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Vatnajökull glacier
seen from the moss-covered
lava field near the highway
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Gljúfrabúi waterfall
tourists climbing the rocks
near the waterfall

Tourists taking selfies
near Skógarfoss
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O

ver the past few decades, nature-based tourism has
grown significantly worldwide, with a subsequent
increase in the impact of tourism on delicate natural
landscapes (Newsome, Moore, and Dowling, 2013).
The increased popularity of nature-based tourism
is likely to immediately affect the planet’s most vulnerable
ecosystems, especially in subarctic and arctic areas. Over the past
few decades, arctic regions have become an increasingly popular
tourist destination. These regions offer stunning natural scenery
and mainly attract tourists who are interested in experiencing
nature and undertaking nature based activities. Simultaneously,
many rural arctic areas are facing considerable out-migration.
Therefore, tourism is often a welcome stimulus for the economy
of these regions (Ólafsdóttir and Runnström, 2009; 2013).

A flourishing tourism industry can provide various positive effects
to a society and directly benefit the economic development of
communities, both in major cities and in rural communities.
However, it has also been shown that nature-based tourism can
have significant negative impacts on Icelandic ecosystems such as
overload, pollution, littering and trampling, causing deterioration
and erosion (Gísladóttir, 2006; Ólafsdóttir and Runnström, 2013;
Sæþórsdóttir, 2013, 2014). Also a significant increase in activities
like biking, horse riding, helicopter tourism (noise) and the use of
4WD cars and snowmobiles are likely to also have a detrimental
impact on the landscape.
The vulnerability of nature emphasises and necessitates the critical
importance of well-defined spatial planning and management of
tourism (e.g. Ólafsdóttir & Runnström 2009; Sæþórsdóttir, 2010).
Such management is necessary in order to preserve the source of
the original attraction – the Icelandic nature - and its subsequent
magnetism for tourists. The number of visitors to Iceland is
projected to increase significantly over the next few years and,
consequently, the impact on the country’s natural environment
and resources is likely to increase accordingly.

In Iceland, tourism has grown rapidly over the past decades,
with just over 4,000 foreign visitors in 1950 increasing towards
1,289,140 visitors in 2015 (ITB, 2015a). The annual growth rate over
the last ten years has been 13% on average (ITB, 2015b), however
the annual increase in 2014-2015 was nearly 29.2%. While, in
comparison with many other countries, 1.3 million visitors may
not seem excessive, this number almost quadruples the Icelandic
population. Over the past few years, tourism has grown to be the
country’s largest export revenue, currently contributing to 31% of
the cumulative export value (Statistics Iceland, 2016). This growth
is likely to continue over the next few years, as Iceland continues
to attract international attention (Ólafsdóttir and Dowling 2014).
Iceland’s dynamic landscapes and diverse natural sceneries have
long been the major drawcards for the Icelandic tourism industry
(Sæþórsdóttir, Hall & Saarinen, 2011; Oslund 2011). Nearly 80%
of visitors to Iceland nominate the Icelandic nature as the major
purpose of their visit (ITB, 2015b).

Hitherto, Icelandic nature destinations have long have
been characterized by very limited infrastructure and little
commercialization (Sæþórsdóttir & Ólafsson, 2010). Many sites
could be considered underdeveloped, with regards to recreation
and tourism. Due to the rapid growth in tourism, this is gradually
changing and many investments have made to improve road
construction, parking areas, toilet facilities, hiking trails and
new visitor centers. Exactly what constitutes ‘an appropriate’
level of tourism development within the landscape is a highly
subjective and contentious topic (Saarinen in Sæþórsdóttir, 2010;
Sæþórdóttir, 2013). When managing tourism, it is fundamental to
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Tourists at Dyrhólaey
on the lower part of the
site
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first take into account that the Icelandic natural environment is
extremely delicate. The growing season for vegetation is short
and most widespread plant communities are very sensitive (e.g.
Ólafsdóttir and Dowling 2014). Furthermore, Icelandic soils are
mainly of volcanic origin and thus are very susceptible to soil
erosion (Arnalds, 2008). Additionally, the landscape is mainly
characterized by openness, making man-made features often a
destabilizing force within the landscape.

Global Geopark. The DMP for Katla UNESCO Global Geopark
presents a strategy and action plan for sustainable tourism in
the Mýrdalshreppur, Skaftárhreppur and Rangárþing eystra
territory. The aim of the project was to develop methods to
create sustainable leisure landscapes in which ecological quality,
economic prosperity and cultural history are preserved and
stimulated, now and for future generations. To do this, we obtained
a holistic overview of the current state of tourism in the geopark,
including popular attraction sites and infrastructure. We then
embedded the existing body of knowledge into spatial planning
interventions and zoning principles, varying from interventions on
the level of landscape design and infrastructural, to architectural
designs for different kinds of facilities and attractions.

It has been pointed out (e.g. Ólafsdóttir and Runnström 2009;
2013) that an increase in the environmental impact of tourism
in Iceland is likely to trigger land degradation. The exponential
growth of tourism over the past years has caused negative
impacts in the country’s most popular tourist sites which, so far,
have been mollified by ad-hoc actions and hasty infrastructure
construction. However, such infrastructure, when not properly
planned, influences and interferes with the tourism experience.

In the process of developing the DMP we organised several
workshops with a variety of stakeholders from the area. Based
on their ideas and visions the DMP was developed. Therefore
this DMP aims to function as a shared statement of intent to
manage the destination in the coming years, by identifying clear
prioritised actions that will be taken and articulating the roles
and responsibilities of different stakeholders and allocation of
resources.
Parallel to this process the Southern region was developing overall management plans as well and has been working on marketing
and promotion strategies and campaigns. Therefore this DMP
mainly focuses on the spatial aspects of destination management
planning.

Hence, changes to the natural landscape, whether in response
to vegetation and soil degradation or unsuitable infrastructure,
are likely to have a negative impact on tourism and consequently
the Icelandic economy in the long term. This emphasizes the
importance of sustainable management of tourism in vulnerable
arctic environments and necessitates the sourcing of extra
expertise on regional landscape planning and design. Exactly
these developments currently occur within the territory of
Katla UNESCO Global Geopark. It underpins the urgency for a
holistic vision on the geopark in which the geological and natural
treasures are preserved in a sustainable way and tourism is
organised in a more environmental friendly way. This Destination
Management Plan (DMP) presents the results of a participatory
planning process conducted by Dutch architecture and landscape
architecture firm NOHNIK, commissioned by Katla UNESCO
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Iceland vs. the Netherlands: territory
Source: NLSI, IS 50V & Imergis / Nationaal Georegister

Iceland vs. the Netherlands: main roads and cities
Source: NLSI, IS 50V & Imergis / Nationaal Georegister

Surveys show the importance of the nature for tourism
tourists asked about their main motives for visiting Laki and Öldufell
Source: Sæþórsdóttir et al., 2007-2015

Other (11,5%)
Geology (4%)
Few tourist (9,5%)
Beauty (10%)

ÖLDUFELL
(2011)

Nature / landscape (51%)

Unspoilt nature (14%)
Other (12,5%)
Unspoilt nature (8,5%)
Beauty (10%)
Views / panorama (11%)

LAKI
(2007)

Nature / landscape (34%)
Geology (24%)
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Residents vs. tourists
Source: Icelandic Tourism Board, 2016
permanent population
( x 100 thousand residents)

visitors from other countries
( x 100 thousand tourists)

Growth in tourism over the past decades
Source: Icelandic Tourism Board, 2016

Scenarios for possible growth in future
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Alviðruhamra lighthouse
near Þykkvabæjarklaustur
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THE PROCESS OF DEVELOPING A
DESTINATION MANAGEMENT PLAN FOR
KATLA UNESCO GLOBAL GEOPARK
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As described earlier, this Destination Management Plan is the result of
an extensive par ticipator y planning process with contributions of many
stakeholders from the geopark. These stakeholders include representatives
of the municipalities and Southern region, planning representatives, (local)
tour operators and tourism industries, local communities, inhabitants, landowners, and representatives of the geopark and Vatnajökull National Park.
A full list with all par ticipants can be found in the appendix of this repor t.

Three workshops

Online survey

The process of developing the DMP was structured
by organising three workshops with all participants. In
the first workshop (April 5th 2017) we focused on the
current state of tourism and landscape in the geopark.
The second workshop (June 14th 2017) was about
setting the direction for a long term vision for the
DMP. During the third and last workshop (August 30th
2017) we developed an action plan and determined the
required interventions within the geopark territory.
Around these workshops site visits and excursions to
all geosites were organised.

During the workshops we discovered that the input
from local inhabitants and tourism industries was still
rather small. Therefore it was decided to start an online
survey to be able to offer a accessible and easy way to
include more different opinion from local stakeholders
in the planning process. The survey was made by the
design team in collaboration with the geopark and
was sent to local stakeholders via the municipalities.
In total 78 responses were received. This makes the
results statistically not representative. However, the
responses gave an impression of people’s attitude
towards tourism and nature in the geopark. It shows
great analogy with the input as gathered during the
workshops. Therefore the results of the survey are
reflected upon in this DMP as well.
All input gathered during the workshops, excursions
and the survey was used to develop the DMP including
the long term vision and action plan.
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Three workshops
were organised with local
stakeholders
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Hafursey mountain
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KATLA UNESCO GLOBAL GEOPARK
A BRIEF OVERVIEW
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GENERAL DESCRIPTION
OF THE AREA
Katla Geopark is the first geopark to be
designated in Iceland, having gained
membership of both the European Geoparks
Network and the UNESCO-assisted Global
Network of National Geoparks in 2011.

A

top priority of the geopark is to protect the
natural environment, promote local sustainable
development and local culture and place a strong
emphasis on nature-based tourism.
Katla Geopark got its name from one of its
most known volcanoes in Iceland, Katla, which is situated
underneath the glacier Mýrdalsjökull. The geopark is 9542 km2
or around 9,3 % of the total area of Iceland, with population
around 2700. With its massive glaciers and active volcanoes
Katla Geopark is in every sense the land of ice and fire. These
forces have been shaping the land for thousands of years
and the nearest examples of that are the powerful eruptions
in Eyjafjallajökull 2010 and Grímsvötn 2011. But there is also
more amazing landscapes in the area such as mountains, lakes,
black beaches, green pastures and meadows, powerful glacial
rivers, beautiful waterfalls and vast moss-covered lava fields.
The diverse landscape makes various activities and adventures
possible in the area, for example ice climbing and glacier
walking, hiking, caving, horse-riding, sight seeing and safaris.
Next to that there is also possibilities to enjoy the area’s local
culture by visiting its interesting villages, farms, historical
relics, museums and exhibitions. Farming has traditionally
been the main economic activity in the geopark area, with the
villages of Hvolsvöllur, Vík and Kirkjubæjarklaustur serving as
the main service centres.
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Katla UNESCO Global
Geopark
in southern Iceland
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GEOLOGICAL OVERVIEW
Iceland lies astride the Mid-Atlantic Ridge
where tectonic plates move apar t from each
other, causing a rift zone.

A

mantle plume exists below the country, centered beneath the
Vatnajökull ice cap. In South Iceland the interaction of the
rift zone and the mantle plume results in complex and diverse
volcanic activity which can be partly seen and felt when visiting
the area. Volcanic activity and its widespread effect on the
area’s nature and landscape therefore make Katla Geopark unique. The
geopark is in the most volcanically active area of Iceland, with the volcanic
systems at Eyjafjallajökull, Katla, and Grímsvötn as particularly active. The
region is characterised by central volcanoes, eruptive craters and fissures,
rootless cones, lava fields, table mountains (tuyas), and hyaloclastite ridges
which trend southwest-northeast, justlike the rift zone. The ice caps are
prominent in the landscape, topping the highest volcanoes. Outlet glaciers
and glacial rivers flow from them and glacial landforms, like moraines and
ice-dammed lakes, occur in the area. Large floods, usually glacier outbursts
associated with subglacial eruptions, have formed outwash plains in
the lowlands. As the volcanic systems are the dominant force behind the
formation of the landscape we will briefly describe them further. For a full
geological overview and description, please see the European Geoparks
Network (EGN) application report as published in 2010.

Geology
of Iceland and the geopark
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basic and intermediate extrusive rocks
holocene lavaflows
basic and intermediate hyaloclastite
basic and intermediate lava’s < AD 871
basic and intermediate lava’s > AD 871
Eruptive fissure holocene
Major sedimentary horizons with lignite
Fault related to active vulcanic zone
Crater or lavashield holocene
Holocene sediments
Acid extrusives
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Katla volcano

Eyjafjallajökull volcano

Katla

Eyjafjallajökull

Katla is one of the largest central volcanoes in Iceland, covered
by the Mýrdalsjökull ice cap. The volcanic system, including
Mýrdalsjökull area and the fissure swarm Eldgjá, northeast of it, is
about 30 km wide in its south-western part, narrowing gradually
to the northeast and reaches a length of 78 km. The caldera, Katla,
is located under the ice cap and is about 100 km2 and 700 m
deep, filled with ice. The Katla volcanic system is famous for
numerous subglacial eruptions. In the Katla volcanic system, 21
eruptions are known in historical time. The last eruption in Katla
occurred in 1918. The total amount of tephra produced in that
eruption has been estimated to have been around 700 million m3
and the glacial outburst flood (jökulhlaup) about 8 km3 in size.

The Eyjafjöll volcanic system is a stratovolcano with a well
developed 2,5 km wide caldera at the top. The complex is covered
by an ice cap above 1.000 m altitude and the highest point was
at 1.666 m above sea level before the eruption 2010. Eruptions in
Eyjafjallajökull are rare and relatively smaller than in Katla. Four
eruptions in Eyjafjallajökull are known in historical times, in 920,
1612, 1821-23 and 2010. Before the eruption in 2010 there had
been earthquake swarms there in 1994 and 1999 and the volcano
was therefore under a close watch as an eruption under the ice
cap would cause immediate danger to farms in close proximity to
the mountain. The eruption in 2010 is world famous because of its
consequences for flight traffic in Europe. It is also believed that
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this eruption draw the attention of many
tourist to Iceland and formed one of the
main incentives for tourism growth over
the past years.
Grímsvötn
Grímsvötn is a central volcano below
Vatnajökull ice cap. The volcanic
system consists of the Grímsvötn central
volcano, about 100 km long and 15 km
wide volcanic fissure swarm including
the Laki cone-row. The subglacier
central volcano has developed a
large composite caldera in the glacier
Vatnajökull with a high temperature
geothermal area. Grímsvötn is the most
active volcano in Iceland. The number of
eruptions since the time of settlement is
uncertain but it is believed to be at least

60 (compared to about 20 in Katla).
The most recent ones are those in 2011,
2004, 1998 and 1996. Glacial bursts
originate in Grímsvötn and charge
down the River Skeiðará. They were the
main reason that the Ring Road around
Iceland was not completed until 1974.
Lakagígar
The Laki eruption in 1783-1784 and
the resulting famine caused the worst
environmental and socio-economic
disaster in Iceland ́s history. The
effects of the eruption reached far and
the sulphuric aerosol cloud produced
by Laki generated a persistent haze
(dry fog) that hovered over large part
of the northern hemisphere during the
summer of 1783. On June 24th 1783, the

Lakagígar
row of craters
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Eldgjá
canyon

haze was at its densest all over Europe. By the beginning of July
it had spread to Russia, Siberia and China. At its peak, it covered
about a quarter of the earth’s surface, or all land north of the 30°
latitudinal line.
When winter arrived in Iceland in 1783–1784 livestock collapsed
from starvation and disease due to the toxic volcanic material and
many people died from starvation as well.

extending from the Mýrdalsjökull ice cap in the southwest (Katla),
into the Vatnajökull ice cap in the northeast. The most spectacular
part of Eldgjá is a 8 km long part of it in the southwest where
the fissure is about 400 m wide and 150 m deep. The fissure is a
complex volcanic structure of a graben, an eruptive fissure and
an explosive crater row. Total magma volume produced in the
Eldgjá eruption has been estimated to be around 19 km3. Lava
flowed towards Álftaver on the Mýrdalssandur sand plain, along
the Skaftá river and down to Meðalland (the Landbrotshraun lava)
and reached the Atlantic ocean in Alviðruhamrar in Álftaver.
The Eldgjá and Laki lavaflows are not only big on an Icelandic
scale, they are also some of the largest lava flows on earth since
the end of the ice age about 10.000 years ago. The two lava
streams have very different appearance, the Laki lava is covered

Eldgjá
Katla Geopark is home to two of the largest basaltic flood lava
eruptions in historical times in Iceland, Laki in 1783-1784 and
Eldgjá around 938 AD. The Eldgjá fissure is about 50 km long,
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with thick moss while the Eldgjá lava is
often covered with younger material but
also characterized by countless number
of pseudocraters or rootless vents
(Landbrotshólar and Álftavershólar).
These have been compared to similar
features observed on the planet Mars.
Tindfjallajökull

about 55.000 years ago when a 5 km
wide caldera is believed to have been
formed. Tindfjallajökull is one of the
smaller icecaps in Iceland but the peaks
of Ýmir and Ýma, that take their names
from Norse mythology, provide for
excellent all-around view, reaching a
height of 1.462 m above sea level. The
area is also a popular training ground
for rescue teams.

