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Abstract 
Urban trees provide valuable ecological and social services that benefit cities and their 
residents; however, attitudes towards trees vary by region. This study investigates the 
importance of urban trees for residents of Reykjavík, Iceland and assesses factors influencing 
their attitudes. The research combines qualitative interviews with five local experts on urban 
forestry with a quantitative questionnaire survey of 163 residents in Reykjavík. The results 
show that planners make decisions based on a practical role of trees as wind blocks or for 
landscaping, while residents lack awareness of trees in the urban area. The responses to the 
questionnaire demonstrate that residents believe that trees have positive effects and grow 
well in their neighborhood, yet they are less clear about whether they are satisfied with the 
current trees in their respective neighborhoods. Several socio-demographic factors influence 
attitudes, such as age or people‘s origin. Residents raised in rural Iceland were significantly 
less likely to agree that open spaces are more traditionally Icelandic than areas with trees 
than those raised in Reykjavík. The trees in Reykjavík are heavily influenced by actions of 
urban planners and perceptions of citizens. Only through clear communication with the 
public and decision-making informed by regionally specific attitudes can an urban forest 
thrive and maximize the benefits of trees for all residents.  

Útdráttur 
Þéttbýlis-tré veita dýrmæta vistfræðilega og samfélagslega þjónustu sem nýtist borgum og 
íbúum þeirra; samt sem áður, viðhorf til þessara trjáa eru mismunandi á milli staða. Þessi 
rannsókn varðar mikilvægi þéttbýlis-trjáa fyrir íbúa Reykjavíkur á Íslandi og metur þá þætti 
í viðhorfum til þeirra. Rannsókn þessi sameinar eigindleg viðtöl við fimm sérfræðinga um 
skógarnýtingu í þéttbýli og megindlega könnun sem 163 Reykvíkingar tóku þátt í. 
Niðurstöðurnar sýna fram á að borgarskipulag tekur ákvarðanir um gróðursetningu trjáa út 
frá hagnýtum eiginleikum þeirra, t.d. eiginleiki þéttbýlis-trjáa til að hindra vind, eða eru tré 
gróðursett í landslagsskyni. Niðurstöðurnar sýna einnig fram á að íbúar eru ekki nægilega 
meðvitaðir um tré í þeirra nágrenni. Svör þeirra spurninga úr könnuninni sýna fram á að 
íbúar trúa því að tré hafa jákvæð áhrif og vaxa vel í þeirra hverfi, þrátt fyrir þetta eru íbúar 
óvissir um hvort þeir séu ánægðir með þau tré sem eru núþegar vaxa í hverfinu þeirra. 
Nokkrir sósíaldemókratískir þættir hafa áhrif á viðhorf íbúa, til dæmis aldur þeirra eða 
uppruni. Íbúar sem ólust upp á landsbyggðinni voru talsvert minna líklegir að taka undir þá 
staðhæfingu að opin svæði þykja hefðbundinari og íslenskari en skógarsvæði heldur en þeir 
sem ólust upp í Reykjavík. Þau tré sem eru í Reykjavík eru öll undir áhrifum aðgerða 
þéttbýlis-skipulags og skynjun hins almenna borgara. Einungis með skilvirkum samskiptum 
þéttbýlis-skipuleggjanda og almennings, auk þess að taka ákvarðanir út frá viðhorfum hvers 
svæði fyrir sig, getur þéttbýlis-skógur þrifist og á þennan máta verða kostir skógarins 
hámarkaðir fyrir alla íbúa. 
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1 Introduction 
Urban trees play a critical ecological, social, and economic role that is acknowledged 

globally by urban planners and often appreciated by residents of cities. Ecologically, urban 
trees serve as habitat for other species, intercept and take up stormwater, block wind, and 
filter air. Socially, urban trees are mentally restorative, reducing stress of the people who 
encounter them. However, it has been acknowledged in academic literature that attitudes 
towards urban trees varies by region; Iceland’s climate and unique history of near-complete 
deforestation contribute to regionally specific attitudes that must be considered in urban tree 
management (Eysteinsson, 2017; Schroeder, Flannigan, & Coles, 2006).  

The terms urban green spaces, urban forests, and urban trees have much overlap, and 
no consensus exists on the exact meaning of each phrase (Baur, Tynon, Ries, & Rosenberger, 
2016; C. Konijnendijk, Nilsson, Randrup, & Schipperijn, 2005). Urban green spaces often 
host the urban forests, and urban forests can contain other types of green spaces. Street trees 
contribute to the overall urban forest, even when they are not contained within a defined 
forest or in a designated green spaces (Baur et al., 2016). In addition, remnant forests, parks, 
empty lots, public street trees, private gardens, and many other components with an urban 
area are all part of a city’s urban forest or urban canopy, when the term is used in a broad 
sense. In this research, the terms urban trees and urban forest is used to encompass all trees 
that exist within the city, whether they are growing in a defined forest, a public green space, 
on a public street, or in a private garden. The term street trees is used more narrowly to 
describe publicly managed trees bordering any road. While there are many variations in the 
phrases used to describe the trees within a city, the need for research to better understand 
how to create healthy, thriving trees that benefit the residents and environment of an urban 
space is undeniable.  

Research about the relationships between urban trees and urban structure, 
socioeconomic distribution, and socio-demographics has been prolific in North America in 
recent years (Baur et al., 2016; Pham, Apparicio, Landry, & Lewnard, 2017; Schroeder et 
al., 2006; Shakeel & Conway, 2014). However, fewer urban tree studies have been 
conducted in Nordic countries, with very few including Iceland in their study (Gundersen et 
al., 2005; McBride & Douhovnikoff, 2012; Sæbø, Benedikz, & Randrup, 2003; Sjöman, 
Östberg, & Bühler, 2012). The few studies that have included Iceland have not included 
analysis of the social dimension of the issue, such as the relationship between residents and 
their attitude towards urban trees. This gap in the literature provides ample opportunity for 
studies of human geography as it relates to the urban trees of Reykjavik, Iceland.  

Gaining an understanding of the perceptions of urban trees in the Reykjavík area as 
well as within a selected neighborhood in Reykjavík can also provide practical results that 
are relevant to city planners. Reykjavik currently lacks data regarding local attitudes, which 
can assist in urban planning and management practices, as well as inform decision making 
related to future tree plantings and more generally strategies for green spaces within the city.  

Research involving both the experts in the urban forestry field in Reykjavík and local 
citizens has the opportunity to uniquely evaluate the key issues that must be considered when 
managing the urban forest today, as experts’ and residents’ opinions must all be considered 
in order to create an optimal urban forest for Reykjavík. In addition, understanding the 
demographic factors that influence residents’ opinions gives insight into how the concerns 
of different groups may be addressed by forest managers in the short and long term. This 
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research will lay the groundwork for future studies of Reykjavík’s urban trees and outline 
first steps to creating an urban forest that provides maximum benefit to all residents and the 
environment.  

As in other cities, areas within Reykjavík have distinct histories and features that 
create differences between neighborhoods. The westernmost neighborhood of Reykjavík, 
Vesturbær, is one of the oldest areas in the city; it established itself as an important 
residential and commercial harbor area as Reykjavík began to grow in the late 19th century. 
It has coastline to the north and south, is bisected by the main east-west thoroughfare, and 
has many private and public green spaces that lend themselves to many existing and future 
trees. Vesturbær is therefore a unique neighborhood for further analysis of how location, 
infrastructure, and current urban forest can influence attitudes towards trees in Reykjavík.  
 
Aim: 
The overall aim of this thesis is to establish first insights into the role and importance of trees 
in Reykjavík, Iceland as experienced by experts and residents. 
 
Objectives: 
Based on the overarching aim, the following objectives that guided the research were 
identified: 
1. To define the current aims and concerns of experts working with Reykjavík’s urban 

forests; 
2. To collect data regarding resident attitudes towards trees; 
3. To identify the relationships between demographics and attitudes of residents towards 

the trees in the city; 
4. To identify the relationships between experiences with trees and attitudes of residents 

towards the trees in the city; 
5. To analyze relationships between the neighborhood in which people live affect their 

attitudes towards trees; 
6. To evaluate relevance of current concerns of planners and experts to concerns of the 

general population; 
7. To develop recommendations for progress in creating a thriving urban forest in 

Reykjavík; 
8. To identity future directions of research which could inform and facilitate the integration 

of urban trees in future urban planning strategies. 
 
This thesis provides novel academic research through a sequential qualitative and 

quantitative mixed methods assessment of public perceptions of urban trees of the local 
resident population of Reykjavik. The research is presented in six chapters: 

Following this introduction, chapter 2 reviews the literature to demonstrate how past 
research views the benefits of urban trees to the environment and to people, as well as 
potential issues caused by trees in cities. The relevance of these benefits and potential issues 
is related to the city of Reykjavík, and the relationships between urban planning, trees, and 
attitudes of residents towards trees are outlined. 

In chapter 3, the methodology is outlined, including the qualitative and quantitative 
sequential mixed methods. Qualitative interviews with local experts who work with the 
urban forest were conducted to determine the current state, management, and perceived 
attitudes towards trees in Reykjavík. Following these interviews, an online and paper survey 
was developed according to key results from the qualitative interviews, distributed to the 
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general public, and analyzed to determine attitudes towards urban trees, and socio-
demographic factors that affect them. 

The results derived from the interview and survey data are reported in chapter 4. 
Qualitative results are presented, including the codes developed and themes produced. The 
quantitative data are also presented, with descriptive statistics and correlations reported. 

In the analysis in chapter 5 the results are interpreted and structured to identify and 
characterize the relationships between trees, attitudes, and geography. The quality of the data 
is critically evaluated. 

In Chapter 6, the results are discussed and their relationship to the existing body of 
literature is explored. The relevance of the results to the city of Reykjavík are discussed and 
future directions of research are highlighted.  
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2 Literature Review 
Existing urban forestry literature discusses a need for deeper understanding of 

relationships between humans and the environment, as it focuses on the managerial 
perspective of urban forestry and lacks qualitative approaches (Krajter Ostoić & 
Konijnendijk van den Bosch, 2015; McLean, Jensen, & Hurd, 2007). The body of literature 
also shows a deficit in studies regarding methods of public participation and the value of 
active local involvement in decision making (C. C. Konijnendijk, Ricard, Kenney, & 
Randrup, 2006; Krajter Ostoić & Konijnendijk van den Bosch, 2015). From the years 1988 
– 2014, most publications regarding urban forestry were written by United States affiliated 
authors, with papers from the United States and Canada amounting to greater than 60% of 
all publications (C. C. Konijnendijk et al., 2006; Krajter Ostoić & Konijnendijk van den 
Bosch, 2015). While the literature has many works regarding the benefits and issues of urban 
trees, research focused on northern climates and the unique relationships between people 
and trees in various cultures is lacking.  

2.1 Benefits of Urban Trees 
Large and mature trees provide more ecosystem services than smaller and younger 

trees, and are also less susceptible to urban stress factors (Fernandes, da Silva, Teixeira, & 
Costa, 2018). Therefore, to enable trees to grow as quickly as possible to full size in the 
urban space, appropriate tree species must be selected, trees must be planted in proper 
locations, and preventative maintenance must be used to monitor development of trees 
(Fernandes et al., 2018). 

2.1.1  Ecological 

  Air Quality 
Trees reduce air pollution, removing gaseous particles by uptake through their leaf 

stomata or removing gases from the plant surface. (Nowak, Hirabayashi, Doyle, McGovern, 
& Pasher, 2018) Pollution removal by trees is positive in urban areas as pollution is removed 
from the atmosphere. However, local dispersion of pollution can be altered as trees can trap 
pollution below their canopies, increasing pollution concentrations locally, or trees can 
prevent pollution from reaching the ground level as it stays above their canopies, decreasing 
pollution locally (Buccolieri, Jeanjean, Gatto, & Leigh, 2018; Ng, Chau, Powell, & Leung, 
2015; Nowak et al., 2018). Therefore, while the total level of air pollution is lowered by 
trees, effects on local concentrations can vary based on air flow, particle types, and 
vegetation arrangement (Nowak et al., 2018; Rafael et al., 2018; Viippola et al., 2018).  

Research modelling has shown that vegetation leads to greater local air pollution 
concentrations, as trees and other types of vegetation reduce the ventilation that dilutes 
pollution from traffic emissions along roadsides or in street canyons to an extent much 
greater than their capacity for pollution removal (Buccolieri et al., 2018; Jeanjean, 
Buccolieri, Eddy, Monks, & Leigh, 2017; Ng et al., 2015; Vos, Maiheu, Vankerkom, & 
Janssen, 2013). Therefore, urban trees should not be considered as a solution for alleviating 
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hotspots of air pollution, and their placement in street canyons or roadsides with parallel or 
perpendicular winds should be carefully considered for best air pollution dilution and 
management of coarse and fine particles (Buccolieri et al., 2018; Jeanjean et al., 2017; 
Viippola et al., 2018; Vos et al., 2013).  

In Reykjavík, the main sources of air pollution are car traffic and fishing boats. NO2, 
CO, O3, SO2, ozone, benzene, and PM2.5 and PM10 are monitored at 2 to 4 stations in the 
city, and daily air quality is publicly reported online. Warnings are released by the city when 
the air quality may put those with sensitivities at risk (Umhverfisstofnun, 2018). The highest 
levels of pollution, particularly NO2 released by cars, is at their highest during the morning 
and afternoon commuting times (Dunsmith, 2017; Umhverfisstofnun, 2018).  In addition, 
most residents of Reykjavík use studded tires on their cars from the months of October to 
March, which increases airborne particles as the tire studs cause damage to the road surface 
(Fukuzaki, Yanaka, & Urushiyama, 1986). However, Reykjavík’s windy climate often 
enables air pollutants to be quickly dispersed away from the city (Dunsmith, 2017). 
Therefore, urban trees must be strategically placed to enable wind dispersion, but to also 
improve air quality on days without wind.  

Management actions that will lead to maximum positive effects on local air quality 
from urban trees are increasing tree cover overall, using long lived and low maintenance 
trees to limit emissions associated with planting, maintenance, and removal, and planting 
appropriate species to each site. In addition, management actions should include planting 
trees in polluted or populated areas to maximize the trees’ removal of pollutants while 
ensuring that design does not trap pollutants and using evergreen species that will continue 
pollution removal during deciduous leaf-off seasons (Buccolieri et al., 2018; Jeanjean et al., 
2017; Nowak et al., 2018; Viippola et al., 2018).  

  Storm Water 
Urban trees are useful in stormwater management as trees intercept precipitation, 

remove water from the soil, and enhance infiltration of water into the ground (Berland et al., 
2017). These functions occur over varying time scales, allowing trees to be a critical part of 
the urban hydrologic cycle (Berland et al., 2017; Muerdter, Wong, & LeFevre, 2018). During 
a storm event, trees have the immediate role of interception, while during time between 
storms trees are involved in managing soil moisture through infiltration and transpiration 
(Berland et al., 2017; Muerdter et al., 2018). Infiltration is increased by trees as they regulate 
the soil ecosystem through root growth and senescence, higher organic matter input and 
microbial activity, as well as stabilization of the soil horizons (Berland et al., 2017).  

Trees’ situation in green spaces, tree pits, or bioswales influence the effectiveness of 
their stormwater retention in relation to their environment, therefore, the situation of trees in 
the landscape must be considered when planting to reduce stormwater runoff (Grey, 
Livesley, Fletcher, & Szota, 2018b, 2018a). In addition to direct stormwater management, 
trees improve the aesthetics of stormwater infrastructure, and stormwater diversion to trees 
can provide new habitat for previously locally unviable trees (Muerdter et al., 2018). 
However, consideration of specific local conditions and design of appropriate stormwater 
inlets is necessary to ensure optimal stormwater retention aided by trees (Berland et al., 
2017; Shaneyfelt, Anderson, Kumar, & Hunt, 2017; Szota et al., 2019). 

Waterlogging is a critical stressor of urban trees within tree pits or bioswales (Grey et 
al., 2018a). Waterlogging can be avoided through the installation of a drain under the tree in 
soils with low exfiltration rates or the use of soils with high exfiltration rates, or through 
selection of trees that can tolerate the runoff directed to their location (Grey et al., 2018a; 
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Scharenbroch, Morgenroth, & Maule, 2016). Stormwater can be directed to trees to improve 
growth as long as waterlogging is avoided (Grey et al., 2018a).  

While many studies have addressed the benefits of urban trees, few have considered 
their full range of potential impacts on urban ecosystems (Janke, Finlay, & Hobbie, 2017). 
For example, street trees deposit leaf litter into the urban water runoff, leading to increased 
nutrient pollution in and therefore eutrophication in surface waters (Janke et al., 2017; 
Selbig, 2016). It is critical that urban planning accounts for the additional nutrient deposition 
of trees as it affects water quality in order for the effects to be controlled and the benefits or 
urban trees to be maximized (Janke et al., 2017; Selbig, 2016). Tree selection in urban areas 
is critical to optimizing the benefits of urban trees, as well as for coupling effective air 
pollution management with stormwater management (Shaneyfelt et al., 2017).  
While data about stormwater in Reykjavík is scarce, studies have shown that precipitation is 
set to increase between 2 and 3% annually in Iceland due to climate change (Bates et al., 
2008; Ministry for the Environment and Natural Resources, 2018). This will put increased 
pressure on stormwater systems within the city to manage the increase in water that will need 
to be moved out of the city to prevent flooding. The downtown area of Reykjavík in the 
neighborhoods of Miðbær and Vesturbær are the areas of most concern due to aging 
stormwater infrastructure that may not be able to withstand increased precipitation or 
snowmelt events (Hlöðversdóttir, 2010). Urban trees can be used to alleviate the maximum 
load of stormwater on the infrastructure.  

  Wind Breaks 
Trees are able to reduce wind speeds as they are considered direct momentum sinks 

and are able to reduce the downward turbulent transport (Giometto et al., 2017). This reduces 
the intensity of wind where people are active and where buildings are consuming energy, 
increasing pedestrian comfort and decreasing energy demands on buildings (Giometto et al., 
2017; Hong & Lin, 2015). Simulations show that wind speeds are reduced both inside and 
above street canyons when trees are present as compared to street canyons without trees 
(Hefny Salim, Heinke Schlünzen, & Grawe, 2015; Hong & Lin, 2015). Height, crown shape, 
and relationships between buildings and trees must be analyzed for optimal wind reduction 
(Hong & Lin, 2015; Hong, Lin, Hu, & Li, 2011).  

Iceland’s annual average wind speed above ground ranks in the highest wind power 
class in Europe (Ministry for the Environment and Natural Resources, 2018). Wind is a 
nuisance in Reykjavík, with the average wind speed in the city from 1968 to 2018 being 5.1 
meters/second (Icelandic Meteorological Office, 2018). High wind gusts up to 20 m/s (44 
mph) frequently cause difficulty walking or driving, damage to infrastructure from carried 
objects, and requirements for parents to escort their children to school. Urban trees can be 
used to create protection for pedestrians, wind barriers along major roads, and wind barriers 
around schools and other institutions.  

2.1.2  Social 

  Mental Wellbeing 
Urban green space and street trees have considerable design implications in aesthetic 

experience and phycological restoration (Hoyle, Hitchmough, & Jorgensen, 2017; Líndal, 
2013; Lindal & Hartig, 2015). Research has shown that dramatic flowers and colors in 
planted urban areas enhance peoples’ aesthetic experience during the short term, however, 
‘background’ green plantings have a greater likelihood of contributing to psychological 
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restoration in the long term (Hoyle et al., 2017). This indicates that urban plantings have 
social benefit outside of the narrow flowering window of most species (Hoyle et al., 2017). 
Street trees also provide a higher likelihood of psychological restoration septate from the 
restoration associated with the surrounding infrastructure (Lindal & Hartig, 2015). Exposure 
to urban trees is also linked to reduced stress in adults and youth, as well as stronger social 
cohesion within neighborhoods (Coley, Kuo, & Sullivan, 1998; de Vries, van Dillen, 
Groenewegen, & Spreeuwenberg, 2013).  

Urban trees also often play an emotional role in the lives of city residents, with trees 
making significant contributions to memory and experiences of place. Trees have always 
held a role in major religions, symbology, and tradition, and these roles must be 
acknowledged in current urban spaces (Cloke & Pawson, 2008; Pearce, Davison, & 
Kirkpatrick, 2015). Urban trees have the opportunity to be seen as active members of the 
community, contributing services and experiencing change alongside the residents (Pearce, 
2015).  

Icelanders have a higher occurrence of depressive symptoms than the European Union 
average, in spite of regularly being listed as one of the happiest countries in the world by the 
World Happiness Index (Helliwell et al., 2018; Statistics Iceland, 2015). This shows a 
disparity in the results of studies of Icelanders’ mental wellbeing, and leaves room for 
improvement of mental health in the country. Urban trees can be incorporated in to the 
nations plan for addressing mental health in urban areas.  

  Physical Wellbeing 
Increases in both the quantity and quality of urban green space increase the physical 

health of the residents of living near the green space (de Vries et al., 2013; Dillen, Vries, 
Groenewegen, & Spreeuwenberg, 2012). Residents living in proximity to greater numbers 
of trees are less likely to suffer from or die due to lower respiratory and cardiovascular 
diseases (Donovan et al., 2013; Nowak et al., 2018). While more air pollution is removed by 
trees in rural areas, the health impacts of reduced air pollution are highest in urban areas 
(Nowak, Hirabayashi, Bodine, & Greenfield, 2014). In addition, greater street tree canopy 
cover, independent from green spaces, is associated with lower incidences of disease, such 
as obesity, asthma, type 2 diabetes, and high blood pressure (Dendup, Feng, Clingan, & 
Astell-Burt, 2018; Reid, Clougherty, Shmool, & Kubzansky, 2017; Ulmer et al., 2016).  

2.1.3  Climate Change  

  Adaptation and Mitigation 
Climate change consideration is missing from many urban forest agendas, and 

mitigative or adaptive strategies could provide solutions to the myriad of climate change 
effects (Byrne, Lo, & Jianjun, 2015; Lo, Byrne, & Jim, 2017; Ordóñez Barona, 2015). 
Mitigative strategies include planting more trees, optimizing species selection for carbon 
capture, and optimizing the arrangement of trees in relation to buildings (García Sánchez, 
Solecki, & Ribalaygua Batalla, 2018; Ordóñez Barona, 2015). Adaptive response can entail 
two methods: using urban forests to address the effects of climate change in urban areas or 
adjusting urban forests to cope with the effects of climate change (Brandt et al., 2016; García 
Sánchez et al., 2018; McBride & Laćan, 2018; Ordóñez Barona, 2015). Addressing the 
effects of climate change often includes the use of trees for cooling in cities experiencing the 
urban heat island effect or using trees to manage increased or decreased stormwater (García 
Sánchez et al., 2018; Lo et al., 2017). 



23 

Adjusting urban forests to cope with climate change entails the use of forest 
management strategies to optimize existing trees for the expected climate changes, and often 
includes consideration of assisted migration of tree species (Almas & Conway, 2016; Brandt 
et al., 2016). Many studies focus on demographic characteristics of attitudes or willingness 
to pay, and while these may be effective in revealing whether people have positive attitudes 
towards urban forests or moving forward governmental programs, they give little insight into 
the values attributed by people to the urban forest (Byrne et al., 2015; Ordóñez Barona, 
2015).  

Urban ecosystems provide potentially optimal locations for the application of assisted 
migration due to the effects of the urban heat island effect, wherein temperatures in cities 
are higher when compared to surrounding areas, potentially providing ecosystems where less 
hardy tree species can acclimate in more northerly latitudes (Almas & Conway, 2016; 
McBride & Laćan, 2018). 

Urban areas already contain many nonnative trees due to importing and planting on 
private property and gardens, creating novel systems with unique species assemblages 
(Almas & Conway, 2016). Assisted migration of tree species can be used to address the 
anticipated effects of climate change, however, this will require decision makers to weigh 
the importance of high native diversity and climate change adaptation and mitigation against 
one another (Almas & Conway, 2016; McBride & Laćan, 2018). Assisted migration can aid 
in the creation of an urban forest that will be viable in the future following climate changes, 
aid in species restoration, increase economic gain, and increase ecosystem benefits (Almas 
& Conway, 2016; McBride & Laćan, 2018). 

However, the risks of assisted migration include introductions of invasive species or 
pests, failed plantings due to an inability of selected trees to survive in the current climate or 
ecosystem, and loss of time and money due to failed planting attempts (Almas & Conway, 
2016). Additionally, while migration will add more tree species to some locations, many tree 
will be lost as climates change and species are no longer viable in certain cities or are 
outcompeted by incoming species (Brandt et al., 2016; McBride & Laćan, 2018).  

Climate projections reveal that Iceland will likely warm between 2°C and 4°C during 
the 21st century, with an increase in precipitation between 2% and 3% (Ministry for the 
Environment and Natural Resources, 2018). These increases in temperature and precipitation 
will have effects on the survival of certain tree species. The higher temperature will likely 
allow a greater variety of trees to be planted in Reykjavík, increasing the possibility of 
assisted migration. However, the increase in precipitation must be considered, as tree species 
must be able to withstand higher precipitation levels.  

2.2 Urban Planning 

2.2.1  Densification 
Urban densification has the potential to mitigate negative human impacts on the planet 

through reduced consumption (Säynäjoki, Inkeri, Heinonen, & Junnila, 2014). However, the 
conflict between trees and urban densification planning is inherent as densification aims to 
create a compact city, yet buildings are often given precedence over green space and urban 
trees (Haaland & van den Bosch, 2015). Therefore, densification planning must include 
urban tree management, so that cities can mitigate sprawl whilst supporting biodiversity 
(Haaland & van den Bosch, 2015; Säynäjoki et al., 2014).  
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While densification has the potential to positively impact the greater global 
environment, current applications of densification planning reveal that environmental 
benefits do not come to fruition and many negative outcomes such as crowding, reduced 
living quality, and the destruction of local green space and urban trees in dense 
neighborhoods have become evident (Haaland & van den Bosch, 2015; Líndal, 2013; 
Säynäjoki et al., 2014). Urban trees in densified areas also face many issues including narrow 
growing space, excessive air pollution, over-shading from tall buildings, and poor soil 
(Haaland & van den Bosch, 2015; Morgenroth, O’Neil-Dunne, & Apiolaza, 2017). In 
addition, the absence of data regarding both the quantity and quality of existing green spaces 
and urban trees in densifying cities creates procedural barriers, limiting development of 
detailed policies and management plans (Haaland & van den Bosch, 2015).  

The city of Reykjavík Master Plan 2010 – 2030 outlines urban plans to develop of 
more sustainable and environmentally friendly city with a focus on densification of the 
current urban area. The plan includes hyper local planning to create dense neighborhood 
centers throughout the urban area of Reykjavík, with the intention of creating locally 
accessible and sustainable areas (Reykjavíkurborg, 2014). However, the planners must 
ensure that these plans to not come into conflict with the urban forest of Reykjavík.  

2.2.2  Existing Built Environment 
The existing built environment influences the present and potential tree canopy in 

urban areas (Roman et al., 2018). Urban factors such as transportation infrastructure and 
historical building codes affect the available and viable space for planting trees (Pham et al., 
2017; Roman et al., 2018). Changing lot sizes, building setback codes, and migration of 
people from urban centers to the suburbs are factors that contribute to the inherited 
landscapes of cities that influence the canopy cover (Pham et al., 2017; Roman et al., 2018). 

In addition, spatial patterns of tree distribution in cities may be driven by the effects 
of environmental variables on the residents’ attitudes towards trees, not just the direct effect 
of environmental variables on the plants themselves (Avolio et al., 2015). For example, 
residents of desert areas have been shown to consider trees less important in their city than 
people located in naturally forested areas (Avolio et al., 2015). Additionally, if physical 
space constraints due to the built environment structure are an underlying cause of uneven 
forest distribution, solutions may be elusive and have limited effect when there are few 
potential planting spaces (Shakeel & Conway, 2014). 

Urban green space has been shown in many cities to be unevenly distributed, with 
higher access to green spaces in more affluent neighborhoods (Dai, 2011; Schwarz et al., 
2015). Access can also be stratified based on ethno-racial characteristics, age, gender, and 
ability (Kolosna & Spurlock, 2018; Lo et al., 2017; Wolch, Byrne, & Newell, 2014). While 
some studies have shown that this does not always apply to tree area, green spaces and trees 
are often tied together (Berland & Hopton, 2014). 

While green space has been shown to improve neighborhood health and aesthetics, it 
also has the potential to increase housing prices and property values (Schwarz et al., 2015; 
Wolch et al., 2014). Therefore, it may lead to gentrification of neighborhoods and the 
displacement of the residents the green space was initially intended to benefit; urban planners 
must be aware of this paradox in order to create spaces that are green enough to increase 
social and ecological benefits but not to displace residents (Wolch et al., 2014). In addition, 
planners and forest managers must be aware of the existing historical narratives and 
relationships between residents of low income and minority neighborhoods in order to create 
an urban forest that is both wanted by all and beneficial to all (Carmichael & McDonough, 
2018, 2019).  
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Reykjavík’s neighborhoods have distinct histories that have influenced their 
architecture, organization, and urban forests (Friðriksson, 1991; Gísladóttir & 
Hallgrímsdóttir, 2000). The variation in neighborhoods can affect the potential for 
development of local urban trees and must be accounted for by planners. In addition, the 
demographic factors of the area must be considered when creating green spaces and planting 
trees, and policy must be put into place to ensure that residents of Reykjavík are not subject 
to gentrification that forces locals to move out of their neighborhoods. 

2.3 Attitudes towards trees  
Integrated and balanced natural resource management requires inclusion of human 

dimensions, especially in urban planning. Understanding homeowners and renters’ attitudes, 
such as what they consider indicators of successful urban forest management, can help 
natural resource decision makers understand residents’ attitudes towards the trees in their 
neighborhoods (Baur et al., 2016). Many researchers have conducted studies with the intent 
of determining the attitudes of residents towards particular aspects of the green spaces, urban 
forests, and urban trees surrounding them (Balram & Dragićević, 2005; Conway, 2016; 
Fernandes et al., 2018; Heimlich, Sydnor, Bumgardner, & O ’brien, 2008; Zhang, Hussain, 
Deng, & Letson, 2007). In these studies, it is shown that residents have attitudes influenced 
by many local and personal factors that are often unique to certain combinations of 
geographic location, culture, and demographics. 

Many studies mention that educated people value trees more than less educated people, 
who dislike or take no notice of tree services (Avolio et al., 2015; Fernandes et al., 2018). 
Older people tend to take greater notice of trees and have more positive attitudes towards 
them; however, they may have more fear of damage to houses from large trees or concern 
regarding debris (Avolio et al., 2015; Fernandes et al., 2018; Zhang et al., 2007). In addition, 
gender, income, and race are often analyzed for their relationship with attitudes towards 
trees, with varying results (Avolio et al., 2015; Fernandes et al., 2018; Zhang et al., 2007). 

However, many studies also find no correlations between demographics and attitudes, 
therefore drawing question to the relevance of demographics towards attitudes on any scale 
other than hyper-local (Conway, 2016). For example, a study showed that people in Porto, 
Portugal valued more environmental benefits than cultural benefits of street trees, which 
contradicts previous research on green spaces (Graça, Queirós, Farinha-Marques, & Cunha, 
2018; Madureira, Nunes, Oliveira, Cormier, & Madureira, 2015). The study also found a 
tendency of people with lower levels of education to value the benefits provided by trees 
less, and to attribute more importance to the costs and annoyances of tress than those who 
attended university (Graça et al., 2018).  

Research shows that geographic location influences the attitudes of residents towards 
trees; for example, shade trees are more appreciated in warmer locations such as the 
midwestern US than in cooler locations such as the UK, and people living in desert areas 
consider trees less important than those living in forested areas, as community specific needs 
contribute to people’s perceptions (Avolio et al., 2015; Schroeder et al., 2006).  

Using information from residents regarding their experiences in conjunction with 
ecological information in urban planning is difficult due to the diverse nature of resident 
input (Faehnle, Bäcklund, Tyrväinen, Niemelä, & Yli-Pelkonen, 2014). In addition, there is 
no consensus as to when in the planning process resident input should be used (Faehnle et 
al., 2014). 

The geographically specific information about resident tree preferences coupled with 
difficulty implementing resident input in the planning process in a meaningful way provides 
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a major obstacle for planners and managers to create an urban forest that is maximized for 
both ecological and social benefit to residents. Planners in Reykjavík must consider the 
unique regional influences that may affect the attitudes of residents towards trees, such as 
the country’s history of deforestation, recent afforestation efforts and education, and cold, 
windy climate (Eysteinsson, 2017; Icelandic Meteorological Office, 2019). 

Resident opinions of nearby street trees regarding tree size, shape, and growth rate, 
and perceptions of annoyances and benefits of urban trees did not significantly differ 
between two UK communities and one US community, where trees were generally viewed 
as beneficial (Schroeder et al., 2006). However, UK communities rated annoyances as more 
serious, shade as less beneficial, and physical benefits as more significant than US residents. 
Overall, satisfaction with trees was more strongly related to intangible benefits than to 
physical benefits or problems (Schroeder et al., 2006). 

Some discrepancies between communities regarding annoyance with shade may have 
been related to closer proximity of trees to houses in the UK in combination with the cooler 
and cloudier climate in the UK. This could also contribute to the preference of UK residents 
for smaller trees (Schroeder et al., 2006). Additionally, the surrounding landscape has been 
shown to influence the attitudes of people towards trees, as residents of a community 
surrounded by desert landscape consider trees less important than residents living in a 
naturally forested area (Avolio et al., 2015). 

The health condition and planting design of trees can also trigger negative responses 
from residents, which is complicated by the wide range of stress factors that affect urban 
trees such as pollution, high temperatures, soil compaction, lack of space to grow, and 
vandalism (Fernandes et al., 2018). Most decisions about residential area tree planting and 
removal are made at the household level, as most trees in these areas are on private property 
(Shakeel & Conway, 2014). This leads to many changes in urban tree canopy being brought 
about by residents perceptions of trees based on local conidiations (Schroeder et al., 2006; 
Shakeel & Conway, 2014). 

2.4 Iceland’s Urban Forests 
At the time of human settlement of the island, 1150 years ago, birch forest and 

woodland covered 25-40% of Iceland's land area (Eysteinsson, 2017). However, the birch 
forests were quickly depleted as the settlers used the wood for building and energy, and 
sheep that were brought to the island quickly consumed new growth and sapling trees. This 
led to a sharp decline in forests, which reached a minimum of less than 1% around the year 
1950 (Eysteinsson, 2017). 

Iceland’s geologic record reveals many species of trees thriving on the island over the 
past millions of years between periods of glaciation and warmer climate, with evidence 
preserved between layers of volcanic rock (Eysteinsson, 2017). Sequoia, Magnolia, 
Sassafras, and Pterocarya proliferated 15 – 5 million years ago during a period of a warmer 
climate; followed by beech and boreal-type forests of pine, spruce, birch and alder during 
the following cooler period (Eysteinsