
the coexistence of the Capital Area and the
southern part of the country. Each of these two

areas adds to the lifestyles of their inhabitants.
In his lecture Björnsson pointed out that Árnes
County has in fact become a part of the
commercial area of southwest Iceland. He de-
scribed how services in Árborg are becoming
ever more diverse and how this community,
which has grown in size, is becoming ever more
able to offer most types of modern facilities,
such as good nursery schools, private primary
schools, and various types of social services. In
addition, there has been growth in sports and
tourist services, and an increase in the hotel
business.

It was especially interesting how Björnsson
described the necessity for drive and entre-
preneurship, and that companies, the public and
the communities should learn to make use of
modern schemes and rid themselves of the
bondage of the past.

The figure above shows some of the main
points of his lecture, such as to work against
local partisanship and conservatism, to work for
the breakdown of walls, and to destroy imagined
borders. He also stressed the necessity to
strengthen belief in one's own abilities and pride
and by doing that, to increase freedom and
broadmindedness.
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The Reykjanes Peninsula has some unusual
characteristics that set it apart from the three
urban areas discussed in this chapter and, as a
matter of fact, from the whole of Iceland.
Geographically the most outstanding character-
istic of this area is the barren lava fields. The
porosity of these lava fields means that there is
little water on the surface, which again means a
lack of drinking water and thus also a lack of
grazing areas.

Because of the lack of pasture, there has
never been much agricultural activity in the area.
This peninsula, on the other hand, has a very
good location in terms of its nearness to fishing
grounds so that fishing increased early, even
though there was little agricultural support. The
lack of agricultural areas also meant that the
commercial spots never became very large.
Therefore, the pleasant atmosphere of the
oldest and most developed commercial and
fishing towns in Iceland is missing. Even though
the Reykjanes area is close to Reykjavík, it is not
certain that this settlement would have grown if
the Keflavík Airport had not been built there
during and after World War II. Development of

the town continued with the building up of the
US naval and air force base.

This activity created a good deal of work for
the people in the area and led to a considerable
growth of both Keflavík and Njardvík. In 1950
the area had about 3000 inhabitants. The
building up of the base continued throughout
the Cold War years until about 1960. After that,
international flights were moved from Reykjavík
to Keflavík, with the result that the area
continued to develop. Tourism also gradually in-
creased. The growth of this area therefore
continued, and by 1970 the population had risen
to 7500. Around 1990 the growth in population
decreased because by then the US was no longer
expanding the military base. Nevertheless, the
number of local inhabitants had reached 10,700
in 2000.

Even though most of the foreign tourists that
come to Iceland arrive at the Keflavík Airport,
the settlements in the Reykjanes area have not
profited much from this. This is both because
the towns have not been considered interesting
for tourists and also because the road system has
not encouraged trips in the area. Tourists have
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therefore been less interested in staying at a
hotel in the area in order to enjoy day trips
which can almost as easily be taken from
Reykjavík.

Some positive changes took place in the area
around 1990, such as the building and
development of the Blue Lagoon and the
establishment of two airport hotels in Keflavík.
Previously, around 1995, Keflavík had started a
facelift of the downtown area. As discussed
earlier in this book, however, the two roads that
would make an interesting round trip possible
have not been constructed. Good roads that
circle around an area are a prerequisite for being
able to offer interesting sightseeing.

The northernmost circular tour around the
northern tip of the Gardskagi Peninsula has not
been possible to construct because of the base,
though there is a road on the maps. The dirt
road from the Reykjanes lighthouse east to
Grindavík is rougher than most like to drive in
an ordinary car. The road further east that goes
from Grindavík to Lake Kleifarvatn Lake is also
very poor. Those who want to take the Krýsuvík
road back have to go all the way to
Hafnarfjördur to be able to enter the Reykjanes
highway for the return trip.

To get a road built along the south coast of
the Reykjanes Peninsula is most urgent. This
road would allow people in the Keflavík area to
enter the southern lowland directly. This would
also open up possibilities for good circular tours
back to Reykjavík and then Keflavík, passing
over either the Threngsli or the Hellisheidi
roads. This circle could be enlarged by going
further east over the Óseyri Bridge and from
there onwards to Eyrarbakki, Stokkseyri and
Selfoss.

This important South Coast Road is finally in
the plans. Besides strengthening tourism, it will
open up possibilities for commercial co-
operation among the settlements on the
Reykjanes Peninsula and the south, for instance

in strengthening fish markets like the one in
Grindavík.

The cultural aspects of the communities of
the Reykjanes Peninsula, sometimes called
Sudurnes, are somewhat different from other
areas in Iceland. There are not, as said before,
the agricultural settlements with the
conservative attitude that is usually associated
with such areas. In addition, the technology of
flight and the nearness to the US military base
have made the people of Sudurnes more
interested in modern and international culture
than in most other places in Iceland. Because of
this, many of the first pop music bands
originated in Keflavík, where there is now a
museum for pop music. The idea of building a
military museum has also been discussed.

As in many other places, improvements in
transportation opened up new epochs in
Reykjanes. The most important event was the
building of the Reykjanes Highway in 1965, which
was the first road outside of towns to be paved.
This opened up the possibility of close co-
operation between Sudurnes and the Capital
Area. The US military paid part of the costs
because at that time most of the supplies for the
base were shipped to the harbour in Reykjavík.
In 1986, the US navy built an oil harbour in
Helguvík Inlet. This harbour gives the area new
possibilities to develop industries that need
access to a good harbour, and now the
construction of a steel pipe factory has been
launched.

The presence of the military base in Keflavík
of some 5000 people has meant that it was
easier for the communities in Sudurnes to start
large projects like a water supply system and a
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central heating system, taking the hot water
from the Blue Lagoon area. On the other hand,
there have been negative side effects, like
pollution of the soil and the noise connected
with the airport, which mean a reduction in the
possibilities of land use. The noise from the air-
planes and also from the traffic along the
highway leading to the airport mean that the
area to the west is not suitable for development.
Therefore the settlements of the future will be
elongated, as they are today, rather than cluster-
ed. Today the town of Reykjanesbaer – created
by the unification of Keflavík, Ytri-Njardvík

and Innri-Njardvík – is rather scattered, as are
so many towns in Iceland. Moreover, the
Njardvík Inlet itself splits the area in two.

In a recent plan worked on by the Thverá
Company this inlet has been dammed with
landfill so that inner part has become a lagoon.
Perhaps the inner part of the inlet should be
sacrificed to create a building area in order to
connect the settlement more than it is today.

There are certain uncertainties about what will
happen in the future in Sudurnes. The USA have
been cutting down their base, and it is possible
that operations will be reduced to an absolute
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minimum. Further reduction would mean that
many people in Sudurnes would lose their jobs
and the service activities that are now partly
financed by fees paid by the US military will be
considerably reduced. The increased civilian air
traffic through the Keflavík Airport has, how-
ever, already started to work against the decline.
The number of passengers grew from 235,000
in 1990 to about 930,000 only five years later.

Cargo transport by air also has been
constantly increasing, or from 13,300 tons in
1990 to 17,200 tons in 1995. This is mostly due
to the increased export of fresh fish. The
nearness to this, Iceland's only cargo airport,
will mean that many companies will like to settle
here to take advantage of the proximity to the
airport.

Things might change in the future, however,
because some experts estimate that already
around 2015 the maximum production of oil in
the world will be reached, whereas at the same
time the third world will be increasingly
industrialized. This situation will call for a higher
consumption of petroleum products in those
countries. Therefore, it is to be expected that
prices of these products will increase in the
future and will affect the cost of operating
airlines, quite possibly to the point that air cargo
transportation will not be economical. If an
increase in oil prices reduces the strength of
European economies and leads to an increase in
the cost of air fares, the number of tourists
coming to Iceland may well drop. The future of
Sudurnes is therefore in many respects rather
uncertain.

The introduction of fishing quotas has meant
a concentration of fishing in some towns in
Iceland and the concomitant loss of quotas in
some other towns. This is the case with the
towns in Reykjanes except for Grindavík.
Grindavík has a unique position, shared with
Thorlákshöfn, that these two towns have the only
good harbours on the entire south-west coast of
the country, not counting the Westman Islands.
Development of the Westman Islands, however,
may be hampered by the fact that both people
and companies – as most often happens on
islands – may consider it too difficult to be
without a road connection to fish markets and
service areas on the mainland.

If the activity in the Westman Islands is still
further reduced, the importance of Grindavík
and Thorlákshöfn will increase because they are
the only other towns that are close to the fishing
grounds south of Iceland.

Grindavík was only a small village until about
1950, with a population of only about 500.

Around 2000, the number of inhabitants,
however, had grown to about 2500.

The Blue Lagoon is within the area over which
Grindavík has jurisdiction, which has meant that
some tourist activities have also been directed
towards the town. When the roads from there to
the Reykjanes Lighthouse and to the east to
Krýsuvík – and from there to the southern
lowland – are built, the position of Grindavík
will be strengthened. Grindavík can therefore be
seen as having rather good possibilities for
tourism.

The Grindavík harbour used to have one great
flaw, namely that the ship channel was very
dangerous. Therefore, a second pair of
breakwaters was built further out to provide
entrance to the harbour through calmer waters
and should make outfitters readier to operate
their ships out of Grindavík.

The town of Grindavík has jurisdiction over a
very large area that extends east to beyond Lake
Kleifarvatn and from there far into the
Hellisheidi Heath. High temperature areas are
located in this region, as well as in Svartsengi –
where the Blue Lagoon is located – and at the
tip of the Reykjanes Peninsula. Grindavík will
benefit from the development of the generation
of electricity from the use of geothermal steam,
which now seems to be starting.

The Krýsuvík area south of Lake Kleifarvatn
is under the jurisdiction of Hafnarfjördur. This
is supposedly because Hafnarfjördur assured
itself of the geothermal rights there and in the
process bought land, part of which belonged to
the poet Einar Benediktsson. This has meant
some strife between Grindavík and
Hafnarfjördur. These disagreements are prob-
ably the reason why the Reykjanes outdoor area
around Lake Kleifarvatn has not really taken off
as a tourist region. This area, however, certainly
has very good possibilities for tourism and
outdoor activities.

The Reykjanes Country Park has already been
created by some of the communities in south-
west Iceland in order to pave the way for further
developments in this area. One of the
preconditions for the communities to be willing
to invest in the area is that the state must invest
money in road construction in this southern
part of the Reykjanes Peninsula, thus opening
up possibilities for circular routes. When these
roads have been built it is to be expected that
not only the park, but also the whole Reykjanes
area, will be one of the most unique and diverse
outdoor areas in the country.
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This last chapter will make no attempt to draw
conclusions about specific matters dealt with in
the 120 separate sections of this book. The idea,
on the other hand, is to try to draft a picture of
a new understanding of creating human habitats, which
is meant to be the central motif of this book.

The beginning of the book traced how much
nature itself has influenced how the settlements
in Iceland have developed. In this respect it is
necessary to consider two main aspects. First,
various forces of nature formed the country
itself over a span of millions of years. Secondly,
nature has also had a great deal of effect in
shaping the human habitat that slowly started to
develop in the first stages of the history of the
country.

This book has presented the forming of human
habitat as an analogy to the forming of natural
habitats. It is advantageous to use this
comparison because most people know how
much knowledge and understanding are needed
to be able to understand how habitats relate to
the natural conditions. The natural sciences have
created a rather clear picture of how the various
life forms were created on earth, starting with
primitive forms and gradually evolving to more
complicated ecosystems, each created in
accordance with the conditions present at each
location.

It is interesting to keep this story in mind as a
picture is drafted of how the human settlement
structure was developed in Iceland. As the first
settlers arrived in the country, they found a
completely uninhabited land, and the settle-
ments developed slowly and in close relation-
ship with the naturally given conditions. As time
passed, the settlement structures constantly
underwent changes.

To start with, there was almost no formal
societal structure in Iceland, only the primary
unit of the family in each area. In time, somewhat
larger social structures started to crystallize
within the various areas. Then the individual
farmers entered into a reciprocal relationship
with the godar, who were both chieftains and
priests. Godar-chieftains and farmers met yearly
in the open air at Thingvellir to deal with legal
problems and social needs. In time, this banding
together led to the establishment of a state,
though the family remained the backbone of
Icelandic society.

The last step in this crystallization, the
establishment of the nation state with its central-
ization of governance and other functions, did

not really reach Iceland until the twentieth
century. This, among other things, was because
the settlements were like a collar around the
country, a collar cut into parts by sometimes
impassable rivers, fjords and ridges. The geo-
graphical centre of the country – where usually
the best conditions are found for a central
government – was empty and void, almost a
desert.

This book tries to draft a picture of how the
settlements developed by describing the various
and ever-changing factors that affected their
formation in terms of the natural conditions,
the economy and level of technology,
transportation and social factors. The purpose
of this procedural description is not least to provide
an understanding of the dynamism involved in
the forming of settlements: how everything is in
constant flux, influenced by constantly changing
conditions.

It is one of the basic lessons of this book that
the built environment is not static and
unchangeable, as it appears at a quick glance at
only a short period of time. To look at it in a
vast historical time frame – as in this book – is
to discover that settlement structures are ever-
changing and that they have changed an
unbelievable amount with the passing of time.
Even changes that seem to be minor, like a
minor occupational change or the building of a
new bridge or tunnel, can lead to a profound
change in how a settlement develops.

It is this overview of the creation and nature
of the built environment that this book is meant
to present. One of the gains of such an
overview is that it is easier to locate oneself,
while studying a particular area or a particular
period in time, in the history of settlements.

The importance of having a clear description,
as well as a selection of analyses of the basic
phenomena – be it a society, a settlement struct-
ure, educational systems or something else – is a
prerequisite for being able to discern the
characteristics of the subject studied.

An assessment of today's situation, as well as
the future possibilities of various urban and
rural areas in Iceland, is important. This is
because enormous changes are taking place in
the whole makeup of what a society is, not only
in Iceland but also globally. These social changes
are given various names. Theoreticians talk
about the change from the pre-industrial period
to the knowledge society in the more developed
countries. In Iceland, we should rather talk
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about a change from the primary industries to
service and knowledge industries.

Planning is a tool that is applicable for ana-
lysing the development of settlements. When
such a base has been created the next step can be
taken, namely to consider means to reduce the
drawbacks and to create new opportunities.

Unfortunately in Iceland a dated understand-
ing of planning is prevalent – the belief that
planning means to usurp power from the people
and to limit their democratic choices. This has
often happened in history, but there is, in fact,
no need to regard planning as only the tool of an
empowered elite. Planning is, rather, a tool that
includes examination of possible alternatives,
with their positive and negative aspects, and
which has the possibility of assuring suitable
progress and finding ways for opening new
developments.

The conclusion is that the elitist way of
thinking, that there should be an upper class in
the country which governs and shapes, is wrong.
Instead, another kind of a vision for the role of
planners is emerging, a vision that means that
planners should be regarded as advisors who
prepare the necessary data for the public,
politicians and companies in order to facilitate
the search for and study of paths to the future.

The last part of this book deals with this
changed understanding. It drafts a picture of
changes that are taking place in the present
within planning theory and the modes of
thinking. It is primarily in the way people think
that changes need to take place because our
ideas and conceptions, and how we plan and
work, are based on how we think.

Iceland is still involved in the process of
moving away from the older rural society into a
more urbanized society. The current level of
urbanization in Iceland can be seen as an
intermediary step between urban and rural
society. Dense urban areas, like those known in
most other countries, hardly exist in Iceland.

In some areas of the country it will continue
to be most appropriate to maintain a rural
flavour and not to aim for the greater density of
urban areas.

On the other hand, there is an emerging
demand – primarily among the young generation
– that in some areas of the country urban life
should be created. This makes it necessary to
aim for planning and developing dense urban
areas in certain locations, primarily in the greater
Reykjavík area.

In connection with the necessity of creating
denser settlements, recent environmental de-
mands, together with foreseeable increases in
petroleum prices, will make it necessary to plan
at least some part of the urban areas in Iceland
in such a way that people can live there
comfortably without a car. Such planning is
today carried out in many cities in the world. In
some of them the density and the mixing of
functions is sufficient to justify running a proper
public transportation service that is acceptable
to the different age groups. In the widespread
Capital Area in Iceland only about 4% of each
day's trips make use of the bus system, which is
an indicator of the problem.

Many planning measures can definitely be
implemented in order to create the environmen-
tally friendly city of the future. As so often
before, looking back through history provides
insights – for instance the history of old
Reykjavík – to look for a model. Here we are
primarily talking about the first part of the
twentieth century, when Reykjavík functioned
quite well with very few cars. At that time, the
way the town was planned assured enough
density.

The working places, shops and homes were
close enough to each other and mixed to such a
degree that people could reach almost every-
thing they needed on foot. Planning could be
accomplished in a similar way today. The result
would be environmentally friendly planning.

In contradistinction, an urban area will never
be defined as environmentally friendly if it is
almost impossible to live and function within it
without a car. This holds true not least if car
ownership, to a surprising degree, is character-
ized by super jeeps weighing about two tons
each, as is common in Reykjavík.

In light of this, it is very strange that some
people have conceived the idea of defining
Reykjavík as "the most environmentally friendly
capital of the north". This simply exposes a
fundamental misunderstanding of what eco-
logical planning is.

It is, however, certainly true that Reykjavík,
like many other settlements in Iceland, has the
great advantage of having electricity and space
heating produced by hydropower and geo-
thermal energy. But, even though these are cer-
tainly very ecologically friendly aspects in the
running of cities, this is very far from being the
same as ecological planning of cities and urban
areas.
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Agenda 21 160, 289, 361
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Airport alternatives, in the Capital Area) 144
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Airport debate in Reykjavík14, 180, 182, 382,
387, 390, 392, 408, 414
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Architecture, evaluation 198
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Assessing a policy 373
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403, 406, 408, 412
Capital Area (need for connections)144, 171
Capital Area (road system) 170
Capital Area (settlement structure) 120, 170
Car planning 72, 142, 158, 182, 368, 384
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Central highlands (governmental system)231
Central highlands (laws on) 232
Central highlands (planning) 237, 240, 244,
315
Central place theory 71, 73
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Centres (secular) 101
Chess board pattern 121
Circular routes 421
City centre (Hafnarfjördur) 167
City centre apartments 152
City centre problems (in Reykjavík) 27

City centres 152
Coastal settlements 33
Coastal transportation 114
Commerce (and supermarket development)
183
Commercial centres, ancient times 85, 103
Commercial connections, foreign 116
Common lands (grazing) 35
Communities (number of) 162
Complementarity 367
Connections, with bridges 115, 196
Continental drift theory 11, 31
Cottage 61
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Country plan 21, 310, 345, 353, 360
Countryside, problems of 186
Crystallization of powers 64
Cultural centres 98
Cultural landscape 35, 210
Danger assessment (and risk assessment) 48
Danish Plan of 1965, The 143
Demolition of buildings 133, 137, 148
Denmark (development plan) 360
Density circles 412
Density, aiming for 385
Density, ratio 154
Density, sprawling 139, 149, 385
Depression, The 123, 129
Detail plan 21
Detached building 121
Development of towns (see urbanization)
Development plan of Dalir 226
Development plan 292
Development planning 28
Development plans 265
Development programmes 292
Domains of chieftains 67
Double residency 417
Ecological systems 324
Educational systems 89
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Electoral districts (2003) 171, 223
Elitism 372
Energy cycle 33
Environment, law 274
Environment, policy of communities290, 291
Environment, policy of the state 290
Environmental plan 160
Environmental standards 380
Equestrian sports 17, 418
Erosion 35,37
Erosional forces 33
European Union, development plan 297
European Union, system of grants 300, 360
Farm abandonment 53
Fishing stations 62
Fishing stations, routes to 66
Fishing, collapse 189, 339
Fishing, in the Middle Ages 59
Fishing, increase 184, 188
Fjallavegafélag (highland routes association)
87
Floods, types of 44
Fluctuations of edges 37
Foresight 372
Forestry, industrial 37
Frame plan on energy utilization 251, 310,
327
Frame plan 202, 395
Functionalism 123
Future predictions 74
Future research 351, 382
Future vision 292, 300, 354
Garden city movement 19, 138, 384
Gardening in towns 61, 138
Geological Information Systems (GIS) 376
Globalization 388
Godar (and their power) 63, 67, 101
Governmental structure 99
Green house effect 38, 60, 359
Green revolution (see Plan for Environment
and Outdoor life)

Green scarf 410
Guiding material 346
Harbours, conditions for 85, 97
Health conditions 117, 126, 132, 273
Hekla, danger 12, 53
Herring, fishing 80, 188
Highland roads 240, 357, 383
Highland routes, in ancient times 73, 87
Hreppar (local communities) 81, 161
Husbandry 138
Hydrological measurements 243, 323
Ice age glacier 38
Industrial revolution 19, 273
Industrial village Reykjavík 89, 95
Industrialization 133, 293
Information technology 376
Infrastructure, social 255
Infrastructure, technical 259
Interplay of nature and planning 23, 49, 55,
367
Ísafjördur 24, 198
Jardabókin (register of farms) 95
Johannesburg, environmental convention289
Keflavík Airport 421, 425
Kyoto, environmental convention 360
Land commissions 105, 107
Landnámabók (Book of Settlement) 11, 101
Landscape, forming processes 37
Land use plans for Iceland 350
Landvernd (conservation association) 312
Laws of forms 71
Leaseholds 121
Life style 386
Linear city 410
Local agenda 160, 290
Lots, allocation 396
Mail transports 87, 114
Marina (in Gardabaer) 402
Marina (in Grafarvogur) 17
Marina (in Kópavogur) 401
Master plan 21
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Military occupation (impact) 129, 133, 138
Ministry for the Environment 236
Ministry of Industry (regional development
matters) 310
Mixing of functions 369
Modernism 142, 367
Monasteries 83
Monotony in appearances 142, 148
Nature 2000 282 
Natural hazards 12, 42, 48, 50, 215, 222, 379
Nature Conservation Council 285
Nature Conservation Register 214, 282, 286
Nature conservation, black 380
Nature conservation, law 282, 286
Nature, aspects 23, 321
Nature, conditions 152
Neighbourhood plan 160
Neighbourhood shops (death of) 158
Neighbourhood unit plans (see suburban
planning)
Noise boundaries 423
North Atlantic Sea route 343
Ocean areas, cables 341
Ocean areas, mining 335
Ocean areas, planning of 331
Ocean areas, use of resources 337
Oil crisis 303, 366
Oil harbours (in Reykjavík) 332
Overlay method 40, 42, 51, 239, 357
Plan for environment and outdoor life 17,
139, 153, 386
Planning law, 50th anniversary 199, 349
Planning, centralized 372
Planning, commission on legal questions399
Planning, laws of 20
Planning, levels and types 21, 99, 207
Planning, participatory 318, 373
PM Office 232, 268, 294, 310, 351
Population (distribution in Iceland) 162
Postmodernism 142
Power system 67

Preventive methods, in medicine 257
Preventive methods, in planning 378
Proactive response 378
Public transportation 128, 180
Qualities of the land 39, 51, 65, 359
Quarter districts of Iceland 68
Reactive response 378
Reclamation of vegetation cover 62, 380
Regional associations 225
Regional committees 231
Regional development policy (growth areas)
348, 362
Regional development policy 338, 347
Regional planning 21, 206, 216
Regional planning, division into areas176, 208
Relocation of institutions 108
Remote sensing 376
Research, central highlands 238
Research, initial 56
Resources 61
Reydarfjördur (aluminium plant)318, 329, 357
Reykjanes Country Park 425
Reykjanesbraut (highway 423
Reykjavík harbour, planning of136, 142, 333
Rio convention 289, 360
Road building (long-term plan)
Romanism 112, 275
Satellite neighbourhood (see Suburban
planning)
Science park (in Gardabaer) 402
Science park (in Kópavogur) 400
Science park (Univ. of Iceland)375, 391, 396
Schooners (and Age of Schooners)85, 95, 98
Sea ice 54
Sector plans 22, 345
Sediments of rivers 34, 38
Separation of pedestrians and cars 148
Service community of today 366
Settlement areas (initial) 63, 79
Settlement structure, in ancient times 73
Settlement structure, inland 59
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Settlement structure, of the coast 59, 96
Settlement, in the islands 52, 69
Settlement, The 11, 59
Shaping forces (external) 33
Shaping forces (internal) 31
Shopping centres 145, 158, 414
Social systems 128
Socialism 372
South Coast Road 423
South country programme 224
Southwest Iceland, planning of 227
State Planning Commission 20
Stifti (and stifti governors) 76, 81
Suburban planning 15, 136, 138, 367, 384
Summerhouse areas 196, 418
Super-regional Programs 225, 265
Super-regional plans 227
Sustainable development 287, 290, 310, 381
System of cycles (in cities) 381
System of nature conservation 272
System of Norwegian rule 75
System of secular power 75, 97
System of social services 258
System of the church 258
System on a country scale 255
Technical systems, cities 126
Telephone, building up of net 116, 119, 341
Temperature fluctuation 60, 62
Thingháir-districts 67, 77
Tourism, and the road system 306
Tourism, centres 355
Tourism, implementation plan 307
Tourism, number of visitors 303
Towns, establishing 185
Trading stations, establishing 106
Traffic model 377
Transportation plan 295, 296
Transportation system 127
Transportation system, classification122, 128
Transportation system, types of intersections
144

Transportation systems, ancient time 82, 259
Transportation, condition 52, 65, 69
Transportation, co-ordination 294
Transportation, routes 65, 70
Trial and error process 11
Triangular structure, of Iceland 203
Triangular structure, of SW Iceland230, 416
Unification of communities 418
Untouched wilderness 286
Urban atmosphere 129
Urban environment 370
Urban renewal 22, 365,
Urbanization 25, 93, 253, 365
Value estimations, changes in 35
Vegetation map 239
View, analysing 171
View, conditions 139, 388
Water protection 211, 221
West Fjords Plan 225, 265
Whaling 80, 192
World views 272, 367
Zoning 121, 136, 367, 385
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Akureyri 89, 106, 200, 214
Alexander, Christopher 369
Althing 73, 77, 102, 113, 185, 225, 236
Árborg area 266
Árborg 418
Ármannsson, Pétur H. 20
Arnarson, Ingólfur 51, 63, 101
Assoc .of Local Governments 236
Assoc. for Better Settlements 396, 414
Assoc. of Communities in the Capital Area
(SSH) 152, 173, 178
Association 102 Reykjavík 14
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Básendar 34
Bessastadahreppur 162, 166
Bessastadir 73, 83, 108
Birgisson, Finnur 201
Bjarnason, Björn, from Grafarholt 193
Bjarnason, Björn, from Reykjavík 396
Bjarnason, Gudmundur 237
Bjarnason, Hördur 139
Björnsson, Gudmundur 126,
Björnsson, Karl 420
Björnsson, Lýdur 68, 77
Björnsson, Sveinbjörn 251
Bödvarsson, Sturla 295
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Borgarfjördur bridge 417
Borgarfjördur 208
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Bragadóttir, Helga 398
Bredsdorff, Peter 142
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PLANNING IN ICELAND 
From the Settlement to Present Times

Although this book has the outer form of the
planning history of Iceland, the main aim is,
however, to clarify what forces have been at
work in Iceland in shaping its spatial devel-
opment.

The knowledge gained by this study is used, in
the later chapters, for defining what have been
the main underlying forces in the spatial devel-
opment of the past and what forces have come
to the fore in the development of modern Ice-
land.

The defining of trends as concerns these
underlying forces is the key to identify where the
spatial development of the country is most likely
to be going in the future.

Iceland, being an island, rather far away from
other countries, is a very clear-cut unit for study-
ing spatial developments.

The geographical fact that the country is an
island is, however, not the only reason why
Iceland is an excellent "laboratory" for studying,
spatial development and the forces that have
shaped that development.

When Norse Vikings discovered Iceland in the
9th century, except for a few Irish monks, it was
uninhabited. This meant that the first settlers
had a free hand in choosing a territory for their
habiting, in a country almost as pristine as the
first day after Creation.

Presumably something similar happened in
other places in the early history of man, but the
difference is that the story of settlement in
Iceland was documented avid writers that the
Icelanders came to be, after first preserving the
knowledge through oral tradition.

The most important body of writing deals
with how Iceland was discovered and settled.
The most complete of these writings is The Book
of Settlements, which describes the story of
settlement in surprising detail. In the centuries
that followed the further spatial development
was continuously documented. The life and the
issues of the country were further described in
the sagas themselves.

In the 1960’s, ecology - the study of the
system and interdependence of life forms and
the environment of man and nature - became an
issue of central importance because of serious
breaches in this harmony in many places in the
world. To put it in a simple and practical way:
people started to understand better that if the

environment is not healthy and does not match
the biota residing there, the life forms will
frequently cease to be healthy or even to exist.

During the 1960’s interpretation of this nec-
essary harmony shifted towards the natural
sciences. The most famous book on the subject
was Design with Nature by Ian McHarg.

In the present book Planning in Iceland, the
central theme is also the necessary unity of man
and nature, the harmony of the lives of people
and the environment in which they dwell. This is
also the basic theme of prolific studies in human
ecology and the principles that underlie the
development that is now taking place in the
world.

In the "laboratory" of trial and error in Ice-
land, through a span of over one thousand, well-
documented years, we have a body of findings
and an environmental record that evidence both
a good fit between man and nature and the times
when nature “won”. These findings are very
practical, as we now, increasingly, have to strive
towards an accord of man and nature, an accord
that, to be effective, must be based on under-
standing.

The privilege of the thousand-year laboratory
is not the only great thing about studying this
"language" of man-nature relationships, in
Iceland, there are also two other good reasons.
The first reason is that on this island the very
geological story of how the island was created,
as it arose through volcanic eruptions from the
tectonic ridge of the Mid-Atlantic, is easily
traceable.

During this geological process the country was
also constantly formed by the external forces of
ice and waves and weather. This evolutionary
story provides a unique possibility for tracing
back to the very beginnings how the topology
and natural features of the land-originated -and
in fact are still being formed.

The second reason why the man-nature
relationships are so easy to "read" in Iceland's
history is because the survival of both man and
natural features were very often at a critical stage
in this fragile arctic and volcanic environment.
Both humankind and the natural ecosystems
therefore reacted very strongly to the changes in
the environment.

The pioneer in studying the history of the
cohabitation of humans and nature in Iceland
was the late geologist S. Thórarinsson, who
traced the story of volcanic eruptions and
periods of cold years, and demonstrated how

Summary
SUMMARY



456

these formed and changed the spatial develop-
ment of Iceland.

The present volume is divided into five books,
together with a lengthy introduction. The intro-
duction and Book One deal with the relationship
of humankind and nature as now described.

Book Two proceeds to describe the first steps
in the shaping of this settlement. It describes
how features like systems of transportation and
societal systems such as local governments
gradually crystallized into the settlement
structure of the 19th century in Iceland.

In the nineteenth century urbanization started
in Iceland and Book Three describes the early
steps in that process. At the beginning of the
twentieth century, Reykjavik already had become
a small town.

Several chapters trace its devel-opment into
the later part of the century. The development
of other towns is discussed at appropriate places
in this description of how a modern urbanized
structure evolved in Iceland.

Book Four is called “The Evolving of
Countrywide Systems”. It starts by describing
the building up of societal and technical infra-
structures, and then proceeds to describe how
various Regional Development Plans were
conceived of in the 1960´s and 70´s, which were
the heyday for that kind of planning.

Another type of planning emerged with the
idea of Nature Conservation around 1970,
which was the first International Year of the
Environment. These plans later evolved into a
system of plans on Sustainability. This kind of
planning has been greatly promoted by Agenda
21, which resulted from the Rio conference in
1992.

The last chapters of Book Four deal with
various other types of plans that need to be
given emphasis today, like the utilization of the
hydropower and geothermal resources of
Iceland.

The last two chapters deal with the necessary
future task of planning the utilization of ocean
areas, together with the harvesting of fish
stocks. The final chapter of Book Four, how-
ever, is devoted to the idea that a Country Plan
for Iceland is needed.

Finally, in Book Five, the most recent devel-
opments are described, starting with a
description of some new modes of thought that
are emerging with the new millennium. And a
new type of thinking and a new set of values
mean a different type of planning.

The last chapters of Book Five deal with the
latest developments in the main urban areas of
Iceland. It has become a rule that in the year of
local elections the governments in power publish
their plans for the future.

The latest elections took place in the spring of
2002, and the last chapters of the book thus
describe these latest plans for the largest towns,
meaning plans for Reykjavik and the other main
towns of Iceland, which are principally located
in the south-west.

The south-west already has almost 80% of the
country's population. Here the main harbours
are located, as well as Keflavik Airport. Many
people are now forecasting that this area will
actually become The New Iceland, possibly with
over 90% of the population in as soon as about
twenty years. Therefore, it is of the utmost
importance to study this area, if one wants to get
a picture of what the Iceland of the future is
going to be like.
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This book was first published in Icelandic in
2002. The English edition is intended to give
foreign readers access to the story of how settle-
ments and urban areas have evolved in Iceland –
from the very first beginnings.

Numerous experts provided good advice and
read chapters during the formative stages of the
book. The author, however, alone carries the
ultimate responsibility.

Some of these experts should be named:
Birgir Jónsson, geo-engineer, Stefán Thors, the
State Planning Director, Thorsteinn Thor-
steinsson, engineer, and Helgi Thorláksson,
professor of history.

At the back of the book there are short CVs
of about 125 professionals who have been edu-
cated or have a long occupational experience in
planning. Only people from four disciplines are
included, i.e., planning, architecture, engineering
and landscape architecture. In writing the CVs,
recently published directories listing profess-
ionals were of great help. The publishers gave
their permission for the use of information and
photos from these books.

Only a few authors of detail plans are listed
because detail planning belongs as much to
architecture as it does to planning.

Though was decided to tell this story of
planning in Iceland from the viewpoint of
professional people, the making of plans and
programmes, of course, also has a political side
and many politicians have been interested and
active within the field of planning and have
often served as heads of planning committees.
That politicians are not included in this list and
are only occasionally mentioned in the text is not
because their work is of less importance, but
rather because if this were told from a political
perspective, it would be a very different story.
Such a story of course needs to be written. It
would deal with the development of political
ideas on the built environment, both as concerns
the settlement policy in Iceland and the planning
of urban areas.

The politicians certainly, in most cases, have
the final responsibility for the plans, and
decisions made based on them. It is, on the other
hand, very important that the professional side
of planning, i.e., the advice politicians get, is
brought into the public domain.

It is important that professionals of planning
will be able to position themselves in a way
similar to those in medicine and architecture, i.e.,
that they develop a similar professional

responsibility and ambition. Today planning
professionals are mostly kept in the background
in the presentation of plans. It is therefore im-
portant that they are given the opportunity to
enter the scene in a professional realm to create
a counterweight to the political aspect of
planning.

The importance of professionals in public dis-
cussion is known from many fields. The role of
academics, for instance within the area of
economics, is widely acknowledged as an im-
portant force to counteract the tendencies of
politicians to make decisions based on a short-
term view or to be overly. Concerned with their
constituencies and to overlook the bioad picture.
Academic professionals and theoreticians have
the duty to point out the long-term views, as well
as basic professional rules.

Many institutions have helped make this book.
For the Icelandic edition, grants were received
from Hagthenkir, Menningarsjódur, The Urban
Studies Centre and the Development Division of
the City of Reykjavík. For the realization of the
English edition funds were received from
Thýdingarsjódur, Saxhóll, the Ministry for the
Environment and the Ludvig Storr Fund. My
thanks go to them all as well as to those who lent
pictures for the book.

The process of translation began, with the
author’s rough draft that to a certain extent was
a reconceptualization, among other things
because some aspects needed to be described
differently for a foreign audience.

I am grateful to Terry G. Lacy for providing
invaluable editorial assistance as well as checking
the English text. Sara Stefánsdóttir, Oddfrídur
Helgadóttir, Gunnhildur Jóhannsdóttir and
Gudrún Bryndís Karlsdóttir helped on various
aspects of this edition. My thanks also go to Sir
Peter Hall of the University College of London
for writing the preface. Sir Peter is one of the
most prolific and respected writers on planning
in the world.

Finally, a few words on three special Icelandic
letters. Some of them appear in place names in
old maps and drawings but in the newer ones
and in the text they have been replaced by letters
used in English as follows: þ becomes th, æ
becomes ae, and ð becomes d. The English word
fjord is so similar to the Icelandic fjördur that it is
used in place names.

Trausti Valsson

Epilogue
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Planners in Iceland
Planners, architects, engineers and
landscape architects that have a long
career or education in planning
(*registered planner in Iceland by the
Ministry of Industry).

Andrésson, Baldur (1949-).
Studied archit. and plan. at AS
in Aarhus, Denmark, 1974-80.
Courses at Nordplan, 1983.
Career: State Plan. Agency,
1980-87.

Ásgeirsson, Ásgeir Th. (1926-).
BS in plan. eng. from MIT,
Cambrigde, Mass., 1948.
Career: Eng. in the Office of
Planning of Town and Villages,
1948- 51. Traffic eng. at the City
of Reykjavík, 1955-94.

Ásgeirsson, Einar Th. (1942-).
Studied archit. at TH in
Hannover, 1963-69.
Projects: Ecological architecture
from 1986. The first ecological
urban plan at Hellnar, 1996.
Writings: Many articles.

Ásgeirsson, Kristján (1956-).
Studied archit. at the Royal
Acad. in Copenh., 1977-84.
Career: Reykjavík Plan. Office,
1984-88. Plan. Dept. of
Hafnarfjördur, 1988-93.
Projects: Beautification of
Laugavegur St., Detail Plan of
Nónhaed in Kópavogur (1991),
with B. H. Sigurdsson.

Ármannsson, Pétur H. (1961-).
Studied archit. at Univ. of
Toronto, 1981-86. Further
studies at CU, Ithaka, 1988-90.
Career: Dir. of Architectural
Dept. of Reykjavik Art Museum
from 1993.
Writings: Heimili og húsagerd
(Homes and constructions),

1967-87, AB Publ., 1987. The
Development of Reykjavík in
the 1920s and 30s and the
Impact of Functionalism. Ad
Notam Gyldendal, Oslo, 1995.
Einar Sveinsson, City Architect
of Reykjavík, Reykjavík Art
Museum, 1995. Numerous
articles and television projects.

Baldvinsson, Baldvin E.
(1945-). Civ Ing from DTH in
Copenh. 1971.
Career: Reykjavík Development
Office, 1972-85. Chief eng. at
Reykjavík Traffic Dept.

Bergmann, Börkur (1952-).
Studied architecture at ENS des
BA, Paris, 1972-78. PhD in
Sémiotique at E des HE en SS,
Paris, 1978-79. Career: Prof. of
Archit. at the Univ. of Québec.
Projects: Plan. of the Cartier
Airport area in Montréal (1990),
not built. Other: Resid. area in
Kópavogur, 1980, with others.
Writings: On the IBA-
Exhibition in Berlin, 1988.
Module de Design de
l'environnement. Research into
the history of Modernism in
Iceland. Results pending.
Structure of settlements in the
Saint -Laurent Valley, research
1986-90, see SILO nr. 5/6, 1996.

Birgisson, Finnur (1946-).
Studied archit. at TU, Hannover,
1968-74. Career: Dir. of
Planning in Akureyri, 1979-88.
Projects: Master Plan of
Akureyri, 1990-2010 (1989-90).
Master Plan of Dalvík. Detail
Plan of Innbaer and Fjara,
Akureyri (1983-85). Various
detail plans in Akureyri and
Dalvík.
Writings: numerous articles.
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Bjarnason, Hördur (1910-1990).
Studied archit. at TH in
Darmstadt, Germ., 1931-34.
Studied at TH in Dresden,
1934-37.
Career: Deputy of State
Planning Commission, 1938-39.
Head of Office 1939-44. State
Plan. Dir. from establishing of
that office, 1944-54.
Writings: numerous articles in
newspapers and magazines, such
as a regular column called
"Baerinn okkar" (Our Town) in
newspaper Vísir, 1948-62.
Other: In the State Planning
Commission 1954-79.

Bjarnadóttir, Hólmfrídur*
(1970-). BS in Plan. from Univ.
of Newcastle Upon Tyne, 1996.
MS in Plan. from same univ.,
1996.
Career: State Planning Agency,
1996-99. Nordregio in
Stockholm from 1999.
Writings: articles, mainly on EIA,
in the publications of Nordregio.

Bjarnadóttir, Valdís (1946-).
Studied archit. at TH in
Darmstadt, Germ., 1986-74.
Career: Own office, Thverá.
Projects: Master Plan of
Reykjanesbaer and Grindavík.
Writings: The Planning of the
Old Neighbourhoods' Traffic,
1991 and various plan reports.

Björnsson, Benedikt (1950-).
Studied: archit. at AS in Aarhus,
1974-81.
Career: State Planning Agency
in Reykjavík, 1982-88. Also in
the Akureyri Office, 1988-93.
Projects: Master Plan of
Eyjafjardarsveit and Svalbards-
strandarhreppur, 1995. Reg. Plan
of Eyjafjördur (2002).

Björnsson, Jakob (1926-).
Cand. Polyt. in electrical eng.
from the DTH in Copenh.,
1953.
Career: Prof. at Univ. of Icel.,
1972. Dir. of the Energy
Agency, 1973-199?.

Björnsson, Valgeir (1894-1983).
Civ Ing from DTH in Copenh.,
1921.
Career: City Engineer and
Register of Lots in Reykjavík,
1924-43. Dir. of Reykjavík
Harbour, 1944-65.

Bragadóttir, Halldóra (1960-).
Studied archit. at TH in Lund,
Sweden, 1980-85. Courses at
ILAUD in Siena, 1984.
Projects: Detail Plan for
residential service and industrial
area at Fífuhvammur in
Kópavogur (1994) at the Town
Plan. Dept. in Kópavogur.
Other: planning of the Naust
neighbourhood in Akureyri,
1997, 1st prize, with others.

Bragadóttir, Helga (1954-).
Studied archit. at Ah in Oslo,
1975-80.
Career: at the Reykjavík
Planning Office from 1984.
Work and training at the City
Plan. Office in La Rochelle,
France, autumn 1991. Dept.
Head of Building and Plan. in
Reykjavík from 2002.
Projects: At the Reykjavík
Planning Office; Detail Plan for
a residential area in the Borgar
neighbourhood (Part B) in
Reykjavík (1995). Neighbour-
hood Plan for City Section 7.
Other: Detail Plan of West-
Seltjarnarnes, 1994. 1st prize
with Á. Sveinbjörnsdóttir and I.
Kristjánsdóttir.
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Briem, Richard Ó.*  (1950-).
Studied archit. at TU in Berlin,
1971-76. Studied at the Royal
Inst. of City and Landscape
Plan., Copenh., 1977-80.
Projects: One of the authors of
Reg. Plan of the Capital Area,
2002-2024.
Other: Plan. of Geldinganes,
1989-90, 1st prize, with others.

Einarsdóttir, Bergljót (1956-).
Studied archit. at NTH in
Trondheim, 1977-82. Long
distance studies in GIS in
Amsterdam.
Career: Reykjavík Plan. Office,
1985-87. At the State Plan.
Agency from 1991. Planning
Dir. of Gardabaer since 1999.
Other: Urban Living,
competition of The Physicians'
Assoc., 1984, 2nd prize, with
others.

Einarsson, Sigurdur (1957-).
Studied archit. at the Royal
Acad. in Copenh., 1978-85.
Projects: Master Plan of
Bessastadahreppur, 1991, 1st
prize, in co-operation with J.Ó.
Ólafsson and Th. Hauksson.
Town Council Square and
Skátagil in Akureyri, 1987, 1st
prize.
Other: In the Plan. Commission
of Hafnarfjördur since 1994.
Gjóla – On Planning in
Northern Areas, 1995, a citation.
In the joint committee on the
Reg. Plan of the Capital Area,
2002-2018, chair for a part of
the time 

Eiríksson, Svanur (1945-).
Studied archit. at TH in Münich,
1963-71. Continued studies in
planning at same univ., 1970-72.
Career: Archit. in offices in

Germ., working in planning an
on the Olympic Village in
Münich. Projects: Downtown
area in Akureyri (1979 and
1996).

Elíasson, Jónas (1938-). Civ
Ing from DTH in Copenh.,
1962, Lic.techn., 1973.
Career: Prof. at Univ. of Icel.,
from 1973. Projects: Chair of a
study group studying the plan of
the Fossvogur Valley (1990).
Member of committee of
planning of electrical
distribution in Icel., 1985-88.
Writings: Numerous articles.

Elmarsdóttir, Matthildur Kr.*
(1966-). BSc in geography from
Univ. of Icel. MSc in Plan. from
Univ. of Toronto, 1994.
Career: At the Reykjavík
Harbour and the Univ. of Icel.,
1994-95. Planner at Akureyri,
1995-98 at the State Plan.
Agency since 1998. Writings:
Various reports.

Erlingsson, Ólafur (1944-).
Civ Ing from NTH in
Throndheim, 1969.
Career: representing VST in the
Capital Area, Reg. Plan, 2002-
2024. Other: 2nd prize on the
planning on seaside towns,
1972, with others.

Gíslason, Gísli (1958-). BS in
geology from Univ. of Icel.,
1982. Landscape archit.
from Lbh in Ås,
Norway, 1991.
Career: At the Nature Conserv.
Council, 1980-88, Dir. 1984-88.
Own office since 1988.
Projects: Reg. Plan for the
Central Highlands 2015.
Writings: Various reports.
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Gíslason, Unnsteinn* (1952-).
Studied archit. at the Royal
Acad. in Copenh., 1974-80.
Further studies at Nordplan in
1984.
Projects: For the State Planning
Agency: Master Plan of
Bíldudalur 1986-2007. Master
Plan of Selfoss 1987-2007.
Master Plan of Eyrarbakki 1987-
2007. Master Plan of Ólafsvík
1989-2009. A number of detail
plans and EIA.
Writings: Assistance in the
publishing of planning
documents 

Gudjónsson, Gylfi (1947-).
Studied archit. at CWU in
Braunschweig, Germ., 1967-73.
Career: State Plan. Agency, 1969.
Projects: A plan for Súdavík
(1995), with S. J. Jóhannsson.
Master Plan of Mosfellsbaer,
with others.
Other: Nordic competition on
the plan. of the Westman
Islands, 1976-77, 2nd prize, with
others. In the Plan. Committee
of Reykjavík, 1978-82. In the
State Archit. Conserv.
Committee, 1983-86.

Gudlaugsdóttir, Ingibjörg R.*
(1939-). BS in geography at
Univ. of Icel., 1983. MUP from
Hunter Coll., NY, 1988. Courses
at Nordplan in 1985.
Career: At the Reykjavík Plan.
Office, 1982-85 and 1988-02.
Head of Master Plan Dept.
Head of Innovation and
Development since 2002.
Writings: Numerous articles.

Gudmundsson, Egill (1952-).
Studied archit. at Ah in Oslo,
1972-78.
Projects: Detail Plan of the

Húsa neighbourhood in
Grafarvogur (1989), Smáratorg
commercial centre in
Kópavogur (1997-).
Other: The residential area on
Eidsgrandi, 1980, 1st – 3rd prize
with I. Sveinsson. Central area
of Bessastadahreppur and the
environment of Bessastadir,
1991, 2nd prize, with others.

Gudmundsson, Gunnar B.
(1925-). Civ Ing from DTH in
Copenh. in 1952. TH in Delft,
1963-64, in tidal and coastal
engineering.
Career: Dir. of Reykjavík
Harbour, 1965-88.