Tindfjallajökull is the oldest and most
mature volcanic system in the geopark.
No eruptions have been recorded
there since the time of settlement but
some small eruptions are believed to
have taken place in early postglacial
time. A well-known ignimbrite layer
in the Þórsmörk area is believed to
have originated from a large explosive
eruption in the Tindfjöll volcanic system

Eyjafjallajökull
and one of its shrinking
glaciers
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Caldera volcano
Sandur, outwash plain
Glacier
Eldgjá lava, year 934
Laki lava, year 1783-84
Lavas and hyaloclastites. Ice age, 0,8-3,3 m.y.
Acid extrusives, Ice age, older than 11.000 years
Hyaloclastite ridges. Ice age, younger than 0,8 m.y.
Rivers and lakes
Pseudocraters / rootless cones
Lakagígar craters, year 1783-84
Eldgjá volcanic canyon / fissure, year 934

Katla UNESCO Global
Geopark
its geology and geosites
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2. Drangurinn í Drangshlíð
3. Dyrhólaey
4. Dyrhólaós, Loftsalahellir
5. Eyjarhóll, Pétursey
6. Hjörleifshöfði
8. Pöstin
10. Katla, Mýrdalsjökull, Mýrdalssandur
11. Kirkjugólf
13. Lómagnúpur
15. Mögugilshellir, Þórólfsfell
16. Nauthúsagil
17. Skaftáreldahraun
19. Skógafoss
20. Steinahellir
21. Stóra-Dímon, Litla-Dímon
22. Systrastapi, Klausturheiði, Systravatn
24. Þórsmörk
25. Efra-Hvolshellar
27. Rútshellir
28. Höfðabrekkuheiði / Þakgil
29. Laufskálavarða
31. Paradísarhellir
32. Seljavallalaug
33. Þríhyrningur
34. Álftaversgígar
38. Dverghamrar

GEOSITES

40. Eldgjá,Ófærufoss
42. Emstrur, Fjallabak
43. Eyjafjallajökull, Gígjökull, Steinsholtsjökull
44. Fagrifoss
45. Fimmvörðuháls, Magni&Móði
46. Fjaðrárgljúfur
47. Foss á Síðu
48. Hafursey
51. Lakagígar
52. Landbrotshólar
54. Langisjór, Fögrufjöll, Grænifjallgarður
57. Markarfljótsgljúfur, Markarfljótsaurar
58. Merkjárfoss/Gluggafoss
59. Reynisfjall, Reynisdrangar, Reynisfjara
61. Seljalandsfoss, Gljúfrabúi
62. Skaftá
64. Sólheimajökull, Sólheimaheiði
66. Tindfjallajökull, Tindfjöll
69. Bjarnargarður
74. Kirkjubæjarklaustur
80. Vík (older part of the village)
81. Þykkvabæjarklaustur

Within the geopark territor y many sites
can be found that are exemplar y for the
geological systems as described above.
Originally 59 sites of geological interest
and 22 sites of cultural interest were listed
in the EGN application of 2010.

A

full description of all geosites can be found in the
EGN application and on the geopark’s website. To
give a brief overview of the diversity of the sites
offered in the geopark we present some pictures
here. These include sites of geological interest
such as the volcanoes, the Landbrotshólar pseudo crater area,
Dyrhólaey rock, Skógafoss and Seljalandsfoss waterfalls, and
the Skaftáreldahraun moss-covered lava field. Next to that
sites with a remarkable cultural history can be found such as
Rútshellir, Núpsstaður, Þykkvabæjarklaustur and the three
villages.

Listed geosites
as presented on the map
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RECENT DEVELOPMENTS
Next to the scientific and geological value
of the geopark, both on the scale level of
Iceland and the world, the geopark has
become an impor tant tourist destination.

O

ver the past few years, tourism has become a fundamental
pillar of the geopark’s local economy that, previously, was
mainly based on agricultural activities. As stated before, the
Icelandic nature and diverse landscape is the major drawcard
for tourists in visiting Iceland. The same applies to the geopark,
which offers an exceptional variety of landscape types including volcanic
landscapes, black beaches, glacial rivers and extensive moss-covered
lava fields. Its relatively short distance from the capital and from Keflavík
International Airport, makes the area an attractive year-round destination
for tourists.
The geopark also faces significant challenges, as described in the introduction.
A flourishing tourism industry constitutes a welcoming source of income for
the area, that has been facing gradual decline in the agricultural industry
with consequential unemployment. Furthermore, significant outmigration
has directly affected the quality of life in the area. Many inhabitants believe
that tourism can bolster the economic resilience of the community and could
stimulate the livelihood of the area in the long term. However, the detrimental
impacts of the fast growth in tourism are already clearly visible in the
area. These developments form an essential incentive for this Destination
Management Plan.
Sólheimajökull
visitors walking to the
glacier
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Emstrur Fjallabak
tourists on excursion
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Moss-covered lava field
Skaftáreldahraun
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CURRENT STATE OF LANDSCAPE AND
TOURISM IN THE GEOPARK
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Highway through
Skaftáreldahraun lava field
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The most convenient way to explore the geopark is by car. Driving
from Reykjavík, the western border can be reached within about two
and a half hours. In almost ever y hotel or guesthouse, brochures are
provided with a tourist maps and background information on the
different points of interest within the geopark.
When driving through the landscape and visiting the geosites and
points of interest indicated, it becomes clear how many different
landscape types and atmospheres can be found in the area. This
constitutes a major quality of the area for tourism. The geopark
offers a stunning geological showcase including moss-covered lava
fields from different ages and origins, glaciers, glacial rivers, green
hills (heath lands), highlands, vast areas of pseudo craters and
black beaches. In this chapter we explore the current state of the
physical landscape and tourism landscape in the geopark.
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I. The physical landscape and narrative

The region offers many more different experiences than
one might expect. We therefore decided to look further
into the different landscape types, to examine how they
are currently being used and what the potential, and
the limitations are, from a recreational perspective.
In determining the different landscape entities and
atmospheres which characterise the area, we considered
the actual experience on site (site visits), available
digital spatial data (GIS) as well as aerial photography.
Geological, soil and vegetation maps provided good
indicators of the different landscapes and experiences
found on site. While studying this data, we derived a
‘landscape entities map’ showing the diversity of the
geopark landscape. The map featured glaciers, glacial
rivers, moss-covered lava flows and fields, pseudo
craters, green hills (heath lands), highlands, mountain
lakes and black glacialfluvial beaches. These landscape
entities all offer unique atmospheres and experiences.
The black beach, for example, is an expansive, desolate,
black, ‘moon-like’ landscape, while the green hills or
heath lands offer a more agricultural, lush and gently
sloping landscape. These sites create a diversified and
in-depth experience for the tourist, combined with
the iconic moss-covered lava fields that are the main
attraction.
Below, we briefly determine the different landscape
entities, their characteristics and potential. Together
they form a ‘narrative’ or ‘identity’, representing the
geopark’s experience.
Green mountains
near Markarfljótsgljúfur
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Glaciers

Glacial rivers

Heath lands

The geopark includes several large glaciers, such as
Vatnajökull in the east and Mýrdalsjökull in the west.
Vatnajökull glacier is part of the largest national park
of Iceland. The edges of both glaciers are relatively
accessible for all tourists, however the glaciers themselves
are only accessible with guides. Specific and small-scale
guided tours are offered which are not designed to
accommodate for mass-tourism. Furthermore, as these
areas are very dynamic, using them for tourism requires
a sound local knowledge to safely guide tourists around.

The many glacial rivers in the area are long lines of water
stretching from the glaciers in the north, all the way to
the ocean in the south. They form cross sections through
the landscape, connecting many different landscape
entities. Currently, the rivers aren’t used extensively
for recreational purposes. This is mainly due to the risk
of unexpected flooding and the limited accessibility.
However, these long water lines could contribute to
an interesting experience for tourists if well-managed
and locally guided. Such initiatives could provide an
understanding of the dynamics of the water, combined
with an experience of many different adjacent landscape
entities.

The heath lands form lower green hills between the
central highlands and the lowlands. Some areas have
a strong agricultural character with small clusters of
farms. The heath lands form widespread, sloping, green
pastures on the edge of the wild highlands and more
cultivated lowlands. Currently, these areas are only used
for tourism near the villages of Hvolsvöllur, Vík and
Kirkjubæjarklaustur (e.g. Systra Stapi ‘Sister’s Rock’). As
the vegetation on these green hills has a far higher carrying
capacity than the moss-covered lava fields, it would be
worthwhile considering these areas as a potential tourist
attraction to ease the pressure on the sensitive lava areas.

35

DMP Katla UNESCO Global Geopark

Black beaches

Pseudocraters

Moss-covered lava flows and fields

The geopark offers extensive and endless black beaches.
This includes the well-known black beach at the village
of Vík, the beach at Reynisfjara with the basalt sea
stacks Reynisdrangar, the beach near the ferry harbour
to Vestmannaeyjar and the vast and pristine black
beaches in Skaftárhreppur in the east of the geopark.
However, there is no direct access to the black beaches
at Skaftárhreppur. The only possibility to reach them
is by booking a guided tour. Supporting and bolstering
the operation and professionalization of these tours
could help to increase the accessibility of these areas for
visitors. Through this, connections could be forged with,
for example, the Þykkvabæjarklaustur historical site.

The area features two extensive pseudo crater
fields; Landbrotshólar near Kirkjubæjarklaustur; and
Álftaversgígar in the west near the road between Vík and
Kirkjubæjarklaustur. These pseudo craters (or rootless
cones) are an extraordinary, world class phenomenon.
They are formed when hot lava flows into wetlands and
explosions occur as the water boils instantly. The result
is a vast area of gentle, green hills with craters. Plans are
being developed to make the Landbrotshólar field more
accessible, with hiking trails. This would greatly improve
the experience of the site. In addition, the opportunity to
explore the inside of the craters could be of added value
to the experience.

The extensive, post-glacial moss-covered lava fields
are already well-known to visitors. The apparently soft,
green surface of the endless fields form a very unique and
tempting attraction. However, the planning and design of
the facilities at the site and the parking areas needs to be
improved in order to better preserve the natural quality.
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Highlands and lakes

Solitary mountains

Forested valley

The area’s uninhabited highlands, with lakes and waterfalls,
are typical for the landscapes in the Icelandic central
highlands. The accessibility of these areas is limited by the
seasons, which makes it a very special experience when
there is an opportunity to visit. The vegetation, colors
and views are diverse and extraordinary. The landscape is
suitable for both individual visits and guided tours. Given
the difficulties in creating lasting infrastructure in the area
and the limited seasonal accessibility, accommodating
mass-tourism in these areas is not practical. In fact,
the difficulties in accessibility actually contribute to
the special experience of visitors. This unique natural
treasure should be treated with conscientiousness care,
to prevent degradation by mass tourism.

In the geopark several solitary mountains or giant rocks
can be found. They were formed as tuff mountains mostly
in the latter part of the Last ice age by eruption. They
form interesting achor points in the landscape and some
of them are accessible for hiking. Hjörleifshöfði, Hafursey
and Pétursey are examples of these solitary mountains.

Þórsmörk (Thórsmörk) is a unique forested valley that
is located between Mýrdalsjökull to the east, the river
Krossá in the south, with Markárfljót and Þröngá Rivers
to the north. Its diverse landscape is characterised by
impressive gorges, ravines and scruby slopes and a wide
variety of vegetation that is unique to the area and in
Iceland. In the past, the farmers of Fljótshlíð and the area
under Eyjafjall pastured their sheep all year round, due to
the mild climate found within Þórsmörk. Since the 1918
eruption of Katla, Þórsmörk was designated as a Natural
Mountain Reserve. There are many curious natural rock
formations in the area, such as Snorraríki, Sóttarhellar
Cave, Álfakirkja (The Church of the Elves), Stakkholtsgjá
Gorge and the stone arch in Stóra Enda. Only large jeeps
and buses are able to navigate the road into Þórsmörk,
due to the ever changing volume of water which can turn
small and easily passable streams into tumultuous rivers
in just matter of hours.

37

DMP Katla UNESCO Global Geopark

Cultural historical relics

Waterfalls

In the geopark several cultural historical relics and
heritage sites can be found. These are mostly small-scale
elements somewhat hidden in the landscape and not
directly visible. Examples are caves (some man-made)
like Steinahellir, Rútshellir and Efra-Hvolshellar. The first
was used as an assembly place for local parliamentarians
from 1820 to 1902.

The geopark offers many giant and impressive waterfalls
of which several are easily accessible and visible from
the ringroad. Seljalandsfoss and Skógarfoss are the most
famous. Seljalandsfoss is a 65m high waterfall which
cascades over ancient sea cliffs into a lake below. The
lake is called Kerið or Fossker. It is possible to walk
around behind the waterfall and come out on the other
side – the only one of its kind in Iceland. At night and
in winter, the fall is illuminated. ‘The Forest Waterfall’
as the word Skógarfoss translates, is one of the most
beautiful waterfalls in Iceland. This classic 62m high and
15 m wide waterfall is the last and most spectacular in
a series of falls that are found in the Skógá River. Over
30 beautiful smaller waterfalls grace the river before it
ultimately gushes over the cliffs at Skógar, afterwhich it
gently wends its way over the Skógarsandar sand flats
and onwards to the Atlantic Ocean. A path leads to the
top of the waterfall and from there it is possible to hike
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into Skógargil ravine, where as many as 30 beautiful
smaller waterfalls can be seen along the way. Next to
these two famous waterfalls several smaller but still very
beautiful waterfalls can be found in the geopark such as
Bláfjallakvísl near Öldufell and Ófærufoss in the Eldgjá
canyon.
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Villages
Vík, Hvolsvöllur and Kirkjubæjarklaustur are the three
main villages in the area.
Vík is the southernmost village and the only seaside
community without a harbour in Iceland. It forms the main
village in the municipality of Mýrdalshreppur. Fishing was
conducted from fishing boats with wheels that could drive
straight into the sea and back again, going straight to
the small fish factory with the catch. The history of the
town began in the wake of growing discontent among the
people of the Mýrdalur district, who had to travel long
distances to buy food and provisions, either from Papóss,
near Höfn in the east or from Eyrarbakki in the west. In
1833, two farmers began importing goods from England
which they then sold to the inhabitants of the surrounding
area. The business grew slowly and steadily, and in 1916
they founded a company to buy the ship ‘Skaftfellingur’,

for the transportation of goods between Britain and Vík.
The ship is currently being presented in a exhibition hall
in the old centre of the village.
Hvolsvöllur marks the westernmost border of the geopark
and is a village with a rather modern appearance. It
is situated in the inland swamps of Landeyjar, in the
municipality of Rangárþing eystra. The name of the town
literally translates to ‘hillfield’. ‘Hvoll’ is an archaic form
of the modern Icelandic word “hóll”, meaning “hill”, and
“völlur” means “field”. The name is derived from the name
of the historic farm Stórólfshvoll (Stórólfur’s hill).
Kirkjubæjarklaustur has an interesting history as well.
It was originally founded by nuns as a monastery. This
explains the religious origin of the names of some of the
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main attractions in and near the village such as Kirkjugólf
(natural ‘church floor’ of basalt columns), Systrastapi
(‘sister’s rock) and Systrafoss (‘sister’s waterfall’). In light
of this heritage, the village does not only form a main
service centre in the area, but also functions as a cultural
and historical hot-spot, just like Vík.
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Working with landscape entities
The main value of determining the different landscape entities is that by recognizing
the different atmospheres in the area, a deeper understanding of the landscape, its
potential and its experiences is guaranteed. Currently, not every landscape entity is
being used for recreational purposes. A concentration of visitors can be found in the
area near the highway (the villages, waterfalls and moss-covered lava fields) and at
some key locations in the highlands like Laki and Hólaskjól / Eldgjá and Þórsmörk.
This is mainly the result of their relatively good accessibility and connectivity or the
possibility to book scheduled tours. However, some of these locations, such as the
moss-covered lava fields, form the most sensitive landscape types in the area and
are suffering the most from tourism. On the other hand, the heath lands are not being
utilized that much for recreational purposes. Here, opportunities arise to explore
relatively unknown parts of the area and, simultaneously, lower the pressure on
sensitive areas. Understanding the potential of each landscape entity helps to balance
the recreational use of the landscape with its natural value.
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Driving through the
higlands
near Öldufell
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Moss-covered lava field
under pressure, irreparable
damage
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Typical bird species (Oyster catcher)
loss of habitats and natural environments

to show irreversible damage to vegetation. Some of the most
explicit examples are found along the hiking trails located near
Highway No. 1, in the moss-covered lava field (i.e. one of the
Skaftáreldahraun marked view points). Here, the fragile moss
cover has turned into a brown mud that seems to be rapidly and
wildly spreading over the surrounding landscape. It is remarkable
that the marked hiking trails leading into the vast Skaftáreldahraun
moss cover, are only demarcated by thin poles connected by a
single rope, with modest signage. This makes the green moss
cover behind the ropes an alluring prospect for hikers, causing
land degradation to continuously spread across the landscape.
Other evident examples are the trails near the Seljalandsfoss and
Skógarfoss waterfalls. The original paths turned into mud trails
due to over-trampling by the many visitors exploring the sites.

II. The tourism landscape
When exploring the geopark it becomes clear how the destination
performs in the current situation, what the impact is of tourism on
the landscape and which problems and challenges occur. Based
on the workshops and online survey we summarise it as follows.
Environment, flora and fauna
Vulnerability of nature areas and especially vegetation is one
of the biggest problems in the geopark. When visiting the
landscape and the geosites, it becomes evident that the sensitive
landscape is suffering from recreational use. Many places seem
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These
issues
need
immediate
attention as they largely influence
the performance of the geopark both
as a nature treasure and a tourist
destination. Of the numerous geosites
presented, the majority are situated
in ecologically sensitive landscapes,
according to studies carried out by
Ólafsdóttir, Runnström and Arnalds in
2013. The choice to list these geosites
from a scientific and geological
perspective is logical as they represent
the unique geology of the geopark on
a global scale and have great scientific
and educational value. To designate the
geosites as attractions for tourists seems
logical as well in light of the scenic
beauty of the sites. From the perspective
of nature conservation however, the
choice to locate many geosites within
these sensitive landscapes is disastrous.
It causes widespread and irreparable

damage to the landscape, which is
currently occurring at an alarming
rate. Adequate maintenance and nature
conservation for these landscapes is
made difficult, if not impossible, when
not supported by clever planning,
zoning principles and spatial designs.
It is essential to acknowledge that the
natural landscape forms the primary
drawcard to attract people to the area.
Therefore better preservation of both
nature and the tourist destination is
of the highest priority. In relation to
the loss of vegetation due to erosion
is the potential loss of animal habitats
(especially birds). Because vegetation
is damaged due to the impact of
tourism, suitable habitats and grounds
for breeding birds are lost. This
dramatically affects the population of
birds in the geopark.

Wide spread damage
loss of sensitive vegetation
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Infrastructure
In addition to the visible traces of serious land degradation mentioned above, current
tourism infrastructure is often inadequate, incomplete or unable to accommodate for
the growing number of visitors. Despite the fact that many attractions and geosites
have a designated access point or entrance road, it appears to be tempting for visitors
to simply park their car directly on or next to the road, to step out and walk directly
into the landscape. Remarkably, there is often no barrier at all protecting the area’s
sensitive arctic landscape from the masses of visitors walking through. This causes
unorganized and almost unlimited access to vulnerable areas. Constructing fences
throughout area does not present a desirable long term solution, as such artificial
elements would detract from the natural landscape. However, clever infrastructural
planning and the design of access and resting areas, combined with carefully planned
attraction sites, would help to better organize and manage the flow of people through
the landscape. Another challenge is the safety an capacity on the main rod (ring road
1). Because of the increase in tourism the amount of traffic on all roads has increased
as well. Especially the junctions of secondary roads with the main road are unsafe and
unclear and are likely to cause car accidents now and in future.
When it comes to infrastructure on hiking trails and footpaths it has been pointed
out during the workshops and field excursions that more attention should be paid
to safe river crossings (bridges) for hikers. Especially in the Þórsmörk area the
interconnectivity between different hiking trails could be improved by building new
pedestrian bridges.

Safety issues
tourists stopping their cars
on the highway
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Fjaðrárgljúfur
tourists stepping over
fences near canyon

Near the highway
taking pictures with risks
for accidents

Fjaðrárgljúfur
safety cannot always be
guaranteed

Skaftáreldahraun
damage to vegetation
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Fjaðrárgljúfur
aerial view clearly showing
wide spread erosion problems
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Núpsstaður
closed for visitors

Fjaðrárgljúfur
toilet building and parking space
blocking view to canyon
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Facilities and hospitality

blocks the view to the canyon itself. The toilet building itself is
nicely designed and specific to the site. However, its position is
disastrous for the visitor’s experience of this natural attraction.
The same applies to the many information signs and picnic
tables which can be found sprawled around the toilet building.
The ad hoc scattering of these signs and tables, probably due
to the abundance of space and a lack of coordination amongst
the different parties installing them, makes that the entrance to
the canyon feel disorganized and dominated by artificial elements,
instead of the natural beauty. These two examples are not the
only geosites where these problems occur. The same applies to for
example the Seljalandsfoss and Skógarfoss waterfalls, Reynisfjara
and Dyrhólaey, where many buildings, parking areas and all kinds
of structures, outdoor furniture and many signs are disturbing an
unspoilt view to the natural treasure.

From the analysis, workshops and online survey it became
immediately clear that the service level and facilities on the
different sites need improvements. Often the lack of sufficient
and clean toilet facilities is a huge problem. At Seljalandsfoss
for example, there is only one toilet (men and women) available
causing long queues and irritation. Another consequence of the
lack of good and sufficient toilet facilities is the fact that people
tend to stop their cars next to the road and the nature areas as
a toilet. The result is a widespread pollution and damage to the
landscape. In relation to this, the hospitality facilities of the major
attraction sites could be improved further. This includes better
signs and info panels, benches, the presence of hosts and rangers
and shelters for hikers in the highlands. Also the lack of visitor/
info centers and the poor visibility of the geopark (in signs and
brochures on site) is named as a point of improvement.

Another challenge is the safety of the geosites within the
landscape. Ever since the amount of tourists started to increase
the issue of safety at the different attractions sites became more
and more relevant. In the past few years some (fatal) accidents
happened at several geosites and near the roads. Examples are
car accidents at the main road when people suddenly stop their
cars to take a look at the landscape and make pictures and seem
to be unaware of the potential danger of getting hit by other cars
passing by. Other examples are dangers of floods and drowning
near the beach (some accidents were reported at Reynisfjara
for example) and people neglecting signs and fences which are
initially protecting them from any hazards. The consequence of
this is that even more signs and fences are being put in place at
the different geosites. It is a challenge however to investigate to
what extent the spatial planning and design of the attraction sites
could help in preventing accidents.

Further to the above, it becomes clear when visiting the geopark
that many facilities, such as toilet buildings, information signs
and trash bins, often seem to be imposed on the area as standard
measures, not related to the specific conditions of the site. A
clear example is the current toilet building at the Núpsstaður
heritage site. Upon arrival at the site, the first element that one
sees is the toilet building – a utilitarian, uninspiring structure
which dominates the view to the idyllic old farm houses in the
background. It exemplifies the need for site specific designs
for such facilities, that are tailored to suit the local conditions
and add value to the experience of the site. Another example
of the need for site-specific considerations when designing and
planning such facilities, is the entrance of the area’s very popular
Fjaðrárgljúfur canyon. When entering the canyon from the
south, the first visual element is, again, the toilet building which
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Taking selfies and pictures
while standing in the middle of
the highway
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Vík
traffic jams in the high
season

Local community and economy

and ideas could help to create jobs for local inhabitants as well in
order to improve and stabilise the local economy on the long term.
Next to that the shops and facilities in the villages are valuable
not only for tourists but also for the local inhabitants. To sustain
the livelihood of the villages it is essential to keep these shops and
facilities within the villages on the long term. However, tourism
also potentially negatively influences the local community. Often,
the fact that many foreign employees of restaurants and hotels are
settling in the villages is felt as a potential thread to the cohesion
of the local community. Not because of the fact that these people
are foreigners, but mostly because they become the majority of
the population in the villages but at the same time do not always
involve themselves in the community. The risk of this is that it
causes a disunity in the community. Therefore it is wise to think
of ways to involve these new inhabitants in the local community
more, for example by organising activities together.

From the analysis it became clear that the connection of the
local community with the geopark and tourism business could
be strengthened further. The main motivation for this is that the
local culture and traditions could add something unique and
special to the experience of the nature by tourists. Next to that,
from a sustainable geopark perspective it would be valuable
to investigate how the local community could benefit from the
increase in tourism activities. For example the production and
sales of local products could be improved and the use of local
food (traditions) could be stimulated. Also local tour operators
and guides could play a more essential role in the local tourism
industries instead of operators from for example the capital
region. The geopark could form partnerships with local operators
to stimulate and support local businesses. All these developments
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Historical relic
Drangshlíð rock with
integrated barn

Visiting the highlands
signs and notes for visitors on
a visitor center’s window
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Bus excursion
on the road to Laki
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CHALLENGES
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Fjaðrárgljúfur
hiking trails throughout the
landscape, traces of damage

Fjaðrárgljúfur
constant need for repairing
trails

Seljalandsfoss
donation box becomes
trash can

Skaftáreldahraun
erosion and loss of
vegetation

Reynisfjara
safety instructions and
signs for visitors

Info and signs
often chaotic and unclear
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The landscape of the geopark seems to be suffering from its own
success. The popularity of the area leads to uncontrolled pressure
on the landscape and a permanent footprint. The damage from
excessive tourism can be seen in various ways and on different
scales, from damaged hiking trails to infrastructural problems
and zoning issues. The complexity and variety of the challenges
necessitates a complex response, given that there are many
different assignments on many different scale levels. Here we
describe the main challenges, not only in the spatial context but
also in relation to public awareness and the local community.
Signage in the landscape
to prevent further damage to nature does
not always have the desired effect
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Hiking excursion
near Emstrur Fjallabak

Management Plan which simultaneously preserve the natural
quality of the landscape, and offer a valuable experience to
visitors.

Careful management, planning and design in the geopark
The experience of such a variety of different landscapes in just
one geopark is a positive and unique asset, surpassing all initial
expectations. This quality could be used much more in, for example,
marketing and communication to tourists and in the provision
of information. The landscape entities offer the opportunity to
provide different experiences for different kinds of visitors in
the area. However, currently planning and management seems
to be lacking a site-specific and landscape-specific approach.
All tourist sites are planned in the same way, without heed or
sensitivity to the site-specific conditions. A deeper understanding
of the local landscape entities, their characteristics and carrying
capacity, would directly influence (strategic) planning decisions
and interventions regarding both the choice of location for tourist
attractions, and the actual on-site design. The different landscape
entities each require a specific approach regarding accessibility,
land-use and the actual design of the attraction sites. This forms
the starting point for custom-made solutions in this Destination

Furthermore, careful planning and zoning is not only in the interests
of nature conservation. It also strongly supports the economic
value of the geopark for tourism industries, and helps to maximize
the profit from tourism for the local community in a sustainable
way. Currently, the irreparable damage to vegetation seen on the
most popular tourist sites, immediately affects the experience of
visitors. Inspired by the promising photographs featured on many
brochures, the actual visit may turn into a disappointment for
visitors, as the situation on site does not match the expectation.
The loss of vegetation directly results in a loss of quality in the
landscape and negatively affects the long-term economic value
of the geopark as a tourist destination. Actions need to be taken
immediately to preserve the ecological and economic value of the
geopark’s landscape now and for future generations.
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Trail signs in the highlands
near Emstrur Fjallabak
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regard for the natural surroundings, and can lead to disastrous
consequences such as land degradation and dangerous situations.
The seemingly endless space, natural quality and unusual
character of the landscape cause many tourists to forget what
the potential consequences of their visit and behavior are. But
who is to blame when tourists are given the wrong example in the
first place? It must be acknowledged that marketing campaigns
and (social) media have a widespread and powerful influence on
tourist behavior.

Geopark in strong connection with local context
The aim of the Global Geoparks Network is to protect and
conserve the geological heritage of our planet in a way that
local communities can take ownership of these areas and can
get sustainable economic benefit from them. In this it is essential
to invest in building strong relationships between the geopark
organisation and the local community. Currently the geopark
has already partnerships with several local organisation such as
primary schools and entrepreneurs. Further active involvement
with local organisations within the borders of the geopark and
supporting them either financially or through the allocation
of personnel, knowledge and resources could help to further
strengthen these relationships and make the geopark more visible
in the area. This could be done though joint projects, training,
joint research, publications and events.
Need for better awareness
In general, tourists seem to be lacking an awareness of the
fragility of the geopark’s landscape. To many visitors, the arctic
scenery is an appealing and unusual experience which is, for most,
incomparable with their home-situation. Few tourists understand
the sensitive nature of this volcanic arctic landscape and know
how to behave. The majority are overwhelmed by the scale
and beauty of the landscape, making them suddenly stop their
cars to take breathtaking pictures. Often, tourists are inspired
by the stunning photographs found in their tour guides and on
social media. Pictures showing people walking on sensitive
moss or swimming in wild glacial rivers, serve as an appealing
example which is often copied by tourists when they visit the
area themselves. Such ‘examples’ often show no sensitivity or

Marketing campaigns
influencing the customer
journey
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Celebrities
Justin Bieber recorded a
video in Fjaðrárgljúfur

Social media
promoting walking on the
sensitive moss

Scattered info
different signs in conflict
with each other

Inconspicuous signs
local stories could be told
more evidently
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Poor visibility
of geopark info and signs

Media
landscape as a scenery for
movies and tv series
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Need for a new hierarchy in attraction sites

Avoid quick-fix and non site-specific measures

Currently, the list of geosites indicates many different points of
interest that form attraction sites for tourists. The geopark listed,
and initially promoted, 81 different geosites. These sites formed
part of the conditions under which the geopark was honored
with its UNESCO status. Recently, the geopark has lowered the
number of attraction sites to 51. Nevertheless, the fact that such a
huge amount of different attraction sites, spread throughout the
sensitive landscape, are being promoted to visitors, leaves these
51 sites susceptible to tourism overload. Developing a strategy
to lower the total number of attractions and separate the major
attractions from the secondary and tertiary sites, would assist
in regaining control of the situation and facilitate manageable
tourism within the landscape. This can be done without neglecting
the scientific and geological significance of the original list of 81
sites. The main difference is that a choice should be made in which
sites of these 81 are allocated for tourism purposes (and thus
promoted, designed, planned and operated) and which are not.

Many different sites show traces of damage caused by an overload
of people and, as such, there is a constant need for repair. Often,
the sudden urgency to repair and restore damaged sites, as well
as the need for immediate re-design, leads to quick-fix responses.
Due to the time pressure, planning and re-design is often not
thought-through effectively and, consequently, the quick-fix
measures are often not site-specific. However, the question that
needs to be asked is whether these actions contribute to the
actual experience of the site, and whether they are attuned to local
landscape characteristics. The dire situation at for example the
entrances of Seljalandsfoss, Dyrhólaey, the Núpsstaður heritage
site and Fjaðrárgljúfur canyon, as described earlier, present clear
examples.

Avoid widespread damage, regain control
As a consequence of opening the 81 sites within the geopark to
tourists, an uncontrollable situation has evolved in which all these
sites are susceptible to irreversible traces of damage such as soil
and vegetation degradation. In other words, the damage to the
landscape caused by a tourism overload is spread over a far wider
area. This makes it almost impossible to manage and control all
the different sites. By streamlining the flows of people through
the area, and leading them to a few strategically chosen attraction
sites, the situation can become controllable and manageable
again.
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Distinctive barn
at Drangshlíð rock
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Introduce a distinction in experiences and target groups
The natural Icelandic landscape forms the basic condition
and attraction for tourism to the country. Many surveys (e.g.
Sæþórsdóttir 2014; Sæþórsdóttir & Saarinen 2015, ITB 2014)
demonstrate the keen interest of visitors in the wild Icelandic
landscape. However, further to this general interest, tourists have
different desires and expectations of their visit and towards the
natural environment. Some tourists are highly sensitive to humaninduced changes such as constructions, signs and infrastructure,
and expect to experience pure wilderness. Others are more
tolerant to the artificial human elements in the landscape. As such,
tourists have different demands and perspectives on the level of
development and services provided at sites. The challenge is to
tailor these expectations to the possibilities, characteristics and
vulnerabilities of the landscape entities. If the landscape fulfills the
expectations of the visitor, it will contribute to their satisfaction
and a pleasant experience. Nevertheless, it is obviously impossible
and impractical to please every visitor and to cater all individual
demands (Buhalis, 2000).
Based on the different landscape entities mentioned previously,
we can determine a number of different experiences that could
be offered to different target groups. However, this determination
cannot be solely be based on the different landscape entities,
but also requires more insight into the different target groups
and their demands. In the next section, we address the need for
further discussion and clarification of the abstract word ‘tourist’.
A ‘tourist’ is not simply one type of person, with general desires
and needs. Target groups ought to be described according to
the Recreation Opportunity Spectrum (ROS) and the Purism
Scale model, helping to differentiate the demands and land-use
characteristics of different target groups of tourists (Stankey,
1973; Sæþórsdóttir, 2010; Ólafsdóttir, et.al. 2016).
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Wildernist or urbanist?
planning and designing for
different target groups
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The ‘purist’ tourist is expecting to see high quality natural and
unspoiled wilderness. He or she is an active explorer, preferring
to go off the beaten tracks, appreciating the primitive experience,
traveling individually or in relatively small groups, and independent
in terms of accommodation and route-planning. The ‘urbanist’ is
much more reliant on well-organized travel services and travels
in larger groups. He or she seeks a high level of comfort and
behaves like a spectator, instead of an explorer. These illustrative
‘passports’ demonstrate the polarity within the Purism Scale.
However, intermediate forms of ‘tourist’ also characterized, and
all possess unique demands and characteristics. Relating these
‘passports’ to the actual spatial situation of the landscape, helps to
identify where different target groups should be accommodated,
based on the degree of wildness or development they seek. This
assists in narrowing the gap between the expectations and the
actual experiences on site (Sæþórsdóttir, 2010). In addition, it
also facilitates management of mass-tourism in the landscape and
prevents damage through accommodating different target groups
within the appropriate areas.

PURIST

AT HOME
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ON THEIR WAY

ROADS

URBANIST

INTERACTION

The Purism Scale divides tourists into four groups; strong purists,
moderate purists, neutralists and non-purists. These groups all
have a specific attitude and sensitivity towards the expected
degree of wilderness in the landscape, the level of human
intervention and the presence of artificial elements. Sæþórsdóttir
(2010) links the Purism Scale to the ROS model. This combination
forms an ideal basis for zoning outdoor recreational areas, offering
both developed (more urbanized) and wilderness experiences.
The ROS focuses on what type of recreational experience can
be offered to the visitor based on spatial characteristics, while
the Purism Scale links this to different target groups of tourists
varying from purists to urbanists.
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BACK HOME
Wildernist and urbanist
and their customer journey
passports
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Cyclist in the highlands
on the road to
Landmannalaugar
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This represents a fundamentally different approach from trying
to cater for the demands of every tourist in every area. This is
simply impossible, and leads to uncontrolled development,
severe and irreversible damage, commercialization of pristine
landscapes, gaps between expectation and experience, and in
the end, to disappointed visitors. That is the situation which is
now demonstrable within many areas in the geopark and, more
generally, within Iceland. For a nature destination to be both
attractive and competitive with other sites, it is necessary to
target very specific groups and market segments (Moshin, 2005).
Considerations should be made regarding what type of tourists are
(possibly) attracted to specific landscape entities or attractions,
rather than trying to modify landscapes so as to satisfy every
type of visitor. Distinguishing landscape entities, characteristics
and experiences, and linking them to specific target groups, also
helps to focus marketing strategies and maximize the reach of
marketing funds.

