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Abstract

Wilderness tourism in Iceland — land use and conflicts with power production

Saeporsdottir, Anna Dora, Department of Geography, University of Oulu, 2011

Keywords: tourism, wilderness, wilderness tourism, nature-based tourism,
Highlands, power plants, impact assessment, natural resources, planning, land-use,
hydropower, geothermal power, Iceland.

During the last century interest in nature-based and wilderness tourism has increased and
attitudes towards wilderness areas changed significantly. Landscapes with mountains and
wilderness have become playgrounds for adventure seeking tourists and an important
resource for the tourism industry. Visitors travel into the wilderness to experience
naturalness, primitiveness and solitude, and it is important to maintain these qualities.
This is often difficult when wilderness areas become known as tourist destinations as
crowding and environmental damage can reduce these qualities.

Tourism in Iceland has grown rapidly in recent decades and nature and wilderness is
the main attraction. But as well as being an important resource for the tourist industry,
wilderness and natural areas are also very valuable for hydro-electric and geothermal
power production. During the latter half of the last century several glacier-fed rivers in
the Highlands have been dammed and hydropower plants built. Now there are plans
for further exploitation at many of the major glacial rivers in the Highlands, as well as
for more power plants at several of the biggest geothermal areas. However, both power
plant development and increased tourism reduces the naturalness of a place and to
maintain nature-based and wilderness tourism alongside other developments requires
that the development sites be carefully chosen.

The purpose of this thesis is to improve understanding of nature-based and wilderness
tourism experience in Iceland and analyse the conflicts that could occur between
tourism and the power production industry in natural areas . The thesis introduces a
methodological framework to evaluate the effect of proposed power plants on nature-
based tourism which was developed in a project called Master plan for geothermal and
hydropower development and was carried out for the Icelandic government. Mixed
methods were used in the thesis with empirical case studies that combine questionnaire
surveys, semi-structured interviews and diaries as well as a system approach, the Delphi
method and the Analytic Hierarchy Process.

The results show that in general nature tourists are satisfied with their nature experience in
Iceland. However, some warning signals are emerging with respect to visitor satisfaction.
For example over 20% of the visitors, in Landmannalaugar, which is the most popular
Highland destination and in Skaftafell national park experiencing crowding. Nevertheless,
the majority of tourists in the uninhabited Highlands in the centre of Iceland are very
satisfied with the primitive conditions there and want less development and service
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than guests in the lowlands. They also prefer to travel in as natural an environment as
possible. In the minds of tourists, the Highlands are wilderness and even though human
influence there has been considerable, most of the visitors still experience the area as
unspoilt wilderness. This demonstrates that the visitors in the Highlands see what they
want to see and they create and maintain in their minds an image of the Highlands as a
wilderness destination. This social construction of the wilderness in Iceland reflects how
wilderness is arguably now more a subjective idea than an empirical reality. It is an idea
sustained by the tourist industry, as well as by the tourists themselves.

This thesis demonstrates that any power plant developments in the Highlands will have
profound implications for the wilderness experience and its social construction with
potentially profound implications for the future of nature-based and wilderness tourism
in Iceland. The construction of power plants reduces the main qualities of wilderness,
primitiveness, naturalness, and remoteness. The effects of power plants reach much
further than to the actual construction region of the power plant as improved roads
are unavoidable for their construction. Accessibility has a major effects on what kind
of tourism develops, what kind of tourists visit the area and to what extent the area is
visited. When accessibility increases highly sensitive wilderness areas can become mass
tourism destinations. Due to the importance of the Highlands for wilderness tourism, it is
desirable to limit power plant constructions there — and limited accessibility is a simple
way of preventing crowding and overuse of the resource. The research presented in this
thesis on wilderness tourism should, give the tourism industry an important input to the
discussions about a long-term sustainable use of land in the Highlands of Iceland.

VIII



Utdrattur

Ferdamennska 4 vidernum Islands — landnyting og hagsmunaarekstrat vid
orkuvinnslu

Saporsdottir, Anna Doéra, Landafraedideild, Haskolinn i Oulu, 2011

Lykilord: ferdamennska, viderni, natturuferdamennska, halendi, orkuver,
umhverfismat, nattaruaudlindir, skipulag, landnyting, vatnsorka, jardvarmaorka,

Island

Undanfarna éaratugi hefur nattiruferdamennska og ferdamennska a vidernum aukist
og vidhorf til slikra sveeda breyst mikid. Ferdamenn a vidernum saekjast eftir ad upplifa
nattdrulegt umhverfi vid frumstaedar adstaedur, asamt pvi ad ferdast einir eda i godra
manna hopi. Viderni hafa breyst i leikvoll ferdamanna sem pyrstir i sevintyri og eru par
med ordin ad mikilveegri audlind fyrir ferdapjonustuna sem ytir & ad vardveita eiginleika
peirra. Pad getur hins vegar reynst erfitt pegar viderni verda vinszelir ferdamannastadir

pvi mannmergd og réskun & umhverfinu geta dregid ur pessum eiginleikum.

Ferdabjonusta & islandi hefur vaxid hratt & undanférnum aratugum og helstu audlindir
hennar eru fjdlbreytt nattura og viderni. En vidernin og natturan eru ekki einungis mikilvaeg
audlind ferdapjénustunnar, heldur geta pau nyst til orkuframleidu. A seinni hluta sidustu
aldar voru nokkrar jokular & halendinu virkjadar og nu eru uppi hugmyndir um ad virkja
fleiri jokular auk jardvarmavirkjanir a helstu jardhitasveedum halendisins. Hvort tveggja,
orkuvinnsla og aukin ferdapjonusta, dregur hins vegar ur nattdrlegum eiginleikum svaedis
pannig ad ef nyta skal halendi® afram fyrir nattiruferéamennsku, sem gerir miklar kréfur

um litt raskad umhverfi, parf ad velja framkveemdasveedi af kostgeefni.

| pessari ritgerd eru kynntar nidurstédur rannsokna & nattiruferdamennsku og
ferdamennsku & halendi islands og greindir peir arekstrar sem upp geta komid milli
ferdamennsku og orkuvinnslu & litt snortnum nattarusvaeedum. Kynnt er adferd sem
buin var til i Rammaaaetlun um vernd og nytingu natturusveeda med aherslu a vatnsafi
og jardhitasveedi og metur ahrif fyrirhugadra orkuvera & nattaruferdamennsku. |
rannsoknunum er beitt margs konar adferdum, svo sem spurningalistum, half-opnum
vidtdlum og dagbdkarfeerslum, auk pess sem notast er vid kerfisgreiningu, Delphi-

adferdina og AHP-prepagreiningu.

Nidurstddur rannséknanna leida i ljés ad ferdamenn eru anaegdir med upplifun sina af
natturu islands. Ymsar blikur eru hins vegar & lofti. Til daemis upplifa 20% ferdamanna i
Landamannalaugum, vinseelasta afangastad ferbamanna & halendinu, og i pjodgardinum
Skaftafelli, ad ferdamenn par séu of margir. bratt fyrir pad er mikill meirihluti ferdamanna a
halendinu anaegdur med paer frumstaedu adstaedur sem par eru og kys minni uppbyggingu
0g pjonustu en ferdamenn & laglendinu. Ferdamenn & halendinu kjésa einnig ad ferdast
um eins nattarulegt umhverfi og kostur er. | hugum ferdamanna er halendi® viderni og
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pratt fyrir ad mannshondin hafi komié par vida vid upplifa flestir gestanna svaedid sem
viderni. betta synir ad gestir halendisins sja pad sem peir vilja sja og bua til og vidhalda
i hugum sér imyndinni um halendi® sem viderni. bessi félagslega smid um 6byggdir
islands endurspeglar hvernig viderni eru ad mérgu leyti huglasg nalgun en ekki hlutleegur
raunveruleiki. Petta er hugmynd sem ferdapjonustan vidheldur asamt ferdamonnunum
sjalfum.

Lj6st er ad orkuver & halendi islands hafa vidtaek &hrif & upplifun ferdamanna og félagslega
smid vidernanna og hugsanlega mikil ahrif & framtid peirrar ferdamennsku sem byggir a
eiginleikum viderna. Bygging orkuvera dregur ur nattdrulegum eiginleikum halendisins
og feerir pad huglaegt naer sidmenningunni. Me# tilliti til hagsmuna natturuferdamennsku
er aeskilegt ad ekki séu reist fleiri orkuver a halendinu, nema pa til ad nyta enn betur
bau svaedi sem virkjad hefur verid a. Ahrif orkuvera eru mun vidfedmari en sjalft
svaedid sem framkvaemdirnar eru &, medal annars parf oftast ad endurbaeta vegi pegar
orkuver eru byggd og batnar pa adgengi ad svaedinu. Adgengi hefur mikil ahrif a hversu
margir heimsaekja svaedi, hvers konar ferdamenn saekja svaedi heim og hvers konar
ferdamennska proast par. Med auknu adgengi geta vidkvaem svaedi fljott 1atid a sja ef pau
verda vinseelir afangastadir og fidldaferdamennska hefur innreid sina. Vegna mikilveegis
halendisins fyrir nattaruferéamennsku er aeskilegt ad takmarka uppbyggingu orkuvera
par — auk pess sem takmarkad adgengi er einfold leid til ad koma i veg fyrir ofnytingu
og of marga ferdamenn. Nidurstodur pessa verkefnis settu ad nytast ferdapjonustunni
sem innlegg i umraeduna um sjalfbaera nytingu halendis slands.
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