Gudmundsson, Halldór
(1948-). Studied archit. at Royal
Acad. in Copenh., 1971-76.
Projects: Proposal of Civil
Aviation Authority for plan. of
the Reykjavík Airport (2001).
Other: in the Traffic and
Planning Committee in
Reykjavík, 1996-98.

Gudmundsson, Ormar Thór
(1935-). Studied at TH in
Stuttgart, 1955-62. MS at
Harvard, 1966.
Career: Plan. Dept. of the
Reykjavík City Eng., 1962-64.
Head of Dept., 1964-65.
Projects: Plan and buildings in
the Hlídar and Brekkubyggd
neighbourhoods in Gardabaer
(1998). Master Plan of
Neskaupsstadur (1981).
Other: Master Plan of
Seltjarnarnes, 1976, 1st prize,
with others.

Gudmundsson, Sigurdur*
(1949-). BES and URP from
Univ. of Waterloo in Canada,
1972. M of Phil from Newcastle
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Upon Tyne in UK, 1975.
Career: Dev. Inst., on plans for
settlement and occupational
development, 1975. Head of
Development Dept. of Reg.
Dev. Inst., 1985-98. Advisor on
reg. development at the National
Economical Inst., 1998-02.
Head of Office April-June 2002.
On the board of NordREFO,
1977 and in other Nordic
committees. Participation in
Nordic research projects.
Writings: A number of reports
and articles.

Gunnarsson, Ragnar Jón*
(1957-). Studied archit. at Royal
Acad. in Copenh., 1977-83.
Career: State Planning Agency,
1986-87 and 1990-94. In the
Reykjavík Planning Office from
1997-2002.
Projects: Master Plan of
Skagaströnd, 1998-2008. Detail
Plan for Akra Square in Akranes
(1989).
Writings: Various articles and
lectures on GIS, Info-technol,
and the plan. and design
process.

Haflidadóttir, Hafdís (1954-).
Studied archit. at AS in Aarhus,
1979-86. MAUD at W Univ. in
St. Louis, 1993-95.
Career: Reykjavík Plan. Office,
1988-99. Planning Dir. of
Hafnarfjördur, 1999-03.
Projects: In the R Plan. Office:
Master Plan of Reykjavík, 1996-
2016 and development plans for
the downtown.

Hall, Örnólfur (1936-).
Studied archit. at TH in
Stuttgart, 1957-64.
Projects: Master Plan of
Seltjarnarnes, 1976, 1st prize

with O. Th. Gudmundsson, M.
Baldursson and G. G. Einarsson.
Plan for the area south of
Skeidarvogur, 1981, 1st prize
with O. Th. Gudmundsson.

Halldórsson, Gardar (1942-).
Studied archit. at RWTH in
Aachen, Germ., 1962-68.
Career: State Architect, 1979-96.
Projects: Planning of coastal
towns, 1971, 2nd prize, with
others.
Member of the State Plan.
Committee, Chair,. 1982-84 and
1991-93. In the Plan. and
Building Commission of
Defence Areas since 1982. In
the Plan. Commission of
Reykjavík, 1970-78.

Halldórsson, Ólafur Brynjar
(1957-). Studied archit. at Ah in
Oslo, 1978-84.
Career: Reykjavík Plan. Office
from 1984. Projects: For the
Reykjavík Plan. Office: Master
Plan of R, 1996-2016 (1994-97),
Part A in the Borgar
neighbourhood (1995-96).

Hallgrímsson, Helgi (1933-).
Civ Ing from DTH in Copenh.,
1958.
Career: Dir. of Roads, 1992-
2003. Member of State Plan.
Committee, 1992, Chair,. 1993-
94.

Hallgrímsson, Hrafn (1938-).
Studied archit. at TH in
Helsinki, 1959-70. Courses in
planning at Nordplan, 1979.
Career: Planning Office of
Helsinki, 1971-73.
State Plan. Office, 1976-82.
Head of Building and Plan.
Dept. in the Ministry for the
Env. since 1991.
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Hannesson, Gudmundur
(1866-1946). Physician from
Univ. of Copenh. 1894.
Career: Prof. of Med. at Univ.
of Icel., 1911.
Projects: Wrote a proposal for
the first plan. law, 1921.
Member of the State Plan.
Commission for many years.
The Commission worked on the
first plans on towns in Iceland.
Most of them were drawn at the
office of the State Architect. In
1944 a special office was
established for planning. Local
people gradually overtook the
planning of their towns.
Writings: "Um Skipulag Baeja"
(On the Planning of Towns),
1916 and a great number of
articles, such as in the journal of
physicians.

Hardarson, Sigurdur (1946-).
Studied archit. at TH in Otnäs
in Helsinki, 1966-72.
Career: Plan. Dept. of the
Reykjavík City Eng., 1971. Head
of Reykjavík Plan. Commission,
1972-82. Member of Reykjavík
Plan. Com., 1982-86.
Writings: Articles and radio
programs.

Helgadóttir, Dagný (1949-).
Studied archit. at Royal Acad. in
Copenh., 1970-76.
Projects: In co-operation with
G. G. Pálsson: Plan for
Downtown Reykjavík (1983-86).
Plan of Borgarholt in Reykjavík,
1990-94.
Other: Plan for south Mjódd,
1981-82, 1st prize with G. G.
Pálsson.

Helgason, Ingólfur (1937-).
Studied archit. at C of Arts in
Edinburgh, 1956-65. Continued

education in plan. at same univ.,
1965-68.
Writings: Some articles in
Thjódviljinn, primarily on
public transport.

Hermannsson, Stefán (1935-).
Civ Ing at the DTH in Copenh.,
1961.
Career: City Eng. of Reykjavík,
1992-03. Member on joint
committee on Reg. Plan in the
Capital Area for 2000-2024.
Chair part of the time.

Hjaltason, Thórarinn (1947-).
Civ Eng from Univ. of
Cambridge, UK, 1970. Civ Ing
from DTH in Copenh., 1979
(Speciality: Transportation).
Career: At the Reykjavík Dev.
Office, 1974-77, Plan. Office of
Capital Area, 1980-85. Town
Eng. of Kópavogur, from 1999.

Ísaksson, Gylfi (1938-). Civ
Ing from TH in Münich, 1964.
Projects: Reg. Plan of Sudurnes,
1987-2007. Reg. Plan of Flói,
2011, with others.

Jeppesen, Knútur (1930-).
Studied archit. at the Royal
Acad. in Copenh., 1958-64.
Career: Became a member of
office Höfdi in 1967.
Projects: Detail Plan in the
Breidholt neighbourhood, 1966-
1974, with S. Jónsson and G.
Jónsdóttir.
Other: Detail Plan for
downtown Mosfellshreppur,
1984, 1st prize, with G.
Jónsdóttir and others.

Johnsen, Smári (1976-). BSc
in Env. and Civ. Eng., Univ. of
Icel., 1999. MSc in city plan.,
TU in Delft, 2003.
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Career: At the City of
Reykjavík, 1997-98. At VSO
Consulting, 1999-01, 2003.
Projects: Work on a plan proposal
at Reykjavík Harbour, 2003.

Jónasson, Snaebjörn (1921-2001).
Eng. from Univ. of Icel., 1946.
Further studies at ETH in
Zürich, 1947-48 and MIT, 1951.
Career: Dir. of Roads, 1976-91.
In the State Plan. Committee,
1976-91, Chairm. of joint
committee for Capital Area,
1977-91, Chairm. of Reg. Plan.
Committee for the Eyjafjördur,
1978-91. Chairm. of Reg. Plan.
Committee for East-
Bardaströnd and Dalir
Counties,199-. Joint committee
on Reg. Plan for the Central
Highlands, 1994-2000.

Jóhannesson, Bjarki* (1949-).
Eng. from Univ. of Icel., 1974.
Studied archit. in TH in Lund,
Sweden, 1974-77. Studied Plan.
at Univ. of Illinois, 1981-83, MS
in 1983. PhD in Plan. from OP,
Oxford, 1986-88.
Career: Reykjavík Plan. Office,
1979-81. Plan. Dir. of
Hafnarfjördur, 1983-86. City
Plan. Dept. of Malmö, Sweden,
1989-98. Projects: Master Plan
of Reykjavík – eastern area,
1981-98. Master Plans for areas
in Malmö, residential area in
Östra Torn at the Öresund
Bridge (1990-96), Head of
Programs Dept. of Reg. Plan.
Inst. in Saudárkrókur, 1998-03.
Head of Env. and Tech. Dept.
in Hafnarfjördur, 2003-.
Writings: The Socio-cultural
Role of City and
Neighbourhood Centres in
Modern Society, PhD thesis,
1992. Numerous articles.

Jóhannsson, Sigurdur (1918-1976).
Civ Ing from DTH in Copenh.,
1962.
Career: Dir. of Roads, 1956-76.
in the State Plan. Committee,
1956-76. Chairm. of the Reg.
Plan. Committee for the Capital
Area, 1964-76.

Jónsdóttir, Gudrún (1935-).
Studied archit. at the Royal
Acad. in Copenh., 1958-63.
Career: Head of Reykjavík Dev.
Office, 1979-80, and the
Reykjavík Plan. Office, 1980-84.
Projects: Plan for the Selja
neighbourhood in Reykjavík.
Reg. Plan South of Skardsheidi
(1994), Reg. Plan North of
Skardsheidi (1997). Reg. Plan of
Skagafjördur, proposal, (2000-).
Other: The Thingholt
neighbourhood, 1st prize (1975-
76). Detail Plan for
Mosfellshreppur, 1984, 1st prize,
with K. Jeppesen and others. In
the Plan. Comm. of Reykjavík,
1990-98. Chairm. of Torfu
Assoc., 1972-79. A member of
State Plan. Comm., 1985-90. In
the Nature Conserv. Council,
1993-96.
Writings: Reports on planning
proposals, articles.

Jónsdóttir, Salvör* (1959-). BS
in geography from Univ. of
Icel., 1984. Continued studies in
geography at same univ., 1990.
MS in planning from Univ. of
Wisconsin, 1994.
Career: Árbaer, archit. museum,
1980-86. State Plan. Agency,
1986-97. Research on environm.
issues at Univ. of Wisconsin,
1997-02. Assoc. lecturer, Univ.
of Wisconsin, 1999-02. Head of
the new Plan. and Building
Dept. in Reykjavík from 2002.
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Writings: Numerous articles,
primarily on country planning,
archit. heritage and GIS.

Jónsson, Birgir (1946-). BS in
geology from Univ. of
Manchester., 1969. MSc in geo.
eng. from Univ. of Durham,
1971.
Career: Geo. eng. at the Energy
Institute, reader at Univ. at
Icel.,1976-. Assoc. Prof. since
1999, Chair of Project
Management Assoc., 1990-92.
Writings: Reports and articles.
The book "Iceland the New"
(1997) with T. Valsson.

Jónsson, Emil (1902-1986).
Civ Ing from DTH in Copenh.,
1925.
Career: State Lighthouse and
Harbour Dir., 1937, with pauses,
until 1969. Member of Plan.
Committee of Towns and
Villages, 1938-44 and 1954-57.

Jónsson, Gudlaugur G. (1951-).
Studied archit. at the OTC,
Oxford, 1962-63. Studied at
RWTH in Aachen, 1964-72.
Career: Ministry for the Env.,
1992-95. State Plan. Agency,
1995-96.
Other: In the Reykjavík Plan.
Committee and Environm.
Committee, 1982-86.

Jónsson, Pétur H.* (1956-).
Studied archit. at AS in Aarhus,
1979-80. Studied at the Plan.
Dept. of the Royal Acad. in
Copenh., 1980-87.
Career: State Plan. Agency in the
summer of 1983 and 1984. Own
office.
Projects: Master Plan for
Skálholt, Laugarás and Reykholt
areas, in Borg and at Írafoss.

Numerous plans for
summerhouse areas in the upper
south lowland.

Jónsson, Stefán (1913-1989).
Studied archit. at the Royal
Acad. in Copenh., 1956-60.
Projects: Detail Plans for Árbaer
and Selás neighbourhoods
(1961-62), plan for Lower-
Breidholt (1963-65) and
Ártúnshöfdi, industrial area,
1969, with R. Vilhjálmsson.
Master Plan of Saudarkrókur
(1969). Plan for the Selja and
Mjódd neighbourhoods (1974)
with R. Vilhjálmsson, G.
Jónsdóttir and K. Jeppesen.

Kjarval, Jóhannes S. (1943-).
Studied archit. at H-W Univ. in
Edinburgh, 1966-73. Studied
plan. at same univ., 1974-75.
Career: Dept. Head at Reykjavík
Plan. Office, 1983-86. Plan. Dir.
of Hafnarfjördur, 1987-99.
Dept. Head at the Reykjavík
Plan. Office, 1999-.
Projects: Plan for residential
areas in Kringla district in
Reykjavík (1976-79), with H.
Viktorsson.
Other: Master Plan for
Mosfells-hreppur, 1978, 1st
prize, with others.
Writings: New Laugavegur
Road, 1985, with K. Ásgeirsson.
The Old Neighbourhoods
Investigations, History,
Settlements, 1980 with G.
Jónsdóttir and Y. Th. Loftsson.
Master Plan of Hafnarfjördur,
1990-2010 and 1995-2015.
Reports, with others.

Kristiansen, Málfrídur Klara
(1956-). Studied archit. at Ah in
Oslo, 1977-84. Further studies,
JF at C for MP and R, the JHU,
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Baltimore, 1984-85.
Career: Reykjavík Plan. Office,
1987-88. Kópavogur Plan.
Office, 1988-99 State Plan.
Office from 1999.
Projects: Detail Plan for NW
part of Fífuhvammur area in
Kópavogur: 600 flats (1995), for
the Town of Kópavogur.
Writings: Neighbourhoods Plans
for East and West Kópavogur
(1992-92), with others.
Neighbourhood Plans 4 and 5 in
Reykjavík (1987-88), with others.

Kristinsson, Jón (1936-).
Studied archit. at TU in Delft.,
1966.
Career: Prof. in Environm. tech.
at TUD, 1992-2001.
Projects: Numerous projects in
his area of speciality.
Writings: Numerous articles on
energy savings and environm.
matters. The Royal Shell
Environm. Prize in 1999.

Kristjánsdóttir, Sigrídur*
(1967-). BS in geography from
Univ. of Icel., 1974. MUP Univ.
of Washington, Seattle, 2000.
PhD to be finished in 2004 at
Univ. of Birmingham, UK.
Writings: Reports and articles.

Loftsson, Yngvi Thór (1956-).
BS in geography at Univ. of
Icel., 1977. MS in landscape
archit. from Univ. of G.,
Ontario, 1986.
Career: Reykjavík Dev. Office,
1977-83.
Projects: Master Plan of
Reykjavík, Regional 
Plan of the Central Highlands,
2015.
Writings: Öskjuhlíd, Nature and
History (with H. M. Sigurdsson),
reports with plans.

Magnússon, Kristinn Ó.
(1948-). Eng. from Univ. of
Icel., 1948. Degree in plan. from
CHTH in Götheborg, Sweden,
1976.
Career: Town Engineer of
Hafnar-fjördur, 1995-03.

Norddahl, Skúli H. (1924-).
Studied archit. at NTH in
Thrond-heim, Norway, 1947-51.
Course in plan. at KTH in
Stockholm, 1952.
Career: Plan. Dept. of
Reykjavík, 1956-60. At Town
Engineer in Kópavogur, Plan.
Dir., 1969-89.
Writings: Articles, reports and
radio lectures.

Ólafs, Björn (1939-). Studied
archit. at ESA in Paris, 1958-63.
Continued studies at Inst.
d'Univ. in Paris, 1963-64.
Projects: Plan. work in Egypt
and England. Marina in
Grafarvogur (1998-2000) and in
Arnarnesvogur (2000-02).
Writings: Articles in newspapers.

Ólafsson, Árni (1955-).
Studied archit. at CHT in
Götheborg, Sweden, 1976-80.
Career: Plan. Dir. in Akureyri,
1989-2000.
Writings: Plan. of Sea-side
Towns in Iceland, CHT, 1979.

Ólafsson, Gestur* (1941-).
Studied archit. at Coll. L.,
Leicester, 1961-66. Continued
studies in planning at Univ. of
Liverpool, 1966-68 and Univ. of
Pennsylvania, 1966.
Career: London City Council.
Head of Plan. Office of the
Capital Area, 1980-88.
Projects: Detail Plan for the
Borgar neighbourhood in
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Reykjavík. Master Plan for
Mosvallahreppur and Akureyri.
Other: Detail Plan for
Hraunholt, 1990, 1st prize, with
H. Viktorsson and others.
Writings: Numerous articles.
Editor and publisher of the
magazine AVS (AS) from 1988.
In the Plan. Comm. of
Reykjavík. A reader and later
part time Assoc. Prof. in plan. at
the Eng. faculty of Univ. of
Icel., 1974-88.

Ólafsson, Gunnar (1915-1959).
Studied archit. at NTH in
Throndheim, Norway, 1936-40.
Career: Re-planning of towns in
Norway. Head of the Plan.
Department in Reykjavík, 1955-
57. Plan. Dir. of Reykjavík,
1957-59.

Ólafsson, Hilmar (1936-1986).
Studied archit. at TH in
Stuttgart, 1957-66.
Career: Dir. of Reykjavík Dev.
Office, 1972-78. Projects: Detail
Plan for the neighbourhoods
north of Grafarvogur (1982-).
Other: In the Planning
Committee of
Reykjavík, 1978-82.

Ólafsson, Jón Ólafur (1958-).
Studied archit. at the Royal
Acad. in Copenh., 1976-83.
Competition: Town Centre of
Bessastadir Community and the
Domicle of the President 1991.
1st prize with S. Einarsson and
Th. Hauksson.
Awards: Gjóla - On planning in
northern regions with S.
Hardarson and S. Einarsson.

Ólason, Pálmar (1938-).
Studied archit. and art history at
the Univ. of Rome, 1958-60.

Studied archit. at CHT in
Götheborg, Sweden, 1961-66.
Studied plan. at same univ.,
1964-70.
Projects: Master and detail plan
projects for Gardabaer
(Gardahreppur), from 1973, the
latest a Master Plan of
Gardabaer, 1995-2015 (1995-97).
Other: In a joint Committee on
a reg. plan for the Capital Area,
for Gardahreppur, 1972. On the
board of Nordplan, 1990-96.

Pálsson, Einar B. (1912-). Civ
Ing from TH in Dresden, 1935.
Career: At the City Eng. Office
in Reykjavík, 1936-61. Reader at
Univ. of Icel., 1973-74 and Prof.
at the Faculty of Eng., 1974-84.
In charge of the following
subjects: Urban Planning,
Transport Techniques, etc.
Projects: Traffic survey for the
Capital Area because of a
master plan of Reykjavík. Road
plan for Kópavogur and
Seltjarnarnes. New road plan for
the Reykjavík Bus Co. and
Master Plan of Akureyri. Dr. H.
C. at Univ. of Icel., 1991.

Pálsson, Gudni B. (1946-).
Studied archit. at the Royal
Acad. in Copenh. Exam., 1977.
Projects: Plans for downtown
Reykjavík with D. Helgadóttir.

Pálsson, Gústaf E. (1907-1977).
Dipl. Ing. in Eng. TH in
Dresten, Germany 1934.
Career: City Eng. of Reykjavík
1961-72..

Pálsson, Zóphónías (1915-).
Cand. Geom. in geophysic eng.
from the Royal V Lhs of
Copenh., 1939. Further studies
in geoeng., 1944-57.
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Career: Eng. at State Plan.
Agency, 1945-54. State Plan.
Dir., 1954-85. Took initiative in
forming a joint committee for
the plan. of the Capital Area in
1961 and for the Akureyri and
Eyjafjördur area.

Pétursson, Róbert (1940-).
Studied archit. at Univ. of S in
Glasgow, 1961-67. Further
studies in plan. at Nordplan,
1973.
Career: State Plan. Agency,
1968-75.
Projects: Master plans for
various towns for the Plan.
Agency. Master Plan of
Sandgerdi, 1987-2007 and
Húsafell, 1990-2010.

Pétursson, Samúel Torfi
(1976-). BSc in Env. and Civ.
Eng. from Univ. of Icel., 2001.
MSc from TU in Aarhus, 2003.
Writings: On urban renewal and
plan. eng.

Ragnarsson, Árni* (1949-).
Studied at AS in Aarhus,
Denmark, 1970-77. Final exam.
from the Plan. Dept. Studies at
Nordplan, 1980, with an
emphasis on tourism and
planning.
Career: State Plan. Agency,
1977-83. Head of the North
Country office in Saudárkrókur
in 1979. Est. project for
Regional Plan of Skagafjördur,
Master Plan of Vestman Islands,
1982-02. Master Plan of Saudár-
krókur, 1982-02.

Ragnarsson, Gunnar Ingi
(1944-). Eng. TH in Darmstadt,
Germ., 1970. Dipl. Ing. from
same univ. 1973, emphasis on
traffic and planning.

Career: Eng. at Traffic Dept. of
Reykjavík, 1975-80. Runs the
office Thverá, from 1981.

Reynarsson, Bjarni* (1948-).
BS in geography and sociology
at Univ. of Icel., 1973. PhD in
geography and plan. from Univ.
of Illinois, 1980.
Career: Reykjavík Dev. and Plan.
Offices, 1973-98 (with breaks).
Deputy Plan. Dir., 1992-97. Dir.
in the Dev. and Social Dept. in
City Hall, 1999-03. Reader at
Univ. of Icel. since 1977.
Projects: Research, and editing
of plan reports.
Writings: Numerous articles.

Richter, Adalsteinn (1912-).
Studied archit. at the Royal
Acad. in Copenh., 1940-44.
Further studies in plan. at
Nordplan, 1974 and later.
Career: Plan. Dir. of Reykjavík,
1959-82.

Rögnvaldsson, Jón (1939-).
Dipl. Ing. from GH in Stuttgart,
1964.
Career: Eng. at Dir. of Roads in
various offices. Dir. of Roads
since 2003.

Saemundsdóttir, Sigurlaug
(1938-). Studied archit. in THF
in Karlsruhe, 1957-64. Further
studies in plan. in USA and in
Münich, Germ., 1968-69 and
1972-77, alongside work.
Career: Plan. Dept. of the City
Eng. of Reykjavík, 1964-65.
Work at TU in Münich, 1972-73,
and research in planning from
1974.
Other: Planning of sea-side
towns, 1971 (Master Plan of
Thorlákshöfn and Regional Plan
for SW Iceland), 2nd prize with
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G. S. Baldursson and others (no
1st prize given). Grant from the
Icelandic Science Fund, 1968
for work in city plan. In the
Env. Commission of Urban
Village Forum, 1994-1995.

Saemundsen, Einar E. (1941-).
Landscape archit. from AS in
Copenh., 1972.
Career: Chief of Park Div. in
Kópavogur, 1987-93. Own
office since 1993.
Other: Reports with plan
proposals.

Samúelsson, Gudjón (1887-1950).
Studied archit. in Copenh.,
1909-15 and 1917-19.
Career: State Archit., 1919-50.
Projects: Plan of Háborg at
Skólavörduholt Hill (1944). First
formal plan for Reykjavík
(1927), with others. Detail plan
for the Univ. of Icel. (1937-40).
Writings: Articles and reports.
Books on GS: "Íslensk
byggingalist" (Icelandic
Architecture, 1933), "Íslensk
bygging (Icelandic
Construction, 1957), "GS
Aldarminning – sýningarskrá"
(GS 100 Years. An Exhibition
Catalogue, 1987). A Prof. and
Dr. Phil. hc from the Univ. of
Icel., 1947.
Other: Plan. Commission of
Towns and Villages, 1927-50.
Proposals for plans of
Ísafjördur, Bolungarvík,
Akureyri and Hafnarfjördur
among other. Television:
"Steinarnir tala" (The Stone
Talks, 1988).

Sandholt, Thór (1913-1978).
Studied archit. at Univ. of
Liverpool, 1932-37. A degree in
plan. from same univ., 1938.

Career: Dir. of the Plan. Dept.
of Reykjavík, 1949-54.
Writings: Articles on planning
and traffic. In the joint comm.
of plan. in Reykjavík, 1948-54.

Sigbjörnsson, Ragnar (1944-).
Eng. from DTH in Copenh.,
1971. PhD from same univ.,
1974.
Career: Reader at the Univ. of
Icel., 1979-89. Prof. from 1990.
Chairm. and Dir. of the Eng.
Inst., for a long period. Dir. of
Research Inst. in Earthquake
Eng.
Writings: On research and
mapping of earthquakes and
other natural hazards.

Sigurdsson, Birgir* (1951-).
BS in geography from Univ. of
Icel., 1978. MS in plan. at Univ.
of Liverpool, 1988.
Career: Plan. Office of the
Capital Area, 1980-85. Reykjavík
Plan. Office, 1985-88. Plan. Dir.
of Kópavogur from 1998.
Projects: Plans for Reykjavík
and Kópavogur.
Writings: Planning reports.

Sigurdsson, Haraldur* (1965-).
BS in geography from Univ. of
Icel., 1986. MSc in plan. from
Univ. of Toronto, 1993. BA in
history from Univ. of Icel.,
1992.
Career: State Plan. Agency,
1988-90. Icelandic Geophysic
Survey, 1996-98. Reykjavík Plan.
Office from 2000.
Projects: Master Plan of
Reykjavík, Stokkseyri,
Kópasker, Raufarhöfn, etc.
Writings: Articles in 
AVS and a manuscript on the
history of the State Plan.
Agency.
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Sigthórsson, Haraldur (1961-).
Dipl Ing from Univ. of
Karlsruhe, Germ., Dr. Ing. from
same univ., 1993 (in traffic eng.).
Career: Dept. Eng. at the Traffic
Dept. of City Eng. in Reykjavík,
1992-98.

Sigurdsson, Örn (1942-).
Studied archit. at S Univ. in
Glasgow, 1962-63. Also in CWU
in Braunschweig, 1960-72.
Projects: Detail plans in
Reykjavík; Laugavegur (1992)
and Sogamýri (1986).
Writings: "Nesid, thróun til
vesturs" (The Peninsula
Development – To the West,
1999). Numerous articles on
densifying the settlements in the
Capital Area, and on the airport
issue. One of the founders of
"Betri byggd" (Better
Settlement) and chairm. for
many years.

Sólnes, Júlíus (1937-). Eng.
from DTH in Copenh., 1965.
Lic.techn., 1965.
Career: Prof. at Univ. of Icel.,
since 1972. Chairm. of the Plan.
Comm. for the Capital Area,
1979-86. First Minister for the
Environment in Iceland, 1999.
Writings: Numerous articles and
reports.

Skarphédinsdóttir, Hrund
(1975-). CSs in BS in Env. and
Civ. Eng. from Univ. of Icel.,
2001. MSc from the Royal
Technical Univ. in Stockholm.
Final thesis at the Regional Plan
Dept., 2003.
Career: At the Teiknistofa
Arkitekta from 2003.

Sveinbjörnsdóttir, Ágústa
(1951-). Studied archit. at the

Royal Acad. in Copenh., 1972-
77 and 1978-81.
Career: Reykjavík Plan. Office
from 1987.
Projects: Detail plan for
residential area and outdoor area
in Seltjarnarnes, 1996-, with H.
Bragadóttir and I.
Kristjánsdóttir. At the Reykjavík
Plan. Office; Plan for S-Mjódd.
Neighbourhood plans for
sections no. 3 and 6.

Sveinsdóttir, Audur (1947-).
Cand Hort from in landscape
archit. from Lbh Ås in Norway,
1973.
Career: Assoc. Prof. at Lbh at
Hvanneyri.
Projects: Regional plan for
Thingvellir, Grafningur and
Grímsneshreppur, 1995-2015,
1996. Master Plan for Hólar in
Hjaltadalur, 1989, with others.
Writings: "Gardurinn,
hugmyndir ad skipulagi" (The
Garden, Planning Ideas).

Sveinsson, Björn Ingi (1951-).
Eng. from Univ. of Icel., 1977.
M. Ing from Univ. of Calif.,
Berkeley, USA, 1997.
Career: Dir. of projects in Calif.,
1979-89, in Iceland 1989-03.
City Engineer of Reykjavík,
from 2003.

Sveinsson, Einar (1906-1973).
Studied archit. at TH in
Darmstadt, Germ., 1927-32.
Career: Chief Architect of
Reykjavík, 1934-74. Plan. Dir. of
Reykjavík, 1934-49.
Projects: Detail plans for most
neighbourhoods in Reykjavík,
1934-47, e.g. Nordurmýri,
Melahverfi, Hlídar,
Raudarárholt, Tún, Laugarnes
and Vogar.
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Writings: Numerous articles.
Other: Einar Sveinsson,
architect, an exhibition at
Kjarvalsstadir, 1995. A booklet.

Sverrisdóttir, Hlín* (1965-).
BA in geography from
Macalester Coll. St. Paul, 1986-
88. MLA and MRP from
Cornell Univ., NY, 1988-93.
Career: State Plan.
Agency, 1993. Reykjavík Plan.
Office, 1995-01.

Theódórsdóttir, Ásdís Hlökk*
(1966-). BS in geography from
Univ. of Icel., 1991. M Phil in
plan. at Univ. of Reading, UK,
1993.
Career: Reykjavík Plan. Office
1994, State Planning Agency
from 1995. Deputy Plan. Dir.
from 1998.
PhD study at KTH in
Stochkholm from 2001.
Writings: Many articles, mainly
on envi. and stratetic impact
assessment.

Thorbjarnarson, Thórdur Th.
(1937-1992). Civ Ing from DTH
in Copenh., 1963.
Career: City Eng. of Reykjavík,
1973-92.

Thorlacius, Hrafnkell (1937-).
Studied archit. at TH in
Darmstadt, Germ., 1956-64.
Further studies at Nordplan,
1969-70.
Career: Office of Peter
Bredsdorrf, Copenh., 1964-65,
at the Master Plan of Reykjavík.
Projects: Plan and 
program for Vestman Islands
after the eruption in 1973.
Detail plan for Foldahverfi in
Reykjavík (1982-86), with H.
Ólafsson.

Thoroddsen, Bolli (1901-1974).
Eng. from DTH in Copenh.,
1926.
Career: City Eng. of Reykjavík,
1944-61.

Thoroddsen, Sigurdur (1940-).
Studied archit. at TH in
Helsinki, 1960-66. Further
studies at Nordplan, 1970-71.
Career: At the State Plan.
Agency from 1967, Chief
Archit. from 1972 and Deputy
Plan. Dir. 1995-98. For the Plan.
Agency: master and detail plans
for towns, mainly in the SW and
south country.
Other: City Centre of
Kópavogur, 1969-70, 1st prize.
In the Plan. Comm. for the
Defense Areas, from 1982.

Thors, Stefán* (1949-).
Studied archit. at the Royal
Acad. in Copenh. in the Plan.
Dept., 1970-76. Further studies
at Nordplan, 1978.
Career: State Plan. Agency, 1976-
79. Dir. of the east country
office in Egilsstadir, 1979-81.
State Plan. Dir from 1985.
Projects: Master plans for a
great number of communities,
e.g. Egilsstadir, Vopnafjördur,
Reydar-fjördur, Eskifjördur,
Fáskrúdsfjördur, Grundar-
fjördur, Dalvík and Neshreppur.
Writings: Numerous articles.
"Landsskipulag og áaetlanagerd,
forsendur" (Country Plan and
Programs, 1984), with S.
Gudmundsson. "Landnýting á
Íslandi og forsendur fyrir
landnýtingar-áaetlun"(Land Use
in Iceland and Preconditions for
a Land Use Plan, 1986), with H.
Sveinbjörns. and A. Arnalds. In
the State Plan. Comm., 1982-85.
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Thorsteinsson, Geirhardur
(1934-). Studied archit. at TH in
Munich 1957-62. Plan. studies at
Nordplan 1978.
Career: Vinnustofa arkitekta,
1976-83. State Plan. Agency
from 1992.
Projects: Supervisor of Plan. of
Fell- and Hólar neighbourh. in
Reykjavík, 1965-75. Detail plan.
of Sudurhlídar in Kópavogur
(1988), with others.
Writings:: Many articles..
Other: Member of the Plan.
Committee of
Reykjavík 1964-72.

Thorsteinsson, Thorsteinn
(1951-). Eng. from the Univ. of
Icel., 1974.
Career: Eng. at the Plan. Office
of the Capital Area, 1986-88.
Reader at the Univ. of Icel. from
1985, adjunct from 1990.

Thorvaldsson, Thorvaldur
(1933-). Studied archit. at the
Royal Acad. in Copenh., 1955-
62.
Career: Dir. of Reykjavík Plan.
Office, 1984-02.
Writings: Articles on archit. and
plan.

Thórarinsson, Thórarinn
(1943-). Studied archit. at
Edinborough Univ., 1966-69.
EC of A, 1972-75.
Career: at the Reykjavík Plan.
Office from 1980. Supervision
of the planning of the
Vatnsmýri area.
Projects: Detail plans for Húsa
and Rima neighbourhoods with
E. Gudmundsson.
Other: Plan for Videy, 1988-89,
1st prize, with A. G. and B. Ó.
Svavarsson. Nordic group of
architecplan and design for the

exhibition Winter City, in
Tromsö, Norway, 1990.

Thórirsson, Jón (1954-).
Studied archit. at Royal Acad. in
Copenh., 1976-83.
Career: Reykjavík Plan Office,
1983-84. State Plan. Agency,
1989-90.
Projects: For the Reykjavík Plan.
Office: Detail plan for Skúlagata
(1984).
Writings: Guide on detail
planning 1990.

Valdimarsdóttir, Ólöf Gudný
(1954-). Studied archit. at AS in
Aarhus, Denmark, 1977-83.
Career: Worked in various
offices in Iceland and in own
office from 1989. Dir. of Plan.
of Akranes, 2002.
Writings: Numerous articles on
architecture and planning.
Other: Chairm. of Nature
Conserv. Council from 1997.

Valdimarsson, Hannes
(1940-2003). Civ Ing from DTH
in Copenh., 1966.
Career: Harbour Dir. of
Reykjavík, 1988-03.

Valsson, Trausti* (1946-).
Dipl. Ing. from TU in Berlin,
Arch. and Plan Dept., 1967-72.
PhD in Environm. Plan. from
Univ. of Cal., Berkeley, 1980-87.
Career: Reykjavík Dev. Office,
1972-79. Teaching pos. in plan.
and env. matters at Univ. of
Icel., 1988. Prof. from 2000.
Projects: For R Dev. Office:
Environment and OutdoorL,
1972-79. Master plan of
Reykjavík and Úlfarsfell area
(1973-78).
Writings: "Reykjavík – Vaxta-
broddur" (Plan History of
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Reykjavík, 1986). Idea on the
first Iceland-Plan( 1987). City
and Nature (1999). Planning in
Iceland (2003). Six other books
and about 80 articles.
Other: Urban Living, essay, 1st
prize, 1986.

Viktorsson, Haukur (1935-).
Studied archit. at TH in
Stuttgart, 1957-66.
Projects: A plan for a town
centre in Kringlumýri, Reykjavík
(1967-70).
Other: Bernhöftstorfan, 1971,
1st prize with U. Arthursson.
Master plan for
Mosfellshreppur, 1978, 1st prize,
with others.

Vilhjálmsson, Reynir (1934-).
Gardener from Icelandic
Ortological School, 1953.
Further studies at the Royal
School in Denmark, 1952.
Landscape archit. from the
Royal Acad. in Copenh., 1965.
Career: Höfdi Office, on the
planning of Árbaer and
Breidholt, 1965-84. With own
office since 1990.
Projects: Green plans for
Árbaer, Selás and Lower-
Breidholt. Prizes in many
competitions.

Zimsen, Knud (1875-1953).
Eng. from DTH in Copenh.,
1900.
Career: City Eng. and Building
Inspector of Reykjavík, 1904-07.
Mayor of Reykjavík, 1914-32.

Zoega, Geir G. (1885-1958).
Eng. from DTH in Copenh.,
1911.
Career: Dir. of Roads, 1917-56.
Chairm. of State Plan. Comm.
for Towns and Villages, 1921-56.

Zóphaníasson, Bjarki (1946-).
Studied archit. at GI of
Technol. Atlanta, USA, 1966-67
and ETH in Zürich, 1967-72.
Studies in multidisciplanery dev.
assist. at ETH.
Projects: Detail plan for town
centre Weil am Reihn (1988).
Other: Plan for Thingvellir,
1972, 1st prize.
Writings: Urbanism and
Industrial Culture/Industry and
Urban Culture, Birkhäuser
Publ., 1990.
Other: Research grant from
NATO, 1974, for studies in
scientific regional planning and
long term forecasting for
Iceland.
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With focus on schemes and institutions in
Iceland

Archaeological register A list kept 
by the National Archaeologian of
the archaeological remains listed or
proposed for conservation.

Architectural heritage The main
institution in this field is the
Húsfridunarnefnd committee.
In the largest towns there are also
institutions that have the task of
making proposals on what 
buildings, or which parts of
buildings, should be preserved for
cultural, aesthetic or environmental
value.

Central areas There exists 
a hierarchy of central areas with a
varying combination of shops,
institutions and services:
A regional centre serves as a centre 
for a region. A city centre district is the
centre of a city. A town centre serves a
town or a part of a city 
that functions independently.
A neighbourhood centre serves a
neighbourhood. A shopping centre
or a mall is a centre mainly for shops.

Classification of streets Streets and
roads divide into different categories,
often defined by their functions. The
1965 Plan of Reykjavík introduced four
types of roads: primary, secondary,
tertiary and quaternary roads.

Collecting roads (tertiary rd.)  These
roads collect the traffic from the
residential areas and lead to their
connecting roads, which then connect
to the primary roads.

Complementarity If two aspects 
are designed to work together, for
instance, city and nature, they enhance
each other so that an 
extra value is produced.

Connecting roads (secondary roads)
They connect neighbourhoods to the
net of primary roads.

Conservation areas Areas that have
architectural, historical, environmental
and/or a general value which 
call for conservation or protection of
some kind.

Conserved buildings Conserved
buildings are divided into two groups,
A and B. Group A contains houses
conserved in their totality.
Group B contains houses and 
buildings which are only conserved
because of their exterior, parts 
of the exterior or their interior.
Conservation is legally registered 
as an obligation for the building or
construction in question.

Country park (Icel. fólkvangur)  
An area protected under the 
Nature Preservation Law as an 
outdoor area in collaboration 
with the local communities in 
the area.

Country plan A plan covering the
whole country that deals with the 
main aspects of land use and
infrastructure. Other terms used are
national plans and settlement
development plans. In Iceland these
plans are mostly used for co-ordinating
governmental actions and to create a
frame for the regional plan level.

Catastrophe areas Areas that 
are likely to be threatened with a
natural disaster such as floods,
avalanches, landslides and earthquakes.
The word 'risk' is introduced as an
assessment is made of what chances
and what protective measures should
be taken in such areas.

Database Planning makes use of
many types of databases, including
demography, trade and car ownership.

Detail plans They are made for
neighbourhoods or any other sections
within the frame of the master plan.
The detail plan accounts for the use of
land, the road system, types of
residences, occupations and services,
housing, institutions, playgrounds,
outdoor areas, etc.

Development planning Mostly used
for inducing improved developments in
older neighbourhoods, sometimes
called Urban Renewal Plans.

Ecology The science of how
organisms work and interrelate with
each other and with the environment.
The term human ecology is defined as
a parallel.

Eco street Street designed, or
redesigned, to increase environmentally
friendly qualities. Such streets often
give priority to pedestrians. The street
paving is varied, and trees and planting
introduced.

Environmental Impact Assessment
(EIA)  The law on this is based on a
directive from the EU. An impact
assessment is required for large scale or
dangerous constructions or plans. The
method was first developed for the
assessment of individual constructions
and was primarily carried out after
most of the design had taken place.
Today the assessment procedure is
planned to be introduced earlier in the
planning process.

Environmental principles There are
four main principles: User Pays Principle,
which says that those who use an
environment or a resource shall pay for
the protection or maintenance of these
qualities. Polluter Pays Principle says that
those who pollute shall pay for the
damage and its rectification. Co-
operation Principle says that disagreements
shall be resolved among the parties
involved. Pre-cautionary Principle: This

Glossary
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principle orders that plans or projects
shall not be allowed, or be continued, if
an environmental harm is to be
expected.

Infrastructure Internal structure in a
country, region or town. There are
social, economic and technological
infrastructures. The most important
infrastructure in planning is the road
system.

Integration Most planning starts out
with separate sector plans. Today there
is pressure for integrating such plans
into one whole, e.g. sea, road and air
transportation into a single
transportation plan.

Interface area An area designed to
connect areas, like a coastal area
designed to connect the ocean and land
areas.

Intersection There exist many types
of intersections like grade separations,
where roads intersect at different levels.
Intersections with exit lanes in a soft
curve are called diamond intersections, or
if they go in a loop, clover leaf
intersections.

Land-use categories For instance,
areas for residences, industry, shopping,
warehousing and outdoor life.

Land utilization The type of function
a land area is used for, such as the use
of fields for different kinds of crops.

Master plan A plan level beneath a
regional plan. Such a plan is made for
every community – sometimes for
more than one community at a time. Its
purpose is to show the main policy of
a community in a physical plan, e.g., in
terms of how the settlements should
develop, what land uses there should
be, as well as the placement of the
main traffic lines. The master plan gives
a frame for the detail plans.

Mixed land use If an area is a
mixture of different functions or
building types, it is called mixed land
use. Social mixing (integrating) is often
used to reduce social problems.

Natural wonders (Icel. náttúruvaetti)  
A category, according to the Natural
Conservation Law, containing,
waterfalls, volcanoes, caves, locations of
fossils or rare types of rocks, etc.

Nature conservation area An area
where it has been decided that the
natural environment should be
preserved with as little alteration as
possible.

Nature conservation register (Icel.
Náttúruminjaskrá)  A list of areas and
artefacts that have been conserved or
where proposals have been made on
conservation. The State Treasury has
the pre-emptive right of purchase of
such areas when those who hold the
property, according to the Farmland
Act, have waived their right to
ownership. A more scientifically based
proposal on artefacts and units of
conservation was presented in 2003.

National park (Icel. thjódgardur)  A
conservation area of high value.
Earlier it was a prerequisite that the
state was the sole owner of the land.

Nature reserve (Icel. fridland)  An area
conserved according to law because of
the special value of a feature of the
landscape, vegetation or zoology.

Neighbourhood unit planning An
ideology that says that the neigh-
bourhood should be planned as a
society in itself. This type of
planning has not been very successful
in Iceland.

Official institution area An area
primarily intended for state or local
government institutions.

Plan (incl. programme)  A plan, with a
programme, created to guide the
development in an area, community,
region or part of a community. It is
presented with maps, special drawings
and reports. There are five types of
plans: country plan, regional plan,
master plan, neighbourhood plan and
detail plan.

Planning period The period that a
plan is intended to cover. The period of
a master plan is commonly between
twelve and twenty years.

Planning process How work on a
plan proceeds. It includes preparatory
work, development of aspects,
collecting and analysing of data,
creation of alternatives, policy making,
and co-operation with the government
in question as well as with the public.
The final steps are: decision making,
advertising, environmental impact
assessment, governing of the plan and
review. Lately, there is much growth in
the inclusion of interest groups and the
public, called participatory planning.

Playgrounds They divide into many
categories according to what age
groups they are meant to serve, their
general nature and the distances from
homes.

Ratio There are different types of
ratios. The most commonly known is
the lot ratio, which is the ratio between
the total number of square meters in a
building and the area of the lot. In
addition, there is the ratio of a square
area in terms of various types of
activities. The ratios are also often
presented as units per area, such as the
number of flats per hectare.

Recreational areas There are many
types of recreational areas according to
the type of activity they are meant to
serve, how large an area they are
intended to serve, etc.
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Regional plan Such a plan covers at
least two communities. The goal of a
regional plan is to create a co-ordinated
policy on the development of
settlement and infrastructure in a
region, and to support economical
development. The regional plan is the
frame for the master plan level.

Strategic Environmental 
Assessment (SEA)  A new directive
from the EU implemented in 
Iceland in 2004. The SEA is a further
development of EIA that takes this
type of thinking to a higher level of
law, and of the creation of law,
strategy and plans. The main idea is
that environmental goals and concerns
are introduced at the initial stages of
every project and at the creation 
of the plan will be worked on in close
co-ordination with the environmental
values.

Street side drawing A drawing that
shows rows of houses on one side of a
street. The designing of street sides
follows aesthetical or other points of
view.

Summerhouse area An area planned
for summerhouses outside towns. Their
use in winter has increased so they are
often called leisure houses or even
second homes, as now the concept of
double residency has started to evolve
in Iceland.

Sustainable development A principle
that proclaims that the use of resources
should not damage or reduce their
capacity. Only in this way can their
utilization become sustainable. This
principle not only covers the natural
environment but it also points out the
need for the same type of thought in
conceiving and analysing 
social and economic 
environments because 
all of these three 
elements are interdependent.

Threshold limit The limit where the
use of, or the tolerance of,
environmental features reaches its
breaking point. In tourism, the term
carrying capacity is used.

Topological map A map that shows
the main features of a land or a
territory, whether natural or man-made.
It contains, for example, demarcations
of communities, streets, lines of
elevation, etc. Such maps are the basis
for physical planning. In addition, many
thematic maps are created for planning
purposes.

Trading station rights The first
urban villages in Iceland were given
certain rights or privileges, the first six
of them in 1786. The various types of
urban centres are assigned certain
rights, each of them according to their
status.

Traffic surveys They are conducted
to investigate the nature, volume and
combination of traffic. The data
collected in this way provide the basic
information for traffic modelling.

Trends Investigations are conducted
into various types of trends, such as
the need for certain types of
residences. Such surveys are used as a
foundation for predictions of the need
for certain types of land use in the
preparatory phase of a plan.

Urban sociology The sociology of
urban communities: the development
of communities in towns and their
characteristics, e.g., age and income
structure.

Urban Studies Centre (Icel.
Borgarfraedasetur)  Established in co-
operation with the University of
Iceland and the City of Reykjavík in
2001. A primary emphasis is put on
urban sociology and participatory
planning.

Visual axis planning (Fr. point de vue)
The method of letting the visual
features guide some of the main lines
of the plan, like letting the axis of a
main street or an open area be directed
towards a monument, as in the
planning of Washington DC and Paris.

Zoning The division of functions in
an urban area into detached spaces so
that they do not disturb each other.
Example: the separation of polluting
industries from residential areas.
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TRAUSTI VALSSON
Studied architecture and planning at TU 
Berlin 1967-72. Worked at the Reykjavík 
Development and Planning Office, e.g., on 
the “Green Revolution” and the Master 
Plan of Reykjavík’s future areas.  

Valsson finished his PhD in Environmental 
Planning at UC Berkeley in 1987 with his 
thesis: A Theory of Integration. A part-
time position at the University of Iceland 
in 1988. The first Professor of Planning at 
the University in 2000.

Valsson has written a great number of 
articles and books, this being the eleventh. 
One other book has been published in 
English: City and Nature, in 2000. Valsson 
has won several prizes for design and 
planning and received a number of grants 
and awards.
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This book gives an overview of the development of settle-
ments and urban areas in Iceland from its first settlement in 
874 to present times. Iceland, being an island with a well-
documented history, can be seen as a study in miniature of 
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the forces of nature.
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world. Iceland is here a case study of the history, processes 
and difficulties encountered in planning, and scholars and 
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The 1250 maps and pictures, and countless references, make 
it highly useful for such purposes. 
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esting because of what it has not yet become: The economy is 
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provide exciting possibilities, especially with a warming global 
climate.
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