Making the transition from the theoretical model to an actual
spatial situation can be achieved through several indicators.
The natural wildness of the area, the number of encounters with
other tourists and the presence of regulations all determine the
experience of human activity in the area (Sæþórsdóttir, 2010).
Recent studies in Iceland (i.e. Sæþórsdóttir, 2014; 2013; 2012;
2011; 2010a; 2010b; Ólafsdóttir, et al 2016) show that tourists with
a ‘purist’ attitude form the majority of the visitors in the central
highlands, while ‘urbanist’ attitudes are most common among
visitors in the lowlands. Visitors to the central highlands generally
expect less development and services, and are satisfied with
the primitive conditions there (Sæþórsdóttir, 2010). In contrast,
the guests visiting the lowlands expect a much higher level of
development and service and are not as sensitive to artificial
elements in the landscape such as infrastructure and buildings
(hotels etc.).
The composition of visitors and their attitudes may change over
time and influence the demands on services and facilities on site.
However, it is questionable whether or not adjustments should be
made to increase the carrying capacity of sites in response to
increasing demands from tourists. The ROS model underpins the
importance of offering different experiences for different target
groups in the area. The model suggests that not every landscape
entity will, or should, be able to cater for the demands of both
urbanists and purists. In this vein, ROS also indicates the level of
infrastructure and development that should be offered within the
different landscape entities. This emphasizes the importance of
recognizing the unique characteristics of each landscape entity,
and the need to fulfill the expectations of target groups within
these spatial characteristics. The purism scale makes it possible to
plan and design each location on the ROS spectrum with specific
target groups in mind, instead of trying to satisfy each individual.
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Landscape entities
showing different atmospheres
in the geopark

Urbanist / wildernist passports
connected to landscape entities
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All phases of this customer journey can be managed and
influenced, including marketing and advertisement strategies, the
hospitality and quality of the accommodation, and the experience
of well-planned and well-designed landscapes and attractions.
Dealing with the challenges caused by increasing tourism in
Iceland requires a holistic approach, aimed at improving and
managing the total customer journey. Marketing and promotion
on the one hand, and spatial planning and design on the other,
all contribute equally to successful tourism management in
Iceland. This Destination Management Plan is mainly focused on
the spatial aspects. However, it would be wise to link this plan to
the marketing and promotion strategy which is develop by the
Southern region.

Managing and planning the customer journey
The challenges, as described above, operate on many different
scale levels for both spatial planning and design. However, one
should be aware that management of, and influence on, tourism
and tourism behavior are concepts that extend beyond the scope
of spatial planning, and concern the total scope of a ‘customer
journey’.
In this case, the ‘customer journey’ refers to the complete sum
of experiences that customers (or visitors) go through when
interacting with the landscape and the cultural context. Instead
of focusing on just one part of an experience, the customer
journey covers the holistic experience of a visitor. The journey
begins at home, when the potential visitor initially explores
Iceland as a potential holiday destination, for example through
an advertisement or (social) media. The next step is searching
for more detailed information and the consideration, and actual
decision, to go to Iceland. Then, the tourist will start to make
practical preparations such as booking flights, accommodation
and perhaps a rental car. Even the flight itself constitutes part
of the customer journey, as well as their arrival at the airport.
Upon arrival, the spectrum of experiences starts to vary from
the degree of hospitality at a hotel or car rental service, to the
experience of the landscape, cities and cultural heritage. Through
this journey, it will become clear whether the visitor is satisfied
by these experiences, and whether they match their expectations.
The customer journey ends with the departure from Iceland
and arrival at home, where memories of the trip are shared and
recalled. The visitor may even decide to return in the future.
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Customer journey
the complete sum of experiences
that visitors go through
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Coloured landscape
north of Mýrdalsjökull
glacier
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LONG TERM VISION
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Responding to the challenges described
earlier, requires a holistic, long-term vision. As
a starting point for a spatial strategy, some
basic considerations must first be clarified.
These form the central guidelines to develop
and justify spatial inter ventions and actions
as outlined in this vision.
Basic considerations
The creation of this long-term vision requires an acknowledgement of some
basic considerations and consciousness of the effects of particular decisions.
The incentive for this vision is the awareness that tourism could serve as an
important economic stimulus for the geopark, but needs to be more evenly
balanced with the ecological and landscape quality. The landscape forms
the primary drawcard for tourism in the geopark, and thus does not merely
represent nice scenery, but is environmentally and economically valuable.
The better preservation of the landscape should be a primary consideration
in designing a long-term vision for tourism in Iceland.
In order to fulfil this aim, the following compromise must be observed. As
many surveys demonstrate, tourists visit Iceland to experience the landscape
and the natural wilderness. However, it must also be acknowledged that a
wilderness experience does not include the offering of ultra-comfort to
tourists. In other words, when dealing with the challenges caused by growing
tourism, simply catering for the demands of tourists by building more hotels,
more roads and more shopping centers, will never offer a sustainable solution
to the issues. In fact, such actions might even make the situation worse. The
actual assignment is to better preserve the landscape and, simultaneously,
View on Reynisdrangar
basalt rocks in the ocean
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improve the experience of people on site. By focusing on the
quality of the experience itself, it is possible to ensure that the
current ‘consumption of landscape’ by tourists is replaced by
sustainable experiences. This involves ensuring that visitors
return home surprised by the natural beauty of the landscape and
intrigued by the experience of a vibrant local culture and wild and
relatively unspoiled nature, prompting them to return one day.

for the geopark with the different stakeholders in the workshops.
First we determined the zoning plan based on the current
situation and the currently listed geosites within the geopark.
We are very aware that this ROS model represents tourists in a
rather extreme way in a spectrum of urbanists and wildernists.
However, we believe that this extreme spectrum helps to simplify
and clarify the discussion on which areas to allocate for tourism
and which areas not. The zoning map of the current situation was
useful to discuss how, based on the current situation, the future
zoning plan and vision should look like. The zoning as it is found
in the current situation according to the ROS model is based on
different classes and parameters as described below.

The key to achieving this aim, is to utilize the capacity of the
landscape to offer different experiences, and consequently, plan
and design these experiences more effectively. This starts with
better communicating the diverse characteristics and sensitivity of
the landscape to visitors, so that they gain a fuller understanding.
When characterising the various landscapes and experiences,
principles can be formulated to relate these different experiences
to different target groups. Tourism shouldn’t be seen as a general
term, but rather a concept that includes a wide range of people,
each with their own demands.
Envisioning the future of tourism and landscape in the
geopark
Based on the previous considerations we discussed how the
future of tourism and nature conservation could look like in the
geopark during the workshops with the different participants. To
be able to discuss and develop this long-term vision, there was an
urgent need to determine a basic framework that forms the main
guideline for future developments and tourism management in
the area. This framework is based on the Recreation Opportunity
Spectrum (ROS) model and the landscape entities analysis, as
described previously. Based on the theoretical analysis provided
through those tools, we discussed a future holistic zoning plan
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CRITERIA
PHYSICAL

ROS zoning classes and parameters
The ROS model considers the kind of experience that can be
offered to the visitor, based on the spatial characteristics of the
landscape (Clark, 1982; Clark and Stankey, 1979). It identifies four
classes: developed, ‘roaded natural’, semi-primitive and primitive.
These classes include various experiences from more urban
(developed), to wilderness (primitive) experiences. In the specific
case of the geopark (and Iceland in general), the contrast between
the relatively primitive highlands and the more developed lowlands
is very clear. However, since there are also infrastructural elements
and small-scale settlements present in the highlands, a division in
the ‘roaded natural’ class is made between highland and lowland.

Accessibility

Naturalness

Size

Developed

Areas ≤ 5km from
highway no. 1 and larger
settlements (e.g. Klaustur)

No distance criteria
on power lines and
telecommunication
constructions

No size criteria

Roaded natural
(lowland)

Lowland areas ≤ 5km
from any class of road and
settlements

No distance criteria
on power lines and
telecommunication
constructions

No size criteria

Roaded natural
(highland)

Highland areas ≤ 5km
from any class of road and
settlements

No distance criteria
on power lines and
telecommunication
constructions

No size criteria

Semi-primitive

Areas ≥ 3km distance
from any class of road

Areas ≥ 3km distance
from power lines and
telecommunication
constructions

Areas > 25 km2

Primitive

Areas ≥ 5km distance
from any class of road

Areas ≥ 5km distance
from power lines and
telecommunication
constructions

Araeas > 100 km2

CLASS
management factors

To translate the classes mentioned above into actual spatial
zones, three main criteria are introduced. ‘Physical’ focusses on
the actual spatial characteristics of a landscape and considers the
accessibility of the area, the degree of naturalness and the size of
the area. ‘Social’ is based on the degree and ease of interaction
with other tourists in the area, and the sensitivity towards the
visual impact of tourism on the landscape. ‘Managerial’ concerns
the level of development (e.g. infrastructure, buildings, etc.) and
the degree of control and regulation on site. Combining these
criteria with the aforementioned classes, determines specific
parameters enabling us to project a zoning plan on the map.
The matrix on the following pages explains these parameters.
The determination of the parameters is based on Newsome et
al, (2013). The parameters as presented in the matrix, have been
translated to spatial zones using GIS software for overlay analysis.
This results into the zoning map of the current situation.
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SOCIAL

MANAGERIAL

Social interaction Acceptibility of
tourism impact

Level of site
development

Regulation

Very high along roads
and tracks and urban
areas

High –
Substantial impact
evident and accepted

High level tourism
infrastructure Roads and site facilities for
intensive use

Control obvious and
numerous via design,
signs and staff

High along roads and
tracks and settlements

Moderate impact
accepted in specific
areas

Moderate level
tourism infrastructureRoads, site facilities for
moderate use and comfort

Moderate control &
regulation via site
design and signs

Moderate along roads
and tracks

Minor impacts
accepted in specific
areas

Moderate level tourism
infrastructure –
Roads, site facilities for
comfort and security

Low control &
regulation via site
design and signs

Low

Minor impacts
accepted

Low –
Natural setting, artificial
structures rare and isolated

On-site regulations
subtle, if present at all

Few contacts

Not acceptable

None –
No site development, no
artificial structures

No on-site regulation,
reliant on selforganisation
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Zoning in the current situation
The map presents a zoning scheme of the current situation based
on the four classes; developed, roaded natural, semi-primitive
and primitive. As mentioned before, the ‘roaded natural’ class
was further divided into two classes: roaded natural highland and
roaded natural lowland. The map indicates two major principles.
Firstly, it shows what kind of experience is being offered at
different locations in the area, varying from a mass-tourism
urban experience (red) to a sublime wilderness experience (dark
green). The highway forms a central corridor, serving as the base
of a ‘developed’ experience. The further one moves away from
infrastructure, the more primitive the experience becomes. In
this way, a natural separation between different experiences is
offered, helping to accommodate for different target groups.
It is notable that the center of the map features a huge area
covered with a light red color (‘roaded natural’ class). This
indicates that currently, a large part of the region is dominated
by infrastructure and is therefore, no longer able to offer a fully
natural (wild, primitive) experience. Only the areas surrounding
the coastal landscape and the two glaciers demonstrate a
completely primitive wilderness experience (darker green). This
makes it explicitly clear that the region faces a huge challenge
in order to preserve this wilderness experience, not solely from
an ecological perspective but also from an economic-tourism
perspective. Any additions to the existing (already dense) road
network will immediately affect the quality and size of the areas
indicated as ‘primitive’.
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Primitive
Semi-primitive
Roaded natural (highland)
Roaded natural (lowland)
Developed

ROS zoning
of the current situation
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Zoning sketches
of the desired situation as made
by the workshop participants
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Possible future zoning of the geopark
The zoning scheme of the current situation underpins a basic
principle and normative value of the zoning plan – next to a zoning
of target groups (red and green) in the area it also determines
how future developments in the area ought to be done. On the
one hand, the plan could be used as a restrictive measure to
control unchecked development, in order to preserve fragile and
pristine experiences. On the other hand, the map also emphasizes
the urgent need to improve the quality of the experiences in the
different zones. For example, within the ‘developed’ zone, visitors
expect outstanding quality in terms of infrastructure, parking
facilities and excellent accessibility via well-maintained hiking
trails and information signs. In the primitive zones, visitors expect
a fully natural experience without any artificial elements and a
limited degree of accessibility.

From this the general conclusion was drawn that the geopark
should stimulate a much more environmental friendly tourism
in the area than the mass-tourism as it can be seen in the
current situation. In this, the zoning scheme is not only about
ecological preservation and controlling future developments. It
also facilitates a better connection between the expectations of
visitors and the actual experience on site. This is directly related
to financial considerations such as the expenditure of tourists
and the economic significance of tourists for the municipality.
Therefore, this is a fundamental tool in promoting prosperous
and environmentally friendly tourism development in the area in
the long-term.

With these basic principles as a starting point a future zoning
scheme for the geopark was drawn by the participants of the
workshops. On the next pages we show some of these sketches
to illustrate the visions the participants had. During the sketching
session it became immediately clear that the drawings of possible
future zoning were much greener than the zoning scheme of the
current situation. All different sketches are summarised in one
over-all map presenting the possible future zoning scheme for the
geopark. However, it should be made fully clear that this is not
a restrictive zoning plan but moreover shows a ‘desired image’
as envisioned by the participants of the workshops. Nevertheless
it is interesting to compare this vision map with the map of the
current situation and see what these differences tell about the
envisioned future of the geopark.
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Primitive
Semi-primitive
Roaded natural (lowland)
Developed

ROS zoning
of the desired situation,
derived from the workshops
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MAIN VISION STATEMENT
The general discussion on zoning, based on the ROS model, led to a shared vision
statement and direction for the geopark in the coming years. It is described as follows.
“ We aim to create a balance between ecological, economical and
experiential interests by protecting the natural environment, promoting
local sustainable development on the long term, supporting and promoting
local culture and placing a strong emphasis on sustainable nature tourism
with high experiential values.”
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This statement is supported and further explained by several goals:

Better preservation and protection of geological treasures and
the natural environment (flora and fauna), by avoiding further and
uncontrolled damage to vegetation and nature areas.

Strengthening partnerships with local industries and entrepreneurs
and stimulate the use of local products, services and goods to
benefit the local economy;

Promoting sustainable nature-based tourism instead of masstourism, by avoiding to offer to much comfort and facilities on the
different geosites;

Improve the hospitality within the area by offering courses and
trainings to local inhabitants and entrepreneurs so they can serve
as a host or local tourguide;

Streamlining the flow of visitors through the landscape in order to
be able to limit the environmental impact;

Improve the content of the geopark’s info signs and communication
to make the geopark more visible in the area and to stimulate
awareness of the quality of the natural landscape;

Creating focus, hierarchy and structure in the destinations and
geosites within the geopark by limiting the amount of attraction
sites which are offered to tourists;

Make integral policies on preserving the service level in the
villages to improve and sustain the livelihood of the villages and
quality of life for the local community;

Offering different experiences for different target groups;

Develop an over-all marketing plan for the geopark, strongly
connected to the carrying capacity of the landscape;

Divide the geosites into focal points for tourism and less accessible
geosites for scientific purposes in order to prevent uncontrollable
traffic flows and damage to all geosites;

Critically evaluate all new developments and initiatives (such as
building hotels, roads, restaurants etc.) on their intrinsic quality
and their possible impact on the environment;

Planning and designing appropriate and site-specific focal points,
infrastructure and facilities, related to the desired carrying
capacity of a teosinte and the narrative of the geopark’s landscape;

Stimulate sustainable revenue of tourism for the benefits of the
local community.
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Planning guidelines
To translate the vision statement, zoning
scheme and goals as described above
into practical tools, we present several
planning guidelines.

Base camp in Þórsmörk
hidden in the forest
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Streamlining infrastructure and access
Currently the road network within the geopark is quite dense,
making it difficult to control the flow of people through the area.
In order to be able to better manage the flow of mass-tourism
through the area, it is crucial to assign a limited number of main
‘attractions’. These ‘focal points’ attract the majority of the visitors
to a certain location or in a certain direction. Careful and strategic
decisions concerning which locations should be chosen as focal
points, is the key to being able to better manage and streamline
the flow of people. This will be elaborated in the next chapter.

Current situation
accessibility everywhere

Strategy
focal points help to
streamline traffic
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Clustering services and facilities
Currently, debates are ongoing about choosing an appropriate
location for several new facilities both within and outside the
boundaries of the villages. Examples of such facilities are new
visitor centers and new hotels. For the sake of the long-term
ecological, and therefore also economic, value (tourism industries)
of the geopark, building new facilities outside the boundaries of
the villages is detrimental, undesirable and unwise. Disturbing
the landscape with more new artificial elements, will disturb the
nature experience for visitors. Furthermore, all efforts should be
taken to promote the sustainable livelihood of the villages by
clustering facilities and services within the urban boundaries of
all three villages. This is not only to provide a high quality service
level for tourists, but also for the local inhabitants. In this way, a
resilient and vibrant urban center and community in the geopark
can be guaranteed on the long-term. In this way, tourism also
provides opportunities for sustainable rural developments.

Current situation
debates are ongoing about chosing
appropriate locations for new
developments

Strategy
clustering facilities in the villages
to preserve their livelihood
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Hierarchy in spatial planning and experience through focal points
Related to the principle of streamlining flows of people by attracting them to certain
locations, is the specific choice of which sites should be assigned as focal points.
Apart from infrastructural or managerial considerations, this could also be based on
experiential and economical perspectives. For example, landscape entities with lower
sensitivity (e.g. soil and vegetation sensitivity) but with a vibrant experience, could be
chosen as locations for focal points. Instead of offering many different points of interest
to visitors, the amount of focal points should be limited to several, high-quality points
of interest.
This necessitates the introduction of a hierarchy in the experience of the landscape.
Some sites are designated as main focal points and attractions for the majority of
visitors. Here, the accessibility, capacity of on-site facilities and the actual experience
should be of an excellent quality. Other sites are categorized as far less important and
might even be closed or made less accessible. This hierarchy assists in managing the flow
of (mass-)tourism, its impact and traffic through the area and balances recreational use
with ecological values.
Assigning focal points also helps to naturally distinguish between target groups and
experiences in the area. The main focal points are likely to be visited by the majority
of visitors; the ‘mass’. In contrast, other sites which are more inconspicuous, silent and
pristine become high quality experiences for individuals seeking a wilderness experience.
This distinction between experiences and target groups are a direct result of working
with a new hierarchy of focal points and allows for consequent adjustment and creation
of marketing and promotion strategies for the area.

STREAMLINING
MASS-TOURISM

NATURALLY DISTINGUISH
BETWEEN TARGET GROUPS
AND EXPERIENCES

STREAMLINING
TRAFFIC

SUSTAINABLE
MAINTENANCE

CLUSTERING
FACILITIES

CONTROLLING THE
IMPACT OF TOURISM
ON THE LANDSCAPE

STRATEGIC MARKETING
AND PROMOTION

PROMOTING
ECONOMIC RETURN

IMPROVING
EXPERIENCES

Furthermore, carefully choosing these focal points assists with better organization and
improved spatial configuration of different attraction sites. Identifying just a few focal
points is critical in order to manage and maintain the landscape, communicate effectively
to tourists through information signs, cluster facilities and to promote economic return.

Significance of focal points
multiple values

ADEQUATE
COMMUNICATION
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Preserving wilderness experience through zoning
Iceland is one of the few places left in Europe where tourists can
experience pristine wilderness, particularly in the highland areas.
These natural resources are thus an essential aspect of the tourist
experience. However, over the past decades the highlands have
experienced a rapid expansion in man-made structures, including
infrastructure, facilities and buildings (Ólafsdóttir and Runnström,
2011). In their study, Ólafsdóttir and Runnström (2011) evaluated
the condition of Icelandic wilderness. Using different analysis
methods, the wilderness areas were mapped based on their
proximity to man-made structures (proximity analysis) and their
visibility in relation to topography (viewshed analysis). The study
showed that almost 34 percent of Iceland is covered by wilderness
and that it is under continuous pressure. This also applies to the
geopark. There are no longer any continuous wilderness areas
covering the geopark. The most coherent wilderness areas can be
found at the glaciers and near the coastline. This emphasizes the
need for well-preserved, wild landscapes and zoning in order to
preserve the natural wilderness for tourism in future.

Strategy
Regional zoning strategy helps to preserve
the natural landscape and wilderness better
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Vast landforms
near Emstrur Fjallabak
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View from harbour
of Vestmannaeyjar
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RECREATIVE ENVIRONMENTAL
FRAMEWORK
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Previously, we described the multiple functions
and value of assigning specific focal points
in the area. Choosing strategic locations for
these focal points immediately affects the
flow of people through the area, and thus its
impact on the landscape.

A

crucial aspect of this approach, is to keep the amount of
focal points as low as possible. When too many points
are presented as interesting attractions to visitors, the
likelihood of damage and uncontrolled pressure on the
landscape increases exponentially.

Based on group discussion meetings with local stakeholders and the
zoning ideas described in the previous chapter, a so-called Recreative
Environmental Framework (REF) was developed. This concept aims to
introduce more hierarchy and structure in the destination management
of the geopark. It matches the local landscape conditions and
carrying capacity with specific types of tourism land use and target
groups. The framework helps to manage and organise tourism in the
geopark, from an ecological, economical and experiential perspective
It structures alle geosites according to the target group approach
as pointed out earlier with the ROS-model en Purism scale. This
structure is built up as follows.

Hiking signs
in Þórsmörk
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1. FOCAL POINTS
These are geosites which form the primary and major attraction sites for tourists,
especially for the target group ‘urbanists’. The focal points help to streamline
the majority of the traffic through the area and prevent a sprawled impact from
tourism on the landscape. Focal points have excellent accessibility and multiple
facilities and are actively being promoted.

2. SECONDARY SITES
These are geosites that need better protection and are not suitable for mass
tourism. They are excluded from the mass-tourism infrastructure and preserved
better to protect nature and geology. These sites have less accessibility, little
to no facilities and are less actively promoted. This makes these sites more
interesting for people in between the urbanist and the wildernist target group.

3. ALL OTHER GEOSITES
These are geosites fully excluded from the tourism infrastructure. The sites have
very limited accessibility, no facilities at all, are only accessible by extensive
hiking trails and are not promoted at all. This makes these sites interesting for the
wildernist target group.
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During the workshops and group discussions all 81 listed geosites
were put in one of these categories. Criteria for this selection
were for example the carrying capacity of the specific landscape
type, the availability of roads and access points nearby and the
size of the geosites. This led to 19 focal points (including the three
villages) and 9 secondary sites. All other geosites were put in the
third category and excluded from the tourism infrastructure.
When compared with the zoning scheme of the current situation it
becomes clear that all 19 focal points are located within the zoning
class ‘developed’, and two are located within the class ‘roaded
natural’. This means that all focal points are located in areas which
are already (to some extent) influenced by human interventions
such as infrastructure or buildings. Based on the landscape
entities, specific locations have been determined in light of their
capacity to offer a unique and vibrant landscape experience for
visitors. Almost every landscape entity accommodates at least
one focal point. In this way, the total set of focal points represents
the variety of the geopark’s landscape to visitors.
Transfer points
The last element which is added to the Recreative Environmental
Framework is ‘transfer points’. The reason for this is that some
focal points are strongly related to secondary points. An example
is the Sólheimajökull entrance area with the café and parking lot
which is related to the actual Sólheimajökull glacier but is located
at quite a distance from the actual attraction. The entrance zone
can be reached by car or bus and offers some facilities to the
visitors. However, the glacier itself is located further away and can
only be reached by foot and a guided glacier tour. When relating
this to the urbanist and wildernist target group this means that
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the entrance area with the parking lot and café are more part of
the comfortable urbanist experience, but the glacier itself is more
part of a wildernist experience. In other words, visitors can be
made aware of the fact that they shift between target groups when
moving from the entrance area to the actual glacier. This implies
that the degree of comfort, the service level and facilities shift as
well. The same could be applied to for example Hólaskjól versus
Eldgjá and Langisjór, but is an interesting principle for Dyrhólaey,
Fjaðrárgljúfur, Þakgil and Þórsmörk as well. In all of these cases it
could be considered to move the facilities, entrances and parking
spaces more closer to the main road in order to improve and
preserve the natural experiences on these sites. This is related
directly to the analysis in the first chapters of this reports in
which we reflected on the fact that at many geosites the natural
treasures are often spoilt by toilet buildings, parking spaces etc.
Next to spatial, experiential and environmental considerations
als economical incentives could be connected to these transfer
points. For example in the case of Þórsmörk. The area is located
quite far away from the main road and is not easily accessible for
the average tourist. Many rental cars get flooded when crossing
the rivers every year. Assigning Seljalandsfoss as a transfer point
to Þórsmörk could open up more opportunities for local tour
operators to organise transportation services to Þórsmörk. This
would at the same time limit the amount of individual cars driving
towards Þórsmörk and would help to preserve the unique serenity
of the area. In that sense the transfer points have economical,
ecological and experiential benefits.
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transfer

Focal points

Secondary points

Other geosites
(no part of tourism
infrastructure)

Transfer points

Dyrhólaey (lower part)
Fjaðrárgljúfur
Kúðafljót
Landbrotshólar
Landeyjahöfn - Vestmannaeyjar
Núpsstaður
Reynisfjara
Rútshellir
Seljalandsfoss
Skaftáreldahraun (Eldhraun)
Skógarfoss
Sólheimajökull (parking area and café)
Sólheimasandur (parking area)
Tungusel

Þykkvabæjarklaustur
Dyrhólaey (upper part near lighthouse)
Eldgjá and Ófærufoss
Fjaðrárgljúfur (canyon)
Hólaskjól
Lakagígar
Langisjór
Þakgil
Þórsmörk
Sólheimajökull (glacier)
Sólheimasandur (DC-3 plane wreck)

Drangurinn í Drangshlíð
Dyrhólaós, Loftsalahellir
Eyjarhóll, Pétursey
Hjörleifshöfði
Pöstin
Katla, Mýrdalsjökull, Mýrdalssandur
Lómagnúpur
Mögugilshellir, Þórólfsfell
Nauthúsagil
Steinahellir
Stóra-Dímon, Litla-Dímon
Efra-Hvolshellar
Laufskálavarða
Paradísarhellir
Seljavallalaug
Þríhyrningur
Álftaversgígar
Dverghamrar
Emstrur, Fjallabak
Eyjafjallajökull, Gígjökull, Steinsholtsjökull
Fagrifoss
Fimmvörðuháls, Magni&Móði
Foss á Síðu
Hafursey
Markarfljótsgljúfur, Markarfljótsaurar
Merkjárfoss/Gluggafoss
Skaftá
Tindfjallajökull, Tindfjöll
Bjarnargarður

Hvolsvöllur > Þórsmörk
Seljalandsfoss > Þórsmörk
Sólheimajökull parking > glacier
Dyrhólaey lower part > lighthouse
Vík > Þakgil
Þykkvabæjarklaustur > Alviðruhamra lighthouse
Fjaðrárgljúfur > canyon and Laki
Tungusel > Hólaskjól
Hólaskjól > Eldgjá and Langisjór

Hvolsvöllur
Vík
Kirkjubæjarklaustur (including
Kirkjugólf, Systrastapi, Klausturheiði and
Systravatn)

Recreative Environmental Framework
categories

101

Tindfjallajökull,
Tindfjöll

Mögugilshellir,
Þórólfsfell

Emstrur Fjallabak

Markarfljótsgljúfur

Stóra-Dímon,
Litla-Dímon

Katla, Mýrdalsjökull

Efra-Hvolshellar

Þórsmörk

Nauthúsagil
Fimmvörðuháls,
Magni & Móði

Þakgil

Eyjafjallajökull
Sólheimajökull
(glacier)
Seljalandsfoss

Skógarfoss

Seljavallalaug

Sólheimajökull

Rútshellir

Sólheimasandur
Eyjarhóll,
Pétursey

Drangurinn í
Drangshlíð

Steinahellir

Hvolsvöllur

Paradísarhellir

Vík

Reynisfjara
Landeyjahöfn
Dyrhólaey
(lighthouse)

Vestmannaeyjar

Recreative Environmental
Framework

Sólheimasandur
DC-3 plane wreck
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Dyrhólaey
(lower part)

Hafursey

Þríhyrningur

Merkjárfoss
/ Gluggafoss
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Langisjór

Ófærufoss

Laufskálavarða

Álftaversgígar

Skaftá

Tungusel

Fjaðrárgljúfur
(canyon)
Fjaðrárgljúfur

Foss á Síðu

Fagrifoss

Kirkjugólf

Lakagígar

Systrastapi, Klausturheiði,
Systravatn

Eldgjá

Hólaskjól

Landbrotshólar

lighthouse
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Dverghamrar

Þykkvabæjarklaustur

Bjarnargarður

Hjörleifshöfði

Skaftáreldahraun

Kirkjubæjarklaustur

Kúðafljót

Núpsstaður
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Primitive
Semi-primitive
Roaded natural (highland)
Roaded natural (lowland)
Developed

ROS zoning
of the current situation,
combined with the focal
points selected
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Primitive
Semi-primitive
Roaded natural (lowland)
Developed

ROS zoning
of the desired situation,
derived from the workshops,
combined with the focal
points selected
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Ingredients for the Recreative Environmental Framework:
toolbox
Previously we described the different elements that built the REF;
focal points, secondary points, other geosites and transfer points.
These four elements all have specific ingredients. For example
the focal points require good infrastructure and a high service
level, while the secondary points and other geosites have limited
accessibility. To clarify what ingredients are attached to the focal
points, secondary points, other geosites and transfer points we
developed a toolbox. This toolbox is applied to all sites that were
selected and which are listed above.
The toolbox shows for each site selected what ingredients are
needed in future for the best destination performance within the
tourism infrastructure of the geopark. This is developed based on
the need for a balance in ecological, environmental, economical
and experiential motives. The overview which is provided in the
toolbox makes explicitly clear what the differences between the
selected sites are and which ingredients are needed to cater the
demands of the specific target groups on the individual sites. All
tools from the toolbox are specified on the next pages. In the next
chapter we specify this toolbox further by describing a specific
action plan for each individual site.

Wildernists and
urbanists
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WITHIN THE TOOLBOX WE CLARIFY FOR EACH SITE:
ATTRACTION / GEOSITE

TRAILS AND PATHS

INFORMATION

Urbanist: Main focal points, excellent, accessibility, actively promoted

Paved trails & paths

Large information sign at the site

Purist: Geosites with less accessibility, not actively promoted

Semi paved trails & paths

Small information sign at the site

Focal point

Unpaved trails & paths

Large information sign by the road side

Village and central hub

No trails & paths

Small information sign by the road side

ACCESSIBILITY
Accessible by ring road 1

Marked trails

Unmarked trails

FEES / NO FEES
Entrance fee

Accessible by F-road

FACILITIES AND HOSPITALITY

Donation box, free gift

Accessible by other gravel road

Trash can

Parking fee

Accessible only by foot

Resting area

Toilet fee

Accessible by boat

Toilet

Busstop

Cafe

PARKING
Car park L
Car park M
Car park S
Touring car park

PROMOTION

Restaurant
Visitor center
Shop
Camp site
Electricity
Water
Ranger, host
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A lot of promotion
Some promotion
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ATTRACTION / GEOSITE

ACCESSIBILITY

PARKING

Dyrhólaey

Dyrhólaey

Eldgjá

Ófærufoss

Fjaðrárgljúfur

Fjaðrárgljúfur

Hólaskjól

Hvolsvöllur

Kirkjubæjarklaustur

Kúðafljót

Lakagígar
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TRAILS AND PATHS
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FACILITIES AND HOSPITALITY

INFORMATION
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FEES / NO FEES

PROMOTION
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ATTRACTION / GEOSITE

ACCESSIBILITY

PARKING

Landbrotshólar

Langisjór

Landeyjahöfn

Vestmannaeyjar

Núpsstaður

Þakgil

Þórsmörk

Þykkvabæjarklaustur

Alviðruhamra light house

Reynisfjara
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FACILITIES AND HOSPITALITY

INFORMATION
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FEES / NO FEES

PROMOTION
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ATTRACTION / GEOSITE

ACCESSIBILITY

PARKING

Rútshellir

Seljalandsfoss

Skaftáreldahraun

Skógarfoss

Sólheimajökull

Sólheimajökull

Sólheimasandur

DC-3 plane wreck

Tungusel

Vík
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TRAILS AND PATHS
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FACILITIES AND HOSPITALITY

INFORMATION
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FEES / NO FEES

PROMOTION
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Hikers
at Laki
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ACCESSIBILITY

PARKING

TRAILS AND PATHS

INFORMATION
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Öldufell mountain
with its waterfall
116

DMP Katla UNESCO Global Geopark

ACTION PLAN
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Sheep
near Kirkjubæjarklaustur
118

DMP Katla UNESCO Global Geopark

This chapter is the action plan which forms a fur ther specification
of the Recreative Environmental Framework and all sites selected
within that framework. In this action plan each individual site
has its own project page with shor t description of the site /
project, a brief insight in the ideas and plans that were already
developed, specified actions according to the vision and toolbox
as presented in the previous chapter, and clearly marked goals
for each project. For some projects an example sketch design is
made to illustrate the possibilities and ideas from the action plan.
Together, all project pages form the integral action plan of this
Destination Management Plan which is structured according to the
Recreative Environmental Framework.
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Environment

Toilet

Hotels

Improve landscape experience

Visitor center

Health care

Streamline flow of people

Shops

Kiosk

Limit impact of trails on nature

Gas station

Residential

Awareness of climate change

Police / fire brigade
rescue teams

Camp ground

Flora protection

Restaurants

Ferry

Animal protection

Community services

Museums

Limit impact of trampling

Awareness of sensitivity of landscape

Legend
current facilities

Legend
goals, part of the action plan
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Infrastructure

Economy

Facilities and hospitality

Improve road / access

Source of income for local economy

Improve safety

Improve parking space

Stimulate revenue from tourism for local
economy

Establish / improve info center

Improve traffic signs near
attraction sites

Restaurants within village

Improve signing

Hotels within village

Improve info and brochures

Supporting local community

Shops / facilities within village

Improve resting areas

Central hub / gathering place

Stimulate use and sale of local products

Plan / design viewing points

Intensive collaboration between
municipalities

Supporting local tour operators

Locate / expand toilet facilities

Social / community

Support awareness of local
traditions

New paths and trails

Preserve livelihood of villages

Improve hospitality, assign hosts
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SELJALANDSFOSS
Seljalandsfoss is a 65m high water fall which
cascades over ancient sea cliffs into a pool
below. The pool is called Kerið or sometimes
Fossker. It is possible to walk around behind
the falls and come out the other side – the
only one of its kind in Iceland. The water fall
is one of the most visited geosites within the
geopark. Traces of damage to vegetation,
mud trails, and a lack of parking capacity
and good facilities are the main challenges
to overcome.

1

2

3

4

1. Old farm houses near Seljalandsfoss
2. Current parking area, blocking the view to the waterfall
3. Damage to paths and vegetation caused by trampling
4. Paths lacking enough capacity for the amount of visitors
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Current Facilities

P
Current Plans / Ideas
•
•

plans for relocating the entrance road are currently being developed.
there is an ongoing debate on where to locate the new parking places and a new
visitor center.

Action Plan
•
•

relocate parking place to a visually less disturbing spot
establishing a new visitor center with respect to the open character of the
landscape.
improve the connection and junction with the main road
restoration of paths to and behind the water falls
improving signing and provide coherent info
use the site as a transfer point to Þórsmörk and Vestmannaeyjar

•
•
•
•

Goals
KR

5
5. View from the highway, parking is visually dominating nature
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√
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Aerial view on Seljalandsfoss
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Seljalandsfoss has been subject to debate
for years already. The main problems on
the site are the capacity fo the parking
space, the condition of the paths and
the lack of an appropriate visitor center
with (toilet) facilities. Recently a plan
was developed in which the parking
area was moved a bit closer to the old
farm buildings. As well a large visitor
center building was added. However,
the plan shows a rather sprawled
configuration. The new parking area
still seems to dominate the landscape
and the new visitor center is rather
large and affects the natural character
of the site. To provide a more holistic
plan for the site an illustrative design
for the site is presented in this DMP,
which hopefully could add something
to the discussion on the future of the
site. The proposal for Seljalandsfoss

includes both infrastructural and
architectural elements. First, the parking
area is moved closer to the old farm and
becomes part of the farm’s premises.
The parking area can be accessed
using a road which is positioned on the
location of the old driveway of the farm.
Second, the old farm is used as a base
for building a new visitor center. A new
visitor center building is situated behind
the old farm buildings in such a way
that a new and more compact cluster
of buildings is being created. The old
farm buildings and small barns could
be transformed into museum facilities
with a reference to the typical Icelandic
countryside history. The new building
adjacent to the old farm buildings could
accommodate a restaurant, toilets and
information center. In accordance with
the old farm buildings the roof of the

Current situation
no visitor center and low
parking capacity
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Recent plans form municipality
moving and enlarging the parking
area, large new visitor center

Proposal
clustering parking and integrating visitor center
with old farm houses, more compact solution
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new visitor center building will be covered with turf and grass.
By doing this a coherent building cluster is created, which rises
up from the landscape. Using these materials helps to connect
the new building better with the surrounding landscape. In this
way the building does not affect the natural landscape but is
actually derived from it. From the interior of the building stunning
views to the waterfalls and its surroundings are being offered.
In between the new building and the old farm buildings a small
central square is incorporated. This square connects the hiking
routes to the waterfalls with the visitor center. From the visitor
center a new route is introduced towards the Seljalandsfoss and
Gljúfrabúi waterfalls. At Seljalandsfoss a new path is created to
offer a safer and more vibrant experience of the waterfall. A new
circular boardwalk substitutes the current slippery mud trails and
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stairs. The boardwalk is based on the height differences in the
terrain and leads towards the back of the waterfall. The water
comes down in the center of the boardwalk.
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Design
new circular boardwalk at the waterfall
to control flows of visitors and improve experience
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Design for new visitor center
integrated with the old farm, with a
view to the waterfall
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View on the old farm near Seljalandsfoss
possible location for new visitor center
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HVOLSVÖLLUR
Hvolsvöllur is the westernmost village and is
in fact the only town in Iceland which has not
been established by the sea or a river, but
entirely as a center of ser vice for the area.
Hvolsvöllur ’s primar y businesses are ser vices
for the agriculture, their surrounding areas
and the tourism industr y. At Hvolsvöllur you
can find the Njál ’s Saga Center and in the
spring of 2017 the LAVA, Iceland volcano
and earthquake center, opened with new
and exciting exhibitions. At Hvolsvöllur there
is a bank, a post office, a tourist information
center, a hotel, guesthouses, camping sites,
restaurants, shops, a pharmacy, a healthcare
center, a fully equipped spor ts center, a
swimming pool, car ser vices, a rescue team,
gas stations and other businesses and public
ser vices.

1

2

3

1. Base camp of local tour operator with hostel and restaurant
2. Recently opened LAVA center
3. Highway crossing the village
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Current Facilities

Action Plan
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

keep the village as the main service center for facilities, shops, restaurants and
hotels;
prevent building hotels and restaurants outside of the urban boundaries of the
village to prevent the landscape from being spoilt with buildings;
any new facilities should be built within the village to preserve its livelihood on
the long term;
improve road junctions within the village to improve the safety of the roads;
improve visibility of the geopark signing and info panels;
invest the revenue from tourism in facilities and services for the local community;
involve community in tourism via courses and training programmes (local guides,
hosts, etc.);
make a long term vision / policy for the village to preserve its livelihood and the
quality of life for the community and local inhabitants.

Goals
√

+

133

+

P
+

+

KR

+

+

DMP Katla UNESCO Global Geopark

RÚTSHELLIR
Rútshellir cave in Hrútafell is said to be the
largest man-made cave in Iceland and has
many legends connected to it. The upper
half contains an adjoining cave which is
so high that at one time a 2nd floor was
probably installed making this a double storey
cave. Further in, there is a ledge that was
undoubtedly used for sleeping. Recently the
cave was restored. Near the cave there is
a meadow for sheep. Fur ther down the road
recently a restaurant was renewed including
an appropriate parking area. Because the
site is ver y near to the road and already has
some facilities in place, it could function as a
focal point focussing on the cultural aspects
and histor y in the geopark.

1

2

3

1. Cave and meadow near the highway
2. Parking area in poor condition
3. Interior of the barn in the cave
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Current Facilities

P
Action Plan
•
•
•
•
•

design a small path between the cave and the restaurant to connect both;
reconstruct the junction with the highway and make it safer;
agree on better organised access to the site with the land-owners;
put in place signs and info panels to tell the story of the place, both at the restaurant
and the cave;
remove other parking possibilities along the road to improve the safety of the
road system.

Goals
√

4
4. Front view of the cave with integrated sheep barn
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SKÓGARFOSS
Skógar foss is one of the most beautiful
water falls in Iceland. This classic 62m high
and 15m wide water fall is the last and most
spectacular in a series of falls that are found
in the Skógá River. The water fall is one of
the most visited geosites within the geopark.
Traces of damage to vegetation, muddy trails,
and a lack of parking capacity are the main
challenges to overcome at this geosite.

1

2

3

4

1. Turf houses near the museum
2. Parking area dominating the view to the waterfall
3. Trail leading to viewing platform on top of the hill, damaged by over-trampling
4. Loss of vegetation near the waterfall
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Current Facilities

P
Current Plans / Ideas
•
•

plans for relocating infrastructure and parking are being executed in 2018;
with this the visibility of the water fall will be improved.

Action Plan
•
•

active restoration of paths up the hill and towards the lower part of the water fall;
improve visibility of the geopark signing and info panels.

Goals
√

5
5. Unclear routing towards waterfall causing damage to vegetation

137

P

DMP Katla UNESCO Global Geopark

138

DMP Katla UNESCO Global Geopark

Aerial view on Skógarfoss
and viewing platform on top of the hill
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SÓLHEIMAJÖKULL
Sólheimajökull is an outlet glacier that
descends from the southwest corner of
Mýrdaljökull. It is a so called „climate glacier“
as it responds rather quickly to climate
changes. Access to the glacier tongue is
rather easy because it reaches down to
the lowlands. Access to the glacier is only
possible and safe through booking an
specialised excursion. From Ringroad 1 an
asphalted access road leads to a large
parking space. The restaurant / café at the
parking space is a temporal cabin building.
From the parking space visitors are required
to take a walk to the glacier. A sign indicates
that the last par t of the trail to the glacier
is only accessible for visitors wearing special
clothing and equipment.

1

2

3

1. Main parking area and entrance
2. Unpaved trail from parking area to glacier
3. The glacier is only accessible via booking a tour
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Current Facilities

P
Action Plan
•

build better facilities near the parking space, such as a restaurant as a replacement
for the temporal cabins;
establish a safe viewing platform near the glacier for visitors (including disabled
people) who want to experience the view;
do not extend the road all the way to the glacier, keep it as a pedestrian path;
keep the guided excursions as the only way to access and climb the actual glacier
in order to prevent the area from being flooded by people and to preserve its
pristine character;
use the glacier as an educational example for climate change.

•
•
•
•

Goals

KR

4
4. Aerial view on the glacier tongue
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Excursions on the glacier
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SÓLHEIMASANDUR
DC-3 PLANE WRECK
The Sólheimasandur DC-3 plane wreck dates
from 1973 when a United States Navy DC
plane ran out of fuel and crashed on the
black beach at Sólheimasandur. The remains
are still on the sand ver y close to the sea. The
wreck forms an increasingly popular tourist
attraction.

1

2

3

1. Trail leading towards the plane wreck at the beach
2. Parking area near the highway
3. Tourists making selfies at the plane wreck
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Current Facilities

P
Current Plans / Ideas
•
•

recently a large parking space was built just along Ringroad 1. From the parking
space people are required to walk to the actual plane wreck;
the parking space functions quite good as a transfer point preventing cars to drive
all the way to the wreck through agricultural fields.

Action Plan
•
•

info panels and signing could be improved to tell the story behind the plan wreck;
avoid to build new facilities, keep it low profile.

Goals

4
4. View on the parking area, the highway and the beach and ocean

145

DMP Katla UNESCO Global Geopark

146

DMP Katla UNESCO Global Geopark

View on the DC-3 plane wreck
at Sólheimasandur beach
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DYRHÓLAEY
Dyrhólaey is the southernmost point in the
countr y. The south side of Dyrhólaey is a
narrow strip,100 m in height, with ver tical cliffs
that drop abruptly to the sea on either side.
Dyrhólaey is an impor tant bird nesting site
and the area has been protected since 1978.
It forms an impor tant tourist attraction, both
the lower part with the arch formed rocks and
the higher par t with the lighthouse. Both the
lower part and higher par t are accessible by
car via a road. The road up the hill and the
hiking trails are showing traces of damage
due to over large amount of visitors.

1

2

3

4

1. View on the Dyrhólaey rock at the shoreline with the lighthouse on top
2. Old lighthouse on top of the Dyrhólaey rock
3. Viewing platform at the lower part of the site
4. Recently built toilet building at the lower part of the site
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Current Facilities

P
Current Plans / Ideas
•
•

recently the parking space on the lower part was relocated and a toilet building
was built;
on the hill some restorations on the premises of the lighthouse are taking place
currently, including restoration of concrete pilasters surrounding the premises.

Action Plan
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

use the new parking space and toilet building on the lower part as main access
point to the site;
close the road up the hill and only use it as an emergency road or access for
disabled people;
make the hill only accessible by foot via hiking trails starting at the lower part;
restore paths and trails connecting the lower part with the lighthouse on the hill;
remove old parking spaces and restore nature;
improve fences along the cliffs for safety;
improve visibility of the geopark signing and info panels.

Goals

5
5. Traffic jam on small road to the top of the hill
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Aerial view to Dyrhólaey
with surrounding rocks in the ocean

151

DMP Katla UNESCO Global Geopark

REYNISFJARA
At Reynisfjara several interesting geological
objects can be found. Reynisfjall is a 340 m
high tuff mountain, the Reynisdrangar stacks
are a collection of 66 m high rock pillars that
rise out of the sea and on Reynisfjöru beach,
ver y beautiful basalt formations in the south
part of the mountain can be seen, as well
as a cave called Hálsanefshellir. Reynisfjara
attracts many tourists visiting the beach and
its surroundings. Recently a new restaurant
was built near the beach. The access road
to the site as well as the parking space
seem to lack enough capacity to carr y the
large amount of visitors. Next to that, the
safety of the site for visitors (protection from
rip currents from the sea) needs continuous
attention.

1

2

3

1. View on the parking area and restaurant
2. Warning signs near the beach
3. Basalt rocks at the beach
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Current Facilities

P
Current Plans / Ideas
•

recently a new restaurant was built near the existing parking space

Action Plan
•
•

rethink the location of the parking space and the design of the access road and
the capacity of both;
restructure the signing and safety instructions to make them more clear, coherent
and convincing.

Goals
√

153

P

DMP Katla UNESCO Global Geopark

154

DMP Katla UNESCO Global Geopark

Reynisfjara beach
Reynisfjall mountain and Reynisdrangar
rocks in the ocean
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VÍK
Vík is the southernmost village in the geopark
and still has some old cultural relics and
a historical character. Recently a museum
opened showing the historical Skaftfellingur
ship. Next to that a geopark info center is
located in the village. South of the village the
black beach is located with a good view on
the characteristic Reynisdrangar rocks in the
sea. The village faces several challenges. Due
to growth in tourism the community changed
from solely Icelandic to more international.
Many foreign employees of restaurants
and hotels now live in the village. These
developments lead to a need for expanding
the village with new houses and facilities.
Other challenges are related to infrastructural
problems such as the capacity of the highway
itself and the accessibility of the village from
the west during winter. Fur thermore, the village
is located in an area that could be flooded
by outburst from the Katla volcano and the
shoreline faces severe erosion problems.

1

2

3

4

1. Characteristic church of Vík
2. Poor visibility of geopark signs in the village
3. Katla center and museum
4. Skaftfellingur museum
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Current Facilities

Current Plans / Ideas
•
•
•
•

plans are developed to relocate Ringroad 1, including a tunnel through the
Reynisfjall mountain;
currently urban expansion takes place at the eastern side of the village with new
houses and shops;
plans and ideas are developed for flood protection from outbursts from Katla;
plans are developed for designing a village square near the Skaftfellingur museum
and visitor center;

Action Plan
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

5

•
5. View from beach at Vík to the Reynisdrangar rocks

keep the village as the main service center for facilities, shops, restaurants and
hotels;
prevent building hotels and restaurants outside of the urban boundaries of the
village to prevent the landscape from being spoilt with buildings;
any new facilities should be built within the village to preserve its livelihood on
the long term;
cluster facilities around a central square near the visitor center and the
Skaftfellingur museum;
improve road junctions within the village to improve the safety of the roads;
improve visibility of the geopark signing and info panels
;invest the revenue from tourism in facilities and services for the local community;
involve community in tourism via courses and training programmes (local guides,
hosts, etc.);
make a long term vision / policy for the village to preserve its livelihood and the
quality of life for the community and local inhabitants;
conserve the old center of the village and its cultural heritage.

Goals

+
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View on Vík
and the black beach
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ÞYKKVABÆJARKLAUSTUR
Þykkvabæjarklaustur is an old church site that
was originally the location of a Catholic monk
monaster y. It is located near the agricultural
settlement of Álftaver. The site offers highly
interesting cultural heritage and is connected
to the coastline with its extensive black
beaches. The site isn’t used for tourism
currently but offers interesting oppor tunities
for small-scale cultural-geological experiences
in connection with typical Icelandic farm life.

Church and cemetery at Þykkvabæjarklaustur

160

DMP Katla UNESCO Global Geopark

Current Facilities

P
Action Plan
•
•
•

create possibilities and chances for excursions towards the coastline and historical
sites, provided by local companies and guides;
place info panels and signs explaining the cultural significance of the area;
make experiential hiking trails (e.g. a saga-trail) in cooperation with the landowners
and local farmers.

Goals
KR

Lighthouse near Þykkvabæjarklaustur
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TUNGUSEL
Tungusel community hall has gradually
lost its significance as a facility for the
local community in the western par t of
Skaftárhreppur municipality. The main reasons
for this are the gradual outmigration of
local people and, simultaneously, the better
connectivity of the Tungusel surroundings with
other parts of the municipality. This change
provides an oppor tunity to use the facility
for recreational functions and it could also
function as an intermediate stop in-between
the focal points of Kúðafljót River, Hólaskjól
and Kirkjubæjarklaustur.

Existing community hall of Tungusel with small camp ground
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Current Facilities

P
Action Plan
•
•
•

transform the old community hall into a recreative hub with restaurant, shop, info
center;
create possibilities for lodging and camping;
connect and expand the network of hiking trails.

Goals
KR
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Transforming Tungusel
into a guesthouse with small-scale
complementary functions
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Illustrative design
The existing building at Tungusel could
be transformed into a guesthouse facility
with some small-scale complementary
functions. Within the existing building,
several rooms could be renovated
and designated for overnight stays.
Complementary facilities such as a
small restaurant, shop and information
center could be situated at the front of
building. The facade of the building could
be given a more transparent and friendly
appearance, in order to support its
function as a welcoming facility. On both
sides of the building, there is space for
outdoor camping in summer. To maximize
the strategic location of Tungusel
in-between the other focal points,
connections to existing hiking trails are
essential. In this way, Tungusel forms a
central hub in a network of recreational
routes increasing the accessibility of the
heathlands.

Location
central position between
several points of interest
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ELDGJÁ - ÓFÆRUFOSS
Eldgjá is 40 km long eruptive fissure,
approximately 600 meters wide and up to
200 meters deep. It last erupted in 934,
with eruptions taking place along the whole
extent of it. The fissure is believed to reach
from Mýrdalsjökull glacier, to the east towards
lake Lambavatn, which is just west of Laki.
From Eldgjá, extensive streams of lava have
flowed through Landbrot and Meðalland,
reaching the sea at Alviðruhamrar in Álftaver.
The lava-field is believed to cover 800 km²,
making it one of the most extensive lava-fields
on earth. Eldgjá is thought to belong to the
same crater system as Katla and is listed as
a protected natural monument. Ófærufoss is
a distinctive two-tiered water fall in the NydriÓfæru river which falls into Eldgjá canyon.
A natural stone arch once spanned the top
of the lower falls until 1993, when it fell into
the river during the spring thaw. Reaching
the site is quite an intensive trip due to road
conditions and distance from the lowland. On
site some basic facilities and hiking trails are
present making it a relatively unspoiled area.

1

2
1. Existing parking area with toilet building and small info center at the entrance of the canyon
2. Hikers crossing a river at the entrance of the canyon
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Current Facilities

P
Action Plan
•
•
•

prevent the area from being destroyed by mass-tourism, keep the accessibility
limited be keeping the entrance road as it is now;
stimulate sustainable small-scale tourism in the area;
organise the access via Hólaskjól which could function as a transfer point to this
site.

Goals

3
3. Ófærufoss waterfall in winter time
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Eldgjá canyon
in winter time
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HÓLASKJÓL
Hólaskjól is an existing highland hub, located
strategically at road no. F208, between
Highway No. 1 in Skaftárhreppur and the
popular Landmannalaugur highland area.
The location offers magnificent views over
the mountains, the extensive Skaftáreldar
lava field and the Eldgjá fissure including
the spectacular Ófærufoss water fall. The site
is most easily accessible in summer. There is
an old mountain hut which is being used for
lodging, a camp ground and some cabins for
over-night stay. From the site several hiking
trails start. The function of Hólaskjól as central
highland hub could be improved and the
center could be made more sustainable and
self-sufficient.

1

2

3

1. View from the hill to the Hólaskjól highland center
2. Small toilet buildings at the camp ground
3. Non site-specific cabins near the old mountain hut
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Current Facilities

P
Current Plans / Ideas
•

in the past multiple ideas and plans were developed for new cabins for lodging, but
none of them were built so far.

Action Plan
•
•
•
•

replace the existing cabins by new, more site-specific and self-sufficient cabins
for lodging;
use the highland center as a transfer point to other destinations such as Eldgjá and
Langisjór and Landmannalaugar;
improve signs and geopark info on site;
maintain paths / hiking trails better and more frequent.

Goals

+
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Illustrative design
The old mountain lodge still maintains
its original character and style, which
seems to fit quite well in the pristine
landscape. However, the new cabins
have a rather standard and non-sitespecific appearance, diminishing the
special qualities of the landscape.
The strategic location of Hólaskjól,
between
Landmannalaugur
and
Kirkjubæjarklaustur, increases its value
as a highland service station. However,
more attention should be paid to its site
design in order to provide a distinctive
experience of this unique landscape.
We propose a new type of site-specific
sleeping cabins as a substitute for
the existing cabins. The fundamental
principle in the design of the cabins is to
reduce their mass. In order to reduce the
size of the cabins, they are designed in
a very basic style with sleeping facilities
for only two persons. By decreasing
the capacity of the cabins, their mass
is reduced and consequently, so is their
impact on the landscape. The cabins are
designed in a tilted form, with a big glass
window offering magnificent views over
the landscape. The roofs are used for
implementing solar panels, making the
cabins fully self-sufficient. No bathrooms
are integrated in the design, as these

facilities are already offered within the
existing old mountain lodge. However, an
optional bathroom unit could be attached
to the cabin which uses the roof for
collecting water, for showering and for
flushing the toilet.In addition to the design
of new and site-specific cabins, attention
has been paid to the spatial configuration
of the site itself. The old mountain lodge,
the parking area and the campground
will be kept in place. Space for the new
cabins will be created by the removal of
the existing cabins. Instead of positioning
the cabins in a grid or in several rows,
we envision a coherent, compact and
informal configuration of eight cabins
in total. In the peak tourist season, the
cabins, with their big glass windows,
form a welcoming facility annexed to the
old mountain lodge. When the highland
center is closed during Winter, the cabins
appear like scattered rocks on the grass.
By choosing an appropriate material for
cladding the facades of the cabins, the
objects naturally fit into the landscape.

1. Cabin, standard volume
2. Site-specific design, reducing size and impact of the cabins
3. Self-sufficient cabin, solar panel roof
4. Self-sufficient cabin with facilities, collecting water for shower and toilet
5. Self-sufficient highland center, no connections to visually disturbing power lines
6. Flexibility, cabins can be (re)moved in future
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Self-sufficient cabins
sustainable highland center

Interior
experiencing the northern lights from
the cabin
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1. entrance
2. double bed
3. bench / bed

7

8

2

9

1

3

2

6

5

1. entrance
2. double bed
3. bench / bed
4. toilet
5. shower
6. sink
7. outdoor storage
8. technical installations
9. storage

1

4

3

Floor plans
self-sufficient cabin and
cabin with facilities
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Site plan
existing mountain hut and new cabins
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Summer time
old mountain lodge with
new self-sufficient cabins

176

DMP Katla UNESCO Global Geopark

Early winter time
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KÚÐAFLJÓT
Kúðafljót River is a large glacial river
at the western edge of the extensive
Skaftáreldahraun lava field. When crossing the
river, visitors get their first impression of this
characteristic extensive moss-covered lava
fields of the geopark. The location offers views
on many different landscape types, such as
the glacial river itself, the black coast and
the mountains including the Katla volcano.
Therefore, the site functions as an introduction
to several geopark landscapes for visitors
coming from the west (the capital area).

1
1. View on the location near Kúðafljót river
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Current Facilities
•

None

Action Plan
•
•
•

build a new observatory and a small-scale visitor center;
integrate facilities such as toilets in the design and avoid them from being sprawled
throughout the landscape;
place info panels and signs.

Goals

!

2

3
2. Edge of the lava field with height differences
3. Moss on the lava field
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Design principles
narrative wayfinding
1

2

3

1. Standard principle, route from A to B
2. Proposal, offering different experiences and views
3. Design principle, cuts and height differences tell the story of the place

Location
central position between
points of interest
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Illustrative design
Given that most visitors enter the area
from the west (the capital area), this
site could be well positioned to provide
visitors with appropriate information
about exploring the sensitive (moss)
landscape during their visit. From this
perspective, the site has the potential to
function as one of the main gateways to
the geopark’s landscape. The location is
accessible directly from the main highway.
Here a new parking area is integrated in the
landscape and protected from flooding
by an existing dam. When arriving at the
parking area, the actual experience of
the site is facilitated through connections
to hiking routes and access to the
main attraction. The proposed spatial
intervention is to implement a crosssection through the edge of the lava
field, with a pathway leading towards a
stairway. The cross-section and pathway
are designed as an experience within
themselves. By cutting slightly through
the lava field, visitors can experience the
height of the lava and its loose texture
as they walk through. The pathway is
cut just a few meters deep through the
lava and is protected by a retaining wall.
This wall is fully integrated within the
lava formation and provides space for
information signs, communication and

educational initiatives. Even facilities like
a toilet and a basic visitor center could
be integrated into this wall, avoiding
additional negative visual impacts on the
landscape. The route eventually ends at
a stairway rising up from the lava field,
at a maximum height of ten meters above
the ground. The stairway offers views in
many different directions and towards
various points of interest. It includes
views to the Katla volcano, the coastal
zone with the black beach, the highlands,
the lava fields and the glacial rivers.
These vistas communicate the essence of
the geopark’s landscape to the visitors.
By incorporating the directions of these
vistas into the design of the stairway,
an edged and dynamic silhouette arises,
constantly changing according to the
position from which it is being viewed.
Due to the height differences and small
hills in the lava field the visual impact
of the stairway on the landscape will
be minimal. The construction simply
disappears from view, when passing by
car.

Incorporating vistas
an edged and dynamic
silhouette arises
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Dynamic silhouette
constantly changing

Site plan
viewing tower and parking
area near highway
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Entrance area
pathway cutting slightly through lava field,
eventually ending at stairway
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Stairway
rising up from the mosscovered lava field
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SKAFTÁRELDAHRAUN
Skaftáreldahraun is the giant basaltic lava
field which originated from the Laki volcanic
eruption in 1783. This moss-covered lava
field forms an iconic image which is strongly
connected to the geopark ’s identity. On site,
the damage to the moss caused by trampling
and uncontrolled access is clearly visible.
The site is currently lacking appropriate trails,
signage and facilities.

Traces of damage to vegetation at the moss-covered lava field
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Current Facilities

P
Current Plans / Ideas
•
plans for small adjustments to the trails and a new parking place have been
executed over the past years but did not prove to be solving all problems.
Action Plan
•
•
•

make a new route design (boardwalk) as a better controlled access to the lava
field;
include facilities such as garbage bins, benches and a toilet in the design;
close all other (old) accesses to the lava field near Ringroad 1.

Goals

!
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Avoid damage to the moss
a boardwalk above the moss to
prevent further loss of vegetation

188

DMP Katla UNESCO Global Geopark

Illustrative design
To avoid any further damage to this very
sensitive moss landscape, immediate
action must be taken. This requires a
fundamental revision of the manner in
which visitors enjoy this special type of
landscape. Instead of allowing visitors to
walk directly onto the moss, guided only
by some poles and provisional fences,
we propose a new principle, whereby
the trail is raised slightly from the moss.
We propose to construct a dynamic
boardwalk floating above the moss. In
the past, boardwalks have proven to be
an appropriate and effective means of
streamlining visitor flows through an
area. By utilizing a similar approach in this
situation, visitors understand the need
to protect the landscape from trampling
and unlimited access. Boardwalks can
also contribute to an interesting visitor
experience. The height and position of
the boardwalk are determined by the
height differences in the terrain and the
topography. This provides a new type

of route featuring different height levels,
meandering through the moss fields. By
incorporating curves and edges in the
route, special views on the surrounding
landscape can also be emphasized.
Facilities like trash bins and benches are
integrated directly into the design of
the boardwalk. In this way, the sprawl of
artificial objects and elements through
the area can be avoided. The boardwalk
could be built from wood, steel or a
composite and could be prefabricated
before being placed in situ. Choosing the
most appropriate material depends on the
requirements for long-term maintenance.
However, the main focus of this design
is to introduce a radical, new principle
for experiencing the site: walking above
the moss, instead of directly on it. The
preservation, view and experience of
the moss landscape has been given the
highest priority in the design, so that
it will not be disturbed by any other
artificial object or traces of irreversible
damage.

P

Boardwalk
with integrated bench and
trash bins
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View on the
Skaftáreldahraun lava field
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Dynamic boardwalk
determined by height
differences in the terrain

Site plan
boardwalk with facilities
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Design
preservation of the landscape
combined with better experience
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FJAÐRÁRGLJÚFUR
Fjaðrárgljúfur canyon is located about 5
kilometers west from Kirkjubæjarklaustur at the
southern border of the Skaftáreldahraun lava
field. The canyon is about 100 meters deep
and 2 kilometers long. It evolved from the
erosion processes of glacial water, eroding
the soft hyaloclastite rocks during the postglacial period. Nowadays, it is a ver y popular
and well known tourist attraction with good
accessibility, located close to the highway.
Despite some recent improvements (e.g. a new
toilet building and extra information signs),
the site is no longer able to carr y the growing
amount of visitors. The main footpath running
along the canyon has turned into a mud trail,
due to intense over-usage. Additionally, the
sensitive grass on top of the rock formations
has been severely affected by trampling
and is subject to erosion. The experience of
the canyon is ruined by the parking space
and toilet building currently dominating the
southern entrance to the canyon.

1

2

3
1. Constant need for repairing paths and trails
2. Possible new location for toilet building and parking near the road to Laki
3. Current entrance to the canyon, blocked by the toilet building and parking area
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Current Facilities

P
Action Plan
•

relocate the parking space and toilets to the junction of the road to Laki and
remove it from the canyon;
create a new hiking route from the new parking space to the canyon as an
experience on its own;
limit the amount of paths and limit the accessibility of the rock formations;
build a viewing platform with appropriate capacity half way the canyon, offering
different experiences;
structure the scattered signs near the canyon and improve the information panels.

•
•
•
•

Goals

!
KR

4
4. Aerial picture clearly showing wide-spread damage in the landscape
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Aerial view current situation
canyon and parallel path system

Site plan
toilet building and parking area
moved to the junction with the road to Laki

196

DMP Katla UNESCO Global Geopark

Illustrative design
The proposal for Fjaðrárgljúfur includes
both infrastructural and architectural
elements. Firstly, the existing parking lot
and toilet building located at the southern
border of the canyon will be moved to the
junction with the road to Laki. This new
location is approximately 800 meters
east from the current location. This
move will ensure that these unattractive
elements no longer dominate the entrance
to the canyon. Another benefit of this
move, is that these facilities are now
easily accessible as an intermediate stop
for people on their way to Laki. From the
new entrance location, a new trail along
the road connects the parking area to the
canyon itself. This route also becomes
part of the experience of the area,
offering stunning views over the lava
fields and the mountain. At the canyon
itself, we propose to limit the amount of
paths and to shorten the existing trails,
without limiting the experience of the site.
Additionally, we suggest cancelling the
existing proposals for the construction of
an extra path and entrance at the northeastern side of the canyon. Instead, we
propose to streamline the flow of people
through the existing path running along
the canyon. By maximizing the use of
this main path, the pressure on the back

area of the canyon is reduced.Half way
along the main trail, a new viewpoint will
be designed. Instead of imposing this
viewpoint on top of the rock formations,
we propose a more modest approach
with less drastic visual impact. This
location has been chosen as the existing
caverns offer a vibrant experience of
the height and depth of the canyon. A
viewing platform will be hung between
two caverns, high above the stream
flowing at the bottom of the canyon.
This means the viewing platform will
not be directly visible from the entrance
path. The platform will be accessible by
descending a few meters into the canyon
via a staircase. From the platform, a twosided view is offered to the waterfall at the
northern end of the canyon, and the lava
field at the southern end. This provides a
unique and vibrant experience, creating
a feeling of actually being inside the
canyon, instead of standing on top of it.
The design aims to limit the visual impact
of artificial elements in the natural area,
such as the viewing platform and the toilet
building. This is achieved by relocating
the infrastructure and access points to
the site, and by proposing a site-specific
design to better integrate a new viewing
platform in the sensitive area.

1

1. Current situation, multiple accesses, widespread damage
2. Principle, limit the amount of paths and
shorten the existing trails
3. Design, a new viewing platform hanging
between two caverns, with less visual impact

2

3

Design principles
a vibrant experience with less impact on the landscape
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New viewing platform
less visual impact, more
vibrant experience
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Different experiences of the canyon
at the top, within, from the base

View from the base of the canyon
new viewing platform
between the caverns
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LANDBROTSHÓLAR
Landbrotshólar is the most extensive area
of pseudocraters in Iceland and, probably,
worldwide. These gently sloping green hills are
geologically and culturally ver y interesting
sites to explore. Some pseudocraters are
opened and accessible for visitors. The
pseudocraters are rarely used or experience
by tourists but form an interesting oppor tunity.

The Landbrotshólar pseudo crater field as a potential new experience for visitors
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Current Facilities
•

None

Current Plans / Ideas
•

some small hiking trails have been established near the pseudocrater area at hotel
Laki.

Action Plan
•
•
•
•
•

introduce a new route design as new access to the psuedocraters (hiking trails);
design special experiences / accesses to the craters itself as a geological journey
for visitors;
establish and improve signing and info panels;
designate an access point (only one) and parking space for cars on an appropriate
location;
generate possibilities for tours and excursions operated by local companies.

Goals

P
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KIRKJUBÆJARKLAUSTUR
Kirkjubæjarklaustur is the easternmost village
and the only urban settlement in the eastern
part of the geopark. In 1186, a Benedictine
convent was founded here and was active
until the Reformation in 1550. Many local
names and folk tales reflect the former
presence of the nuns and ecclesiastical
histor y throughout the centuries, such
as Systrastapi rock, Systrafoss water fall,
Klausturheiði, Systravatn lake, Sönghellir and
Kirkjugólf. The village forms one of the three
central hubs in the geopark offering facilities
such as shops, gas station, restaurants, hotels
and community ser vices. The village faces
several challenges. Due to growth in tourism
the community changed from solely Icelandic
to more international. Many foreign employees
of restaurants and hotels now live in the
village.

View on Kirkjubæjarklaustur with the Systravatn lake on top of the hill
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Current Facilities

Current Plans / Ideas
•
•

plans are developed to build a new visitor center in the village, at the western side
of the river Skaftá;
parallel with the establishment of the visitor center a pedestrian bridge is planned
crossing the river.

Action Plan
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

keep the village as the main service center for facilities, shops, restaurants and
hotels;
prevent building hotels and restaurants outside of the urban boundaries of the
village to prevent the landscape from being spoilt with buildings;
any new facilities should be built within the village to preserve its livelihood on
the long term;
improve road junctions within the village to improve the safety of the roads;
improve visibility of the geopark signing and info panels;
invest the revenue from tourism in facilities and services for the local community;
involve community in tourism via courses and training programmes (local guides,
hosts, etc.);
make a long term vision / policy for the village to preserve its livelihood and the
quality of life for the community and local inhabitants;
focus on the interesting cultural historical aspects of the village as an asset for
tourism.

Goals
Systrafoss waterfall

+
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LANDEYJAHÖFN VESTMANNAEYJAR
Vestmannaeyjar (Westman Islands) is
an archipelago off the south coast of Iceland.
Officially it is not a par t of the geopark but
because of its vicinity we name it here. The
largest island of the archipelago, Heimaey,
has a population of 4,135. The other
islands are uninhabited, although some
have hunting cabins. Vestmannaeyjar came
to international attention in 1973 with the
eruption of Eldfell volcano, which destroyed
many buildings and forced an evacuation
of the entire population to the mainland. In
total there are 15 islands, and about 30 rock
stacks which belong to Vestmannaeyjar. All
the islands have been built up in submarine
eruptions. Basalt columns can be seen in
many places, and the sea has eroded the soft
rock of the shoreline and car ved out many
picturesque caves and cliffs. The islands are a
popular tourist destination and offer a unique
experience. They can be reached via the
harbours of Þorlákshöfn and Landeyjahöfn. The
latter is located at the southern border of the
geopark.

1

2

3
1. Ferry service to Vestmannaeyjar
2. Harbour at Vestmannaeyjar
3. Vestmannaeyjar seen from the ferry
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Current Facilities (Landeyjahöfn)

P

4
4. One of the solitary rocks in the ocean (Bjarnarey) which form Vestmannaeyjar
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Elliðaey island
part of the Vestmannaeyjar archipelago
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NÚPSSTAÐUR
Núpsstaður is the easternmost farm in the
geopark. At the abandoned farm, some
distinctive old buildings are found that
represent typical farms in Iceland in past
centuries. The site also includes a historic
chapel which is one of the few remaining
tur f churches in the countr y. Additionally, the
cluster of old, grass-covered cattle barns is
remarkable. The site attracts visitors but is
closed because of its sensitivity to damage.
Only the chapel is opened to visit. The site
is an example of Icelandic countr y and farm
live and therefore has significance for the
geopark.

1

2

3

4

1. Non site-specific toilet building, visually disturbing
2. Núpsstaður farm seen from the highway
3. Characteristic turf houses
4. Unique church at the farm
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Current Facilities (currently all closed for the public)

P
Current Plans / Ideas
•

there are no specified plans for the site, it is closed officially.

Action Plan
•
•
•
•
•
•

develop an integral design for the site so it becomes able to welcome visitors
again;
preserve, protect and restore the old buildings and its surroundings;
create appropriate trails and paths around the site;
redesign the access and parking space;
put in place signs and info panels to explain the narrative of the site;
replace the detonating toilets by site-specific ones.

Goals

P

5
5. The site is currently closed to prevent any further damage
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ÞAKGIL
Þakgil is located between Höfðabrekkuafrétti
and Mýrdalssandur. The name ‘Þakgil ’ refers
to the relatively unknown and pristine canyon
which is hidden in between the mountain
ridges. The road up to the site used to
be part of highway nr. 1 until 1955 but is
nowadays par tly in a bad condition. On site,
there are a lot of beautiful hiking routes, a
camp site, bathrooms and a shower available.
The dining facility is a naturally formed cave,
and in it there is a grill and a fireplace. The
site is self-sufficient regarding energy thanks
to local hydro-power.

1

2

3

1. Cabins at Þakgil
2. Reception building and parking area
3. Dining hall in a cave
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Current Facilities

P
Current Plans / Ideas
•

recently a new toilet and showering building was built.

Action Plan
•
•
•
•

improve the maintenance of the access road but prevent it from being asphalted
as it would lead to a dramatic increase of the amount of people visiting the site;
keep the pristine nature and atmosphere and prevent the site from becoming too
popular and accessible for all kinds of visitors;
assign a local ranger or host to guide and welcome visitors on site;
make the site accessible only by 4x4 car.

Goals
√

4
4. View near the entrance road to the site
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Local landslides
in a canyon near Þakgil
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ÞÓRSMÖRK
Þórsmörk is a natural treasure located
between Mýrdalsjökull in the east, the river
Krossá in the south, and the Markár fljót
and Þröngá rivers in the nor th. Its diverse
landscape is characterised by impressive
gorges, ravines and forested slopes and a
wide variety of vegetation that is unique
to the area and Iceland. In the early days,
the farmers of Fljótshlíð and the area under
Eyjafjall pastured their sheep all year round,
due to the mild climate found within þórsmörk.
Since the 1918 eruption of Katla, Þórsmörk
was designated as a Natural Mountain
Reser ve. Only large jeeps and buses are able
to navigate into Þórsmörk, due to the ever
changing volume of water which can turn small
and easily passable stream into tumultuous
rivers in just a matter of hours.

1

2

3

4

1. Hikers near Þórsmörk
2. Þórsmörk basecamp and reception building
3. Car crossing one of the many rivers on the road to Þórsmörk
4. Tour operators from the captial region organising tours to Þórsmörk
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Current Facilities

P
Current Plans / Ideas
•
•

several plans for new small building plots are developed at three sites in Þórsmörk;
debates are ongoing about improving the northern access road to Þórsmörk for
safety reasons.

Action Plan
5

•
•
•
•
•
•
•

prevent the area from being destroyed by mass-tourism;
stimulate sustainable small-scale tourism in the area, operated and guided by local
tour operators;
limit and control the access to the area by only giving access via excursions or bus
tours operated by local companies;
put a halt to new buildings as soon as the recent plans are finished and are fully
executed;
improve signs and info panels;
rethink the need for a new road to the site, building a new asphalt road would
evoke more mass tourism to the site with dramatic consequences for the pristine
nature;
limit the amount of buildings and facilities.

Goals

!

6
5. Typical local vegetation on the mountains at Þórsmörk
6. Rental car drowned in the river
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Glacial river delta
near the road to Þórsmörk
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LANGISJÓR
Langisjór, one of the world ’s most beautiful
and pristine highland lakes, is located in
between the beautiful Tungnár fjöll and
Fögrufjöll mountains at the western edge of
Vatnajökull Glacier. Measuring 20 km long
and 2 km wide in some places, the lake is 27
square km in size and 75m at its deepest.
The view around the lake is magnificent and
is considered by many to be one of the best
views on the surrounding highland area. Views
over Lakagígar, Skaftáreldahraun, Öræfajökul
and Hekla are possible in clear weather.
Reaching the site is quite an intensive trip
due to road conditions and distance. On
site some basic facilities and hiking trails are
present making it a relatively unspoiled area.

1

2

3

1. The lake at Langisjór
2. Entrance road to Langisjór
3. Green highlands near Langisjór
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Current Facilities

P
Action Plan
•
•
•
•

prevent the area from being destroyed by mass-tourism, keep the accessibility
limited;
stimulate sustainable small-scale tourism in the area;
limit the access to the area by only giving access via excursions or bus tours
operated by local companies;
organise the access via Hólaskjól which could function as a transfer point to this
site.

Goals

4
4. Small-scale visitor center, only open in summer
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LAKAGÍGAR
Lakagígar is a row of volcanic craters
located in the highlands nor th from
Kirkjubæjarklaustur. The system erupted over
an eight-month period between 1783 and
1784, producing the world ’s largest lava
field. The craters fissure stretches over 25km
from southwest to nor theast. The related
Skaftáreldahraun lava field covers nearly
600km2 from the highland to the shoreline
(Einarsson, 1991). Nowadays, its natural
beauty makes it a major attraction for tourists.
The site is accessible only in Summer. Reaching
the site is quite an intensive trip due to road
conditions and distance. On site some basic
facilities and hiking trails are present making
it a relatively unspoiled area. However, severe
erosion due to trampling is a serious problem
here.

1

2

3

1. Hikers at Laki
2. Small info center and toilet building near a crater at Laki
3. Boardwalk as an entrance to one of the craters
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Current Facilities

P
Action Plan
•
•
•
•

prevent the area from being destroyed by mass-tourism, keep the accessibility
limited;
stimulate sustainable small-scale tourism in the area;
limit the access to the area by only giving access via excursions or bus tours
operated by local companies;
organise and control the access via a transfer point near Fjaðrárgljúfur canyon.

Goals

4
4. Hiking trails show traces of damage to vegetation
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Lakagígar
view to the row of craters
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Mýrdalsjökull
glacier
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The challenges regarding growing tourism
both globally and in Katla UNESCO Global
Geopark are of a ver y diverse nature.
Consequently, approaches to dealing with
these challenges must be similarly diverse.
Below, we describe the main assignments
resulting from the study presented in this
Destination Management Plan. We do this while
acknowledging that this DMP is not a blueprint
for managing tourism and landscape in the
geopark yet. Many steps still need to be taken
to jointly work towards sustainable (leisure)
landscapes in the area. Working together to
deal with the challenges described is a basic
condition for a sustainable tourism industr y in
the geopark in the long-term, and to preser ve
the ecological and social value of the region.

A renewed balance in ecology, economy and experience
A flourishing tourism industry in Iceland provides a welcome economic
stimulus for the country. This tourism industry is largely dependent on
the natural beauty of the Icelandic landscape and its attractiveness for
recreational purposes. The landscape forms the primary drawcard for
visitors to go to Iceland and thus represents not only nice scenery, but also
a high ecological and economic value. The same applies to Katla UNESCO
Global Geopark. The damage occurring within the landscape due to an
overload of visitors directly threatens these values and negatively affects
the experience of tourists and the ecological values. The main assignment
is thus to better preserve the landscape and, simultaneously, improve the
experience of people.
In order to do this, the focus should be on improving the quality of the
experience itself and changing the current ‘consumption of landscape’
attitude, with sustainable experiences. This requires immediate cessation
of the reckless development of new hotels and infrastructure in the natural
landscape without careful consideration. Better management and preservation
of the landscape is not only about ecological conservation, but also about
promoting a flourishing tourism industry in the long-term. There is an urgent
need to renew the balance between ecological and economic interests,
in order to provide the best and most sustainable experience for visitors.
Results from the online survey and the workshops with all stakeholders
support this statement. These interests initially seem contradictory but share
the same basic value: the importance of a high quality natural landscape for
ecological resilience and economic prosperity.
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Managing the customer journey
The challenges to deal with growing tourism in the geoderk
vary from infrastructural improvements, to the need for careful
zoning, planning and design and better communication and
information. Managing tourism involves consideration of the
total scope of a ‘customer journey’; starting and ending at their
home. The customer journey reveals whether the visitor will be
satisfied by an experience, and whether the experience matches
the expectations. Better management of tourism in the geopark
requires awareness of all influences on the customer journey
including marketing, advertisement strategies, hospitality and
accommodation, and the experience of well-planned and welldesigned landscapes and attractions. The customer journey forms
a holistic framework for dealing with the challenges caused by
increasing tourism. A strong collaboration between marketing and
travel agencies on the one hand, and spatial planning management
on the other, is the key to a sustainable and resilient future for
tourism in Katla UNESCO Global Geopark. Therefore one of the
main assignments left is matching the marketing strategy for the
geopark and southern region with the vision and direction as
outlined in this DMP.
Planning and designing on multiple scale levels
This DMP focused mainly on the spatial aspects of tourism
management and emphasized the importance of working on
multiple scale levels simultaneously. Managing tourism, in the
spatial sense of the word, requires strategic interventions on the
highest national scale level (Iceland), the regional scale level of the
geopark itself, each municipality (e.g. concerning infrastructure,
accessibility, hierarchy, focus) as well as the actual design of an
attraction site / geosite. All scale levels are equally important
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and actively contribute to the management of flows of people
and tourism in the sensitive Icelandic landscape. For example,
a decision on where to locate new roads, hotels or parking
places will immediately affect the flow of traffic through the
landscape and thus, its impact on nature. Similarly, a considered
and well-designed attraction site reduces the impact of people
on the landscape, helps to communicate more effectively with
visitors, and supports long-term maintenance. There is a need to
appreciate that all scale levels require careful attention as they
are strongly interrelated and each one influences the behaviour of
the tourist in the landscape.
Recreative Environmental Framework: hierarchy and focus
Managing mass-tourism in sensitive landscapes raises questions
about whether to equally distribute visitors over the landscape, or
to strategically concentrate and streamline traffic and people. The
examples explored in this DMP suggest that offering innumerable
attraction sites to tourists is likely to cause uncontrollable and
widespread damage to the landscape. Limiting the amount of
attraction sites and simultaneously introducing a hierarchy, helps
to regain control of the situation. By assigning just a few focal
points (major attractions) in the geopark, the majority of visitors
could be streamlined more effectively through the landscape.
However, this strategy only functions when other geosites are
simultaneously closed or made less accessible. These geosites
obviously remain of vital importance for the geopark regarding
their geological and scientific characteristics, but will not be part
of the tourism infrastructure anymore.
Furthermore, a strategic and considered choice on which
attractions should function as focal points is essential. This
determines where tourism is likely to have the most impact on the
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landscape and how flows of traffic through the area can be managed. The
Recreative Environmental Framework as introduced in this DMP helps to
structure this and assign specific actions for each site. This assists in better
balancing recreational use with ecological values. Assigning focal points also
helps to offer varied experiences to different target groups of visitors in the
area. The main focal points are likely to be visited by the majority of tourists,
while areas which are located more remotely from these points could offer a
more ‘wilderness’ experience.
Careful and site-specific planning and designing
In addition to a well-considered planning and zoning vision, the actual
design of the focal points is also crucial. A well-designed attraction site
does not only provide a unique experience, but also helps to manage tourism
and tourists’ behavior on site in order to protect the landscape. Hence, it
represents experiential, ecological and even economic value.

Planning and designing
on multiple scale levels
simultaneously

In this DMP (chapter ‘Action Plan’) we determined actions for each (geo)site
including some illustrative designs for some of them. The illustrative designs
provide examples of new experiences that could be offered to visitors. They
also explore how a typical experience contributes to communication and
education, how designs can be made site-specific, and how existing facilities
can be transformed for recreational purposes. Basically we explored roughly
five basic design assignments or challenges when designing and planning
focal points. Firstly, the design should be site-specific and related to the
characteristics of the local landscape. Secondly, the design should not be
limited to infrastructural planning and access management only, but also
consider communicational and educational values in the narrative. By
designing appropriate routes and trails, specific stories could be told, such
as the cultural history of an area. In this way, the focal points could also
function as connectors between routes and existing (hiking) trails. Fourthly,
the site design should function as a framework for the clustering of facilities
such as information signs, benches or toilet buildings. This prevents the
sprawl of artificial elements throughout the natural landscape. Fifthly, in the
design of the focal points, connections between different (hiking) networks
could be implemented. The illustrative designs show how this approach could
function in very different contexts.
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Planning developments and experiences
A site-specific planning and design approach for the focal points
would not function without carefully looking in the different target
groups of visitors as wel. Based on the different landscape entities
identified in this report, different experiences can be categorized
according to their suitability for different target groups. A ‘tourist’
is not simply one type of person, but requires further exploration
according to the Recreation Opportunity Spectrum (ROS) and
the Purism Scale model. These tools categorise tourists across a
spectrum ranging from urbanists, to purists. These divisions help
to identify the demands and land-use characteristics of different
target groups of tourists.

SITE-SPECIFIC DESIGN

NARRATIVE WAYFINDING

In this workshops we tried to come up with a desired zoning
scheme for the geopark which could function as a guideline for
planning and designing (geo)sites. Within the zoning scheme we
projected the different ‘passports’ of tourists on the map, showing
different experiential and development zones. This tool assists in
determining where different experiences can be offered to visitors
in the area, and what is (or should be) the level of development
in that specific zone. For example, within the ‘developed’ zone,
visitors are offered outstanding quality of infrastructure and
facilities such as hotels and restaurants. In contrast, in the primitive
zones, visitors are offered a fully natural experience and a limited
degree of accessibility. In this way, the zoning scheme does not
solely aim to promote ecological preservation and control future
developments, but also facilitates a better connection between
the expectations of visitors and the actual experience on site. We
would like to emphasise that the zoning scheme as presented is
not a restrictive map but moreover shows a long term vision and
direction.

CLUSTERING INFORMATION
AND COMMUNICATION

CLUSTERING FACILITIES

CONNECTING NETWORKS

Site specific
planning and design
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The need to make clear and bold decisions versus
existing legislation

Working together intensively on a sustainable future for
the geopark

Some of the ambitions and visions presented in this report
might be considered radical changes to the paradigm of tourist
management in this sensitive landscape. However, bold decisions
are required to regain control of the situation and to prevent any
further loss of natural and economic resources. These decisions
need to be clear and straightforward. For example, working
with the method of assigning focal points requires the closure
and devaluation of other attraction sites, without intermediate
solutions or compromises. In making such decisions, it may be the
case that not all stakeholders can be fully satisfied. However, the
general aim should be clear: the preservation of the ecological,
economic and experiential value of the geopark’s landscape in the
long-term, both for visitors, tourism industries and inhabitants.
This mandate forms the common ground for collaboration
towards a long-term vision. A limitation in this however is the
current legislation on land-ownership in Iceland. One of the
major consequences of these laws are that even land-owners with
only small pieces of land can have a large influence on the spatial
planning process and can slow down or even fully block projects.

In the process of making this DMP, we experienced the value
of collaboration between different people with different
backgrounds, combining Dutch planning and design expertise
with the local knowledge of all stakeholders that participated in
the process. This collaboration guaranteed a holistic approach to
the diverse challenges canvassed in this DMP, and means that the
DMP is not just an advice from a foreign agency, but constitutes
a jointly developed strategy compiled through a participatory
planning and design process.
The value of Dutch planning and design professionals was not
solely a result of their expertise, but also due to the fact that they
were visitors (tourists) to the Iceland themselves. This helped
to bring fresh ideas to the table in discussing the vision for
sustainable tourism in the geopark. This process demonstrated
that the combination of foreign expertise and Icelandic knowledge
and operational experience, forms a solid base for a considered
and holistic vision.
The next step: determining priorities and responsibilities

Sustainable finance
Implementing the vision and action plan as presented in this
DMP requires considerable financial and human investment. This
can put pressure on local communities with limited amounts of
inhabitants and resources. However, if these investments are
compared with current rising costs of maintenance and repair due
to uncontrolled damage, these large initial stimuli are likely to be
financially beneficial in the long-term. This is also because the new
vision focusses on reducing ongoing operational and maintenance
costs of sites, so that initial large investments will lead to a more
controllable and financially sustainable situation in the long-term.
Furthermore, by improving the experience of tourists in the area,
their satisfaction and expenditure may increase accordingly.

A limitation of this DMP is however that within the process
of making the DMP it was not possible to include a financial
perspective and therefore a time perspective. A main assignment
from this DMP is for the three municipalities to see how they
could collaborate intensively for the benefit of the geopark and
organise and finance the different projects. In relation to this, the
projects and interventions should be categorised and prioritised
based on the available funds and the urgency of each challenge
as described in this report. With these decisions made it can then
also be clarified who is responsible for the implementation of the
different actions as outlined in this DMP. Finally all actions as
described in this report can be put in a time perspective so that the
actual implementation of the DMP can start. During the execution
and implementation phase the evaluation and monitoring of all
projects from this DMP is essential in order to assure that the
goals and vision described will be achieved and accomplished.
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Green mountains near Langisjór
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Hikers on the green
mountains
near Þakgil
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Collecting the horses
in the highlands
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