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Abstract 
Hveragerði is a small town in the southwest part of Iceland. Hveragerði is situated at the 

edge of a high temperature geothermal area known as Hengill-region. Living in a high 

temperature geothermal area has its advantages, the most important being the geothermal 

energy. It can also be challenging to live in such unstable environment where earthquakes 

are ordinary and hot springs come and go. The name of the town Hveragerði, translates in 

English to “a place of hot springs” and was first given to the geothermal park, an area of 

hot springs, that the town is built around. Geothermal energy has always been a key factor 

in the economy of Hveragerði and the town has long been known for greenhouse farming 

and health. Nowadays the greenhouses are retreating and there is an increasing need for 

residential housing and service for tourists. The purpose of this research is to explore the 

impact of geothermal energy on the architecture and townscape of Hveragerði, as well as 

to explore the social aspects of living in a high temperature geothermal area.   
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Introduction 

Hveragerði is a small town in the southwest part of Iceland. Hveragerði is situated at the 

edge of a high temperature geothermal area known as Hengill-region. Living in a high 

temperature geothermal area has its advantages, the most important being the geothermal 

energy. It can also be challenging to live in such unstable environment where earthquakes 

are ordinary and hot springs come and go. The name of the town Hveragerði, translates in 

English to “a place of hot springs” and was first given to the geothermal park, an area of 

hot springs, located in the center of the town. The town is rather young, but the oldest 

houses in town were built in 1929. At that time, towns had been forming at harbors along 

the coastline of Icealand. Hveragerði, on the other hand, has an unique history as the town 

was built around an area of hot springs far away from any harbor.  

 The purpose of this research is to explore if geothermal energy had an impact on 

the architecture and townscape of Hveragerði, as well as to explore the social aspects of 

living in a high temperature geothermal area. Therefore the research is in four parts, each 

part focusing on: 

1. The area: to understand the environment the town is built in 

2. The town: the development of the town in context with geothermal energy 

3. The architecture: what issues need to be acknowledged when designing buildings in 

a high temperature geothermal area 

4. The society: the impact of geothermal energy on the society and the image of the 

town 

 

The main literature references that I used are articles about Hveragerði by Björn Pálsson 

and Steinþór Sigurðsson from the book series Árnesingur.	  Not much else has been written 

about the history of Hveragerði. Thus, a lot of information came from interviews with 

Guðmundur F. Baldursson, the head of the Department of Planning and Building in 

Hveragerði, and Aldís Hafsteinsdóttir, the mayor of Hveragerði. I also used plans of 

Hveragerði, dated from 1938 until 2015, to see how the town evolved.	  
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1. The area  

The surface of planet Earth is divided into 15 major tectonic plates that are constantly 

moving (see picture 2).1 Iceland emerged from the junction of the Eurasian plate and the 

North American plate, where the Mid-Atlantic ridge rises up from the sea.2 The Eurasian 

plate and the North American plate are pulling apart, keeping the volcanic zones in Iceland 

(see picture 3) active. From the junction is a constant formation of new magma. The 

magma either erupts from a volcano or cools down and solidifies underneath the surface, 

releasing heat into the soil and groundwater, creating geothermal areas.	  

Geothermal areas are categorized in two categories, high temperature geothermal 

areas and low temperature geothermal areas. High temperature geothermal area is an area 

with temperature of  >200°C at 1 kilometer below the surface.3 These areas are 

characterized by steam-, mud- and sulfur hot springs.4 Low temperature geothermal areas 

have a temperature of  <200°C at 1-3 kilometers below the surface and are characterized 

by warm pools of water that get close to a boiling point.5  

Hveragerði is located in the southwest part of Iceland, about 45 kilometers east of 

Reykjavík. Hveragerði is a part of the Hengill-region (see picture 4), which is one of the 

largest high temperature geothermal areas within the Icelandic volcanic zone. The region 

has three main sections and Hveragerði is within the section called Hveragerðiseldstöð.6 

Hveragerðiseldstöð refers to an area of 200 square kilometers and Hveragerði is situated 

just inside its southwest border. Hveragerðiseldstöð is no longer active in that sense that 

there will be no further volcanic eruptions there. Nonetheless, the area is still filled with 

hot springs and white strokes of steam can be seen rising up to the sky from Hveragerði.7 

Although living in a high temperature geothermal area offers some advantages, 

such as geothermal energy, there are also some downsides. Indeed, the area is also prone to 

earthquakes. By the movement of the tectonic plates around the planet, tension builds up at 

their boundaries. When the rock has reached its limit, it releases the tension in forms of 

                                                
1 “Plates and boundaries.” Annenberg Learner, accessed November 7, 2015. 
2 “Plates and boundaries.” 	  
3 Björn Hróarsson and Sigurður Sveinn Jónsson. Hverir á Íslandi. (Reykjavík: Mál og menning, 1991), 13. 	  
4 Hróarsson and Jónsson, Hverir á Íslandi, 14.	  
5 Hróarsson and Jónsson, Hverir á Íslandi, 13.	  
6 Eldstöð means a volcano.	  
7 “Hveragerði.” Hveragerðisbær, accessed November 27, 2015. http://www.hveragerdi.is/English/	  
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seismic waves.8 Iceland’s crust is young and hot and which means high tension cannot 

form. As a result, earthquakes in Iceland usually do not become much larger than 6 on the 

scale of Richter. The so-called Suðurlandsskjálftar9 are an exception to this. They can get 

up to 7,2 in Richter´s scale. The reason is that Suðurlandsskjálftar occur within a transform 

fault (see picture 5). Where this happens, the tension that builds up at the boundary is 

determined by the thickness of the crust. The last Suðurlandsskjálfti occurred in 2008 and 

caused damages in Hveragerði and other southern towns near the origin of the earthquake. 	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  
 

                                                                             Picture 1: Geographical location of Hveragerði. 

                                                
8 “What are the types of earthquakes?” eSchoolToday, accessed November 27, 2015. 
http://eschooltoday.com/natural-disasters/earthquakes/types-of-earthquakes.html	  
9 Suðurlandsskjálftar is a name given to large earthquakes that occur in the south part of Iceland.	  
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Picture 2: Boundaries of tectonic plates. 

 

	  
 

Picture 3: Volcanic zones in Iceland. Red dots are for high temperature geothermal areas. 
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	  Picture 4: Three main sections of the Hengill-region. 

Picture 5: Explaination of a transform fault. 
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The town 

The highway, the river Varmá and the small mountain, Hamar, determine the current 

footprint of Hveragerði. The geothermal park is in the heart of the town. Hveragerði 

reaches out in all directions from it, but mostly to the west and east, along the highway. 

This chapter is about how the town evolved from the first settlers. The research was 

twofold: first the social and economical circumstances in the beginning of the twentieth 

century and how the town came to be. Then, how geothermal energy affected the 

townscape. 	  

2.1 The first settlers 
In the beginning of the twentieth century, subsistence farming and fishing was coming to 

an end in Iceland. Deck vessels replaced row-boats and ports near good fishing grounds 

grew larger in population. Larger ports and ships made exportation of Icelandic goods 

easier. With expanding urban areas and increasing exportation of agricultural products, the 

role of the farmer had changed. Farmers, especially in south Iceland where seaports were 

few, strived to find ways to turn their products into commodities that could be sold to the 

public or exported. The first attempts to inhabit the area of Hveragerði were a response to 

that increasing need to service these farmers.10 	  

In 1902 Erlendur Þórðarson, Guðmundur Jónsson and Guðni Jónsson established a 

wool washing factory by Reykjafoss. They built a two-storey timber house on the bank of 

the river by Reykjafoss. The factory was at ground level but the upper level and loft were 

residential, where they lived with their families. Water was led from the top of the 

waterfall down a duct to a watermill below that powered belt machines inside the factory.11 

In 1906, a small hydroelectric power station was installed and provided the factory and the 

occupants with electricity. It was also used to light up the road from the factory to the main 

road after a tourist fell in a hot spring and died. It was the first electric street lighting in 

Iceland.12 The factory was not a success and shut down in 1913. The ten remaining 

                                                
10 Björn Pálsson. “Hveragerði og upphaf mannvistar þar,” in Árnesingur IV. (Selfoss: Sögufélag Árnesinga, 
1996), 9-10.	  
11 Guðmundur F. Baldursson, interview by author, May 6, 2016.	  
12 Pálson, “Hveragerði og upphaf mannvistar þar,” 13.	  
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residents moved away a year later.13 The house was torn down but the foundation was left 

there and can still be seen.	  

In the first decades of the twentieth century, there was an increase in milk 

production due to increase in exportation of butter. Reykjavík and other urban areas were 

also growing quickly in population, which posed an increasing demand for fresh milk 

products to be manufactured. In 1928 a cooperative of farmers in Ölfus bought 45 hectares 

of land in Hveragerði, including the geothermal park, and a dairy was built in 1929.14 The 

dairy house was located where it could get heat from the geothermal park and electricity 

from the river. A concrete pyramid was built over a hot spring in the geothermal park and a 

pipe lead steam to the dairy. The steam was mainly used to heat up the house and for 

distilling whey in order to produce whey cheese.15 	  

The dairy did not need all of the 45 hectares of land and distributed parts of it to 

people who settled in the area. As residents on the land of the dairy factory, the people 

could get electricity from the dairy and had the right to use geothermal energy from the 

geothermal park if they collected it themselves. 16 In 1929, Sigurður Sigurðsson, the head 

of the farming society in Ölfus and one of the founders of the dairy, got 1.68 hecaters of 

land where he built the first greenhouse farm in Hveragerði, called Fagrihvammur. That 

was the beginning of greenhouse farming in Hveragerði, which became a key sector in the 

local economy.17 	  

In 1930 a skyr18 factory was built across the street from the dairy and attached to it 

was the capitol building of Ölfus. That was the beginning of the urbanization of 

Hveragerði and in 1934, there were about 35 residents in Hveragerði. Then in 1935, five 

new houses were built and the population went from 35 to 60. After that, the population 

grew steadily from year to year and in 1946, 399 people lived in Hveragerði.19 That is 

when Hveragerði became independent from the municipality Ölfus.20 The reason was that 

Hvergerði had become a town but Ölfus consisted mainly of farms and farmers that had no 

                                                
13 Oddgeir Guðjónsson et al. Sunnlenskar byggðir III (Selfoss: Búnaðarsamband Suðurlands, 1980-1987), 
424.	  
14 “Ágrip af sögu Hveragerðisbæjar.” Hveragerðisbær, accessed December 10, 2015. 
http://www.hveragerdi.is/Mannlif/Agrip_af_sogu_Hveragerdisbaejar/	  
15 Steinþór Sigurðsson. “Af jarðborunum í Hveragerði,” in Árnesingur VI (Selfoss: Sögufélag Árnesinga, 
2004), 59.	  
16 Guðjónsson, Sunnlenskar byggðir, 425	  
17 “Hveragerði.”	  
18 Skyr is type of special Icelandic yogurt.	  
19 Pálson, “Hveragerði og upphaf mannvistar þar,” 22.	  
20 “Ágrip af sögu Hveragerðisbæjar.”	  
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interest in taking part in the necessary construction and management of sewage and water 

systems in Hveragerði.21  

 

	  
Table 1: The population in Hveragerði from 1940 until 2016.	  

2.2 Geothermal energy and townscape 
In 1937, two engineers, Árni Snævar and Einar B. Pálsson, measured and mapped the town 

of Hveragerði. A year later the first site plan of Hveragerði (see appendix page 32) was 

made by Hörður Bjarnason, an architect and later the head of the planning committee of 

the Icelandic government from 1944. The town was planned to build up all around the 

geothermal park, but people had already started building houses around the geothermal 

park in order to get cheap geothermal energy to heat up their houses. 	  

Hörður’s plan got criticized by Guðmundur Hannesson, the author of About town 

planning22, on the grounds that it was not desirable to have the geothermal park split the 

town up in two parts, to the south and north. He also said that if people were to live there 

all year round, the plan should allow space for cattle sheds.23 Hörður’s main focus was on 

residential houses and greenhouses, but he drew one hundred and nine new building lots 

for residential houses and eighty-six new building lots for greenhouses. The greenhouses 

were to be built in a greenhouse neighborhood that reached out to southeast from the 

geothermal park, then along the highway and around the geothermal park to the west. Most 

                                                
21 Guðmundur F. Baldursson, interview by author, May 6, 2016.	  
22 Original name: Um skipulag bæja, published in 1916.	  
23 “Saga af skipulagsmálum.” Skipulagsstofnun, received via e-mail December 11, 2015.	  
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of the residential houses were to be built north of the geothermal park and west of the 

greenhouses along the west side of the geothermal park. 	  

Despite Guðmundur Hannesson’s criticism, the shape of Hörður’s plan from 1938 

was kept in a new proposal made by Teiknistofa skipulagsins, or the committee of planning 

in 1953 (see appendix page 33). The main difference of the two plans is that the main street 

through the town is no longer Hveramörk, the street that goes by the geothermal park, but 

Breiðamörk, which still is the main street of Hveragerði. All the greenhouse building lots 

are now south and east of the geothermal park and a new neighborhood has been added 

west of the street Laufskógar. It is also noticeable that the area of the geothermal park has 

gotten smaller as the west corner of the park has been cut off and used for housing. 	  

In a proposal from the planning committee of Iceland from 1968 (see appendix 

page 34), it can be seen how the existing houses area built all around the geothermal park. 

The town is planned to reach out along the highway to both west, towards the mountains, 

and southeast, where Varmá meets the highway and closes the area. At that time, the 

distance from the geothermal park was still important. As it is explained in chapter 4.1, hot 

water was being pumped into people’s homes from the geothermal park through pipes that 

were not very well insulated, so it was better to be closer to the park to get as much heat as 

possible. That system was replaced in 1973.24	  

With better heating distribution techniques, the distance from the geothermal park 

was no longer an issue in regards to heating. Hveragerði did expand through the years to 

the west and southeast. The geothermal park still sits in the middle but the area is not as 

active as it used to be, in that sense that many hot springs have cooled down. Even so, the 

park is popular with tourists. 	  

In 2008 the town council of Hveragerði held a competition for a new plan for the 

center of Hveragerði. The architecture office, ASK architects, won the competition with a 

proposal that mainly focused on densifying and strengthening the center area using the 

geothermal energy. The geothermal park plays an important role in the center area, but a 

small lake of warm water connects the park to the new center area designed by ASK (see 

picture 6).  

 

 

 

                                                
24 Guðjónsson, Sunnlenskar byggðir, 428 
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A few of the goals of this proposal were to: 

- create a sustainable society with the usage of the geothermal energy	  

- strengthen the image of Hveragerði as a town of greenhouse farming and 

organic cultivation	  

- densify the center area in a human scale, in harmony with the existing 

townscape 	  

- strengthen the image of Hveragerði as a town of health and tourism25 

	  

The town council bought the top three proposals along with two other proposals that the 

council found interesting. Then in 2015 the town council published a new plan for the 

center area, made by ASK architects in collaboration with the town council. The new plan 

aims to strengthen the image of Hveragerði as a town of health and tourism. Hveragerði as 

a town of greenhouse farming is nowhere mentioned but there are new regulations 

regarding small domestic greenhouses 26  (see picture 7). That is interesting since in the last 

20 years the surface area of greenhouses in Hveragerði has been reduced by 60% and no 

new areas were allocated for greenhouse farming.27 The mayor of Hveragerði, Aldís 

Hafsteinsdóttir, said that despite the fact that greenhouse farming is retreating, Hveragerði 

will keep its image as a town of greenery. There are still a few market gardens in town that 

are full swing and by emphasizing on environmental matters and the fertile surroundings of 

the town, the image will be kept alive.28 	  

                                                
25 “Hveragerði: Margt smátt gerir... eitt grænt.” ASK arkitektar (ASK arkitektar: 2008) 
26 “Deiliskipulag Grímsstaðareits, Hveragerði.” ASK arkitektar (Hveragerðisbær: 2015)	  
27 Guðmundur F. Baldursson, interview by author, November 9, 2015.	  
28 Aldís Hafsteinsdóttir, interview by author, November 11, 2015.	  
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Picture 6: Vision of a new center area of Hveragerði by ASK architects. 

 

	  

 
Picture 7: Geothermal energy can be used for domestic greenhouses.	  
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2. The architecture 

Hveragerði is, as said before, situated in a high temperature geothermal area. Such unstable 

environment calls for certain precautions when it comes to designing and constructing 

buildings. When larger earthquakes occur, buildings and other man-made structures can be 

damaged when the seismic waves hit them. Earthquakes can also cause new hot springs to 

emerge at unfortunate places, such as near, or underneath, a building. Examples are of hot 

springs opening up in people’s living rooms.29 This chapter discusses how buildings in 

Hveragerði have been designed to withstand the dangers of the area, what solutions have 

been found effective and how they affect the architecture of the buildings. 	  

3.1 Earthquake resistance 
In active seismic zones, man-made structures, such as buildings and bridges, can 

pose a great threat to people.	  30 Therefore it is important that buildings in such areas are 

built to be earthquake resistant and safe. As discussed in chapter one, Hveragerði is	  

situated within an active seismic zone.  

The Suðurlandsskjálfti in 2008 was a strong earthquake that reached 6.3 on the 

Richter scale. It was actually a combination of two earthquakes, one that originated right 

next to the town and another one that occurred west of Kögunarhóll, between Hveragerði 

and Selfoss. The earthquakes hit Hveragerði harder than Selfoss but nonetheless, the town 

of Selfoss suffered more damages, due to the fact that it is constructed on thick and old 

stratas of dirt and clay. Hveragerði, on the other hand, is built on an old lava field. It is 

better for houses to be built on a solid base like lava stone then on softer soils because 

softer soils increase the movement of the surface. 

The usual method when it comes to building a foundation for a house in Hveragerði 

is to have 1 to 3 meter deep layer of gravel, or similar material, that has been very well 

compressed beneath the house if it is not built straight on the lava stone. When an 

extension to the elementary school in Hveragerði was to be built in 198831, earthquake 

specialists were consulted. They required the house to be built directly upon solid rock 

                                                
29 Guðmundur F. Baldursson, interview by author, May 6, 2016.	  
30 “How earthquake resistant buildings work,” Science, accessed December 20, 2015. 
http://science.howstuffworks.com/engineering/structural/earthquake-resistant-buildings.htm	  
31 “Grunnskólinn í Hveragerði,” Hveragerðisbær, accessed May 7, 2016. 
http://www.hveragerdi.is/Ymsar_upplysingar/Svid_og_deildir/Fraedslusvid/Grunnskolinn_i_Hveragerdi/ 
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without having the usual gravel layers between the rock and the building. The old part of 

the school that was constructed in 1946 did not follow those specifications. Nonetheless, 

both the old and newer part of the school resisted well to the earthquake in 2008 due to a 

good structure system.32 

Ideally, the loadbearing structure of a house built in an active seismic zone should 

be simple, symmetric, continuous and designed to be robust. This especially applies to 

higher buildings, but the higher the building; the more will the seismic load be.33 Most 

houses in Hveragerði are only one or two storey high and comply with the European 

criteria for earthquake resistance in accordance with the risks measurements of the area. 

When the commercial center, Sunnumörk, was first designed it was supposed to be a four 

storey high tower. When the constructors were digging for the foundation they found a 

large crack in the earth right where the tower was supposed to stand so the design was 

changed to a one storey high building. Now the crack is showcased inside the house where 

people can walk over it on a glass floor. The crack should not be a threat since it has not 

moved in 1000 years and is very unlikely to move. If it does, the structure of the house is 

designed in a way so the house would not collapse or pose a threat to people. No real harm 

came to the house in 2008.34  

Most of the houses that did get damaged by the earthquake were old stone masonry 

houses or houses made of poor building materials, such as pumice. Some of these houses 

could not be repaired and had to be torn down. Most houses built after 1960 and other 

houses made of concrete or timber only suffered minor damages that could be repaired, 

such as small cracks in walls.35 However, some people are not as lucky as others, such as 

my parents. My childhood home was a two storey high timber house and it resisted the 

earthquake well. Then few years later they noticed that the northwest corner of the house 

had started sinking down. Then they found out that the earthquake opened up a crack 

beneath the house and heat and moisture was coming up and into the structure. In the end 

the house had to be torn down.  

 

                                                
32 Guðmundur F. Baldursson, interview by author, May 6, 2016. 
33 Jón Einarsson, 2012. Hugmyndahönnun íbúðarhúsa á jarðskjálftasvæðum. M.Sc. in civil engineering. 
University of Iceland. (http://hdl.handle.net/1946/13209) 
34 Guðmundur F. Baldursson, interview by author, May 6, 2016.	  
35 Guðmundur F. Baldursson, interview by author, May 6, 2016.	  
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3.2 Preventing moisture damage 
In high temperature geothermal areas, high humidity can form in buildings and lead to 

radical moisture damage and health risks. It is very hard to revert such damage and there 

are examples of houses in Hveragerði being condemned and torn down because of severe 

moisture damage.	  Guðmundur F. Baldursson, the head of the Department of Planning and 

Building in Hveragerði, explained that through the years, mainly three rules of thumb have 

been used to prevent moisture damage in buildings in Hveragerði: 

	  

1. Do not build in an obvious geothermal- or hot springs area.  

2. Put ventilation blocks (see picture 8) or ventilation tubes under floor plates.  

3. Build a low-ceiling basement under the building that is easily ventilated. 

 

Certain neighborhoods, where the temperature of the soil is over 15°C at 60 cm deep, are at 

greater risk of having problems with moisture.36 These areas have been mapped (see 

appendix page ). Bjarkarheiði is one of the neighborhoods that are considered at high risk 

for moisture damage. The building terms for Bjarkarheiði state that it is mandatory to have 

a ventilation basement under each house to prevent moisture damage in the houses. In 

neighborhoods where there is less risk of moisture damage, such as Kambahraun, it is a 

choice whether to build a ventilation basement under a house or not. The designer has to 

make appropriate arrangements based on the condition of the building site.37  

Comparison of a house with a ventilation basement (see picture 9) and a house that 

does not have a ventilation basement (see picture 10) leads to the conclusion that a 

ventilation basement does not have to be visible to the naked eye. Therefore it does not 

affect the architecture of the house. Neither would the use of ventilation blocks or tubes, 

since they would be part of the floor construction and not visible. 

	  

	  

 

 

 

                                                
36 Guðmundur F. Baldursson, interview by author, November 9, 2015.	  
37 Guðmundur F. Baldursson, interview by author, November 9, 2015.	  

Picture 8: Concrete  
ventilation block. 
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Picture 9: Bjarkarheiði 14-20 has a ventilation basement. 

 

 

 

Picture 10: Kambahraun 55 does not have a ventilation basement. 
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3. The society 

In early 1900 the geothermal park in the middle of Hveragerði used to serve as a social 

point for residents where they washed their clothes, baked bread and boiled their food in 

the hot springs. Every household had their own hole in the ground where they put their pot 

in around ten in the morning and then picked it up at lunch and brought it home to eat a 

fully cooked meal.38 Since then people have learned to use the geothermal energy in more 

efficient ways. In this chapter I explored how the people of Hveragerði have been using the 

geothermal energy to their advantage and the social aspects of living in a high temperature 

geothermal area. 

 

 
Picture 11: A woman washing clothes at the geothermal park in Hveragerði. 

 

Hveragerði has sufficient resources of geothermal energy for heating every house 

and greenhouse in town. Geothermal water is used for heating residential houses but 

greenhouses and some larger companies in town use steam.39 Even though greenhouse 

farming has been retreating, there are still a few large market gardens operating in 

Hveragerði that produce flowers, vegetables and other vegetation using geothermal 
                                                
38 Guðjónsson, Sunnlenskar byggðir, 426	  
39 Guðmundur F. Baldursson, interview by author, May 6, 2016. 
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energy.40  Although greenhouse farming will continue to be an important part of the 

society of Hveagerði, the focus has shifted from greenhouse farming to tourism and health, 

where geothermal energy is also an important factor.  

The population of Hveragerði is still growing and there is an increasing need for 

residential housing. The qualities that younger people seek in Hveragerði are a safe 

environment for children and the short distance to Reykjavík. Elderly people also see 

advantages of living here, such as the service offered at the Rehabilitation and Health 

Clinic and varieties of activities, such as golfing, swimming and walking (see appendix 

page 35)  

4.1 Heating 
From 1929 people started to use the hot springs to heat up their houses. 41 Each house 

conducted hot water from the geothermal park through a pipe that led to a concrete well 

outside the house. Inside the well was a radiator that was connected to a circular heating 

system, letting hot water flow inside the house and then back to the radiator again. The hot 

water pushed the colder water ahead and kept the stream going. This system worked quite 

well but as the town expanded, and more and more greenhouses were built, the hot water 

started running out. The eruption in Hekla in 1947 also had an impact on the situation, old 

hot springs shut down and new ones erupted from the ground, making the water muddy 

and unsuitable for the heating system. Since the water in the hot springs was no longer 

suitable for heating, people had to find another way to distribute heat. That is when the first 

attempts to drill for hot water were made.42 	  

In 1954 a district heating, Hitaveita Hveragerðis, was established on behalf of the 

shire of Hveragerði. Boreholes were drilled at the geothermal park and boilers were built 

that heated up water using the steam from the boreholes. An electric pump delivered the 

hot water to consumers. However, due to poor plumbing techniques and lack of money to 

improve the system, the distribution of the heat was uneven. The pipes did not insulate the 

heat well enough and, as a result, the houses further away from the heaters did not get as 

much heat as the houses that were closer to the geothermal park. This system was used for 

18 years, or until 1973.43 	  

                                                
40 “Deiliskipulag Grímsstaðareits, Hveragerði.” 	  
41 Guðjónsson, Sunnlenskar byggðir, 428	  
42 Guðjónsson, Sunnlenskar byggðir, 428	  
43 Guðjónsson, Sunnlenskar byggðir, 428	  
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In 1973 Hveragerðisbær decided to buy hot water from Orkustofnun, a government 

agency under the Ministry of Industries and Innovation. Orkustofnun had boreholes at 

Reykir, where the Agricultural School of Iceland is today. Since the premises of Reykir are 

situated on a hill, the hot water could easily flow down into town without any usage of 

pumps. Hitaveita Hveragerðis was still used to distribute heat (steam) to the greenhouses in 

town.44 In 2004, Hitaveita Hveragerðis was sold to Orkustofnun and now all distribution of 

heat goes through them.45 	  

Today almost all of Hveragerði uses heat from two boreholes in town, one is in the 

geothermal park and the other one is in the middle of an area marked by the streets 

Laufskógar, Klettahlíð and Breiðamörk. Greenhouses and some larger companies in town, 

such as the ice factory Kjörís, the swimming pool and Hotel Örk, use steam while 

residential houses get hot water.46 The heat is distributed with a heat exchange station 

through a closed circulation system. There is one neighborhood. Heiðarbrún, that is not a 

part of this system and gets heat from a borehole near Hvammur, between Hveragerði and 

Selfoss. Heiðarbrún has a different distribution system and it would have cost more to 

install a new system than connecting the old system to the borehole near Hvammur. So in 

total there are three boreholes being used to provide Hveragerði with heat, but only one of 

them would be sufficient.47   

4.2 Reykjadalur 
Geothermal water has long been believed to cure various diseases. Oddur Einarsson wrote 

a description of Iceland (Íslandslýsing) during the 16th century and stated that “In many 

places, warm springs and pools emerge spontaneously and can be useful for their 

salubrious qualities...”48 In the area around Hveragerði, such places can be found. 

Reykjadalur, “Smokey Valley”, is a valley north of Hveragerði where the river Varmá 

flows through. At places, hot water from nearby hot springs flows into the river so the 

water in the river gets to a nice bathing temperature. When I was growing up I often went 

there with my mother and sister where we bathed in the river and covered our bodies with 

blue clay, found at the banks of the river. At that time, Reykjadalur was not well known 

                                                
44 Guðjónsson, Sunnlenskar byggðir, 428	  
45 Guðmundur F. Baldursson, interview by author, May 6, 2016.	  
46 Guðmundur F. Baldursson, interview by author, May 6, 2016.	  
47 Guðmundur F. Baldursson, interview by author, May 6, 2016.	  
48 Hróarsson and Jónsson, Hverir á Íslandi, 28. Original quoote: “Allvíða koma nefnilega fram af 
sjálfsdáðum heitar laugar eða böð sem vegna heilsusamlegrar nytsemi hafa sér margt til ágætis…”	  
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and mostly locals went there. Now roughly 200.000 tourists go there every year, but no 

accurate numbers are available.49 The increasing popularity of Reykjadalur offers new 

business opportunities for locals and in 2012 a small café, Dalakaffi, was opened at the 

bottom of the valley, Ölfusdalur, and a new camping site is currently under construction 

west of Dalakaffi.50 In the same area are stables for the people of Hveragerði and a golf 

course. Further development can be expected in this area and it is seen as an area of 

outdoor activities, such as hiking, golfing and horseback riding, which promotes the image 

of Hveragerði as a town of health.   

4.3 The Rehabilitation and Health Clinic 
The Icelandic Nature Health Society runs the Rehabilitation and Health Clinic in 

Hveragerði. The clinic was founded in 1955 under the direction of Dr. Jónas Kristjánsson 

and has been operating ever since.51 At first the clinic could accommodate 40 guests but 

with time the clinic has expanded and now more than 2000 guests visit every year. By 

locating the clinic in Hveragerði, in an area of intense geothermal activity with access to 

geothermal energy, the clinic had the opportunity to develop different services to people.	  

Soon after the clinic started operating, a few greenhouses were built. In those 

greenhouses vegetables are organically grown and the clinic is one of the first organic 

cultivation stations in Iceland. Today the crops from the station make up 30% of all the 

vegetables that are served to guests at the clinic, but these vegetables can also be found in 

grocery stores all over Iceland. 	  

Kjarnalundur SPA at the Rehabilitation and Health Clinic and is open for the public 

in the afternoon during the week and from morning until the afternoon during the weekend. 

At the SPA, people can enjoy heated indoor and outdoor swimming pools, hot tubs, a 

Jacuzzi and wet- and hot steam-baths. People can also buy special treatments at the clinic, 

such as geothermal mud bath where they soak in hot mud for 15 minutes and then relax for 

20 minutes. The geothermal mud is collected in the surrounding area of Hvergerði.52 	  

Next to the health clinic are eight, one storey high townhouses with four apartments 

each. The apartments have either two or three rooms and were designed by Hróbjartur 

                                                
49 Guðmundur F. Baldursson, interview by author, May 6, 2016.	  
50 Magnea Jónasdóttir (owner of Dalakaffi), interview by author, December 16, 2015.	  
51 “NLFI Rehabilitation and Health Clinic in Hveragerdi.” Heilsustofnun, accessed October 11, 2015. 
http://www.heilsustofnun.is/en/index.php/about-us/our-history	  
52 Þorsteinn J. Hannibalsson, interview by author, October 7, 2015.	  
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Hróbjartsson and built by Íslenskir Aðalverktakar, or ÍAV.53 ÍAV made a contract with the 

Health Clinic. The contract states that the residents in these apartments can pay a certain 

amount of money to get access to the main facilities of the Health Clinic, such as the 

swimming pool, the gym and the cafeteria. More of these apartments will be constructed 

soon as there is one building lot left. The new buyers for those apartments will get the 

same contract with the Health Clinic.54 Everyone can buy these apartments but they are 

ideal for elderly people and people with health problems.   

 

 

 
Picture 12: The Rehabilitation and Health Clinic. 

 

4.4 The Thermal Swimming Pool at Laugaskarð 
North of Varmá, on the hill towards Reykir, is the public swimming pool of Hveragerði. 

The pool was built in 1938 by the initiative of The Youth Society in Ölfus and swimmer, 

Lárus Rist, who moved to Hveragerði in 1936.55 At first it was 25 meters long but it was 

extended to 50 meters in 1939. The reception and changing rooms are in a building 

designed by architect Gísli Halldórsson. The building is curved towards the swimming 

                                                
53 “Sýning á nýjum og glæsilegum þjónustuhúsum við Heilsustofnun NLFÍ í Hveragerði.” ÍAV, Februar 9, 
2009. http://www.iav.is/frettir/frett/2005/02/09/syning-a-nyjum-og-glaesilegum-thjonustuhusum-vid-
heilsustofnun-nlfi-i-hveragerdi	  
54 Guðmundur F. Baldursson, interview by author, May 6, 2016.	  
55 “Íþróttir og útivist.” Hveragerðisbær, accessed November 6, 2015. http://www.hveragerdi.is	  
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pool and facing south. The setting of the building and the pool is considered successful and 

very well adapted to the landscape.56 	  

The thermal pool uses a flow-through system so water is constantly flowing 

through the pool. The water is heated with thermal steam coming directly from the earth, 

insuring the purity and natural acid levels of the water. For that reason, many consider the 

water to be wholesome. Guest can also enjoy the thermal steam in the natural wet steam 

bath that is situated on the east bank of the pool. 	  

The pool is popular with the elderly. Furthermore, around 15-20 regulars, mostly 

pensioners and invalids, come there everyday all year round. During winter the hot tubs are 

a venue for people to meet and chat before and after a good swim. During summer people 

of all ages, both locals and tourists, visit the pool. On a sunny day, the swimming pool is 

full of children while the hot tubs serve as a place for relaxation, sunbathing and offer a 

chance for visitors to chat with locals.57 

 

 

 
Picture 13: The Thermal Swimming Pool at Laugaskarð. 

	  

                                                
56 Pétur Ármannsson. “Hveragerði: Verndun húsa og yfribragð byggðar – Mat vegna endurskoðunar 
aðalskipulags 2005-2017.” Viðauki 6 (May/August 2005).	  
57 Malín Gylfadóttir (lifeguarde at the Thermal Swimming Pool in Laugaskarð), interview by author, 
December 18, 2015.	  
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4.5 The Retirement Home Ás 
In 1952 The Retirement Home Ás (hereafter Ás) was established in Hveragerði. One of the 

reasons it was located in Hveragerði and not in Selfoss was the source of geothermal 

energy. Ás was, and still is, run by another retirement home in Reykjavík, called Grund. At 

first, four residential houses were bought for the first thirteen residents. Between the years 

1960-1980, as the number of residents grew larger, Ás bought many houses by 

Frumskógar, Bláskógar, Hverahlíð and Bröttuhlíð. In addition to that, fifteen apartments 

for retired couples were built at Brattahlíð. This housing arrangement makes the 

atmosphere at Ás homely and not too institutional. If a stranger was walking down 

Frumskógar, he might not even notice that all the houses belong to a retirement home. 	  

Ás also operates a wood workshop, where furnishing for Grund and Ás has been 

made, and a few greenhouses, where flowers and vegetables are grown and used for both 

Ás and Grund. Residents at Ás can participate in the work that is done both at the wood 

workshop and the greenhouses, which is rather unusual for a retirement home but very 

important to the residents. What makes Ás even more unique is that it has been running a 

natural science research center, called Neðri Ás, since the late sixties.58 Therefore, Ás 

plays an important role in the society of Hveragerði and offers diverse job opportunities for 

the people of Hveragerði. 	  

 

 

  

                                                
58 “Sagan.” Ás, August 28, 2013. http://www.dvalaras.is/index.php/sagan	  
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Conclusion 

The geothermal energy did indeed have a significant impact on the development of 

Hveragerði. From the time the first houses were built and until 1973, when they switched 

heat distribution systems, the distance from the geothermal park directly affected the living 

conditions of people. The closer your house was to the park, the warmer it was. As a result, 

the town was built all around the geothermal park, which still sits in the center of the town. 

Today the geothermal park still provides Hveragerði with geothermal energy and serves as 

a major tourist attraction.  

  As for architecture, nature puts a few restrictions on the design of houses. Houses 

should be constructed on a solid foundation and built out of good materials, such as 

concrete or timber. A simple design with a continuous and symmetric loadbearing structure 

is more likely to perform better in earthquakes and higher buildings are at greater risk of 

damage during an earthquake. As a result, most houses in Hveragerði are only one or two 

storey high. In neighbourhoods at risk of moisture damage due to geothermal heat it is 

essential to have a ventilation basement underneath the house, but that does not have an 

impact on the architecure above ground.  

When it comes to the society of Hveragerði, geothermal energy is a key factor in 

the economy of Hveragerði and creates a lot of opportunities for different businesses. 

Although greenhouse farming is retreating, the town will always be a “blooming town” but 

with slightly different emphasis. Tourism is an expanding industry and in the future, 

Hveragerði is seen mainly as a town of tourism and health. The status of a “health-town” 

was achieved mainly through the act of bathing, but there are public geothermal swimming 

pools at Laugaskarð and at the Rehabilitation and Health Clinic. Then there is the natural 

hot river in Reykjadalur that attracts thousands of tourists every year. People of all ages 

can see advantages of living in Hveragerði and it will be exciting to see how the town will 

continue to grow and develope. 
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All plans are scans of original plans that I got at Skipulagsstofnun in December 2015. 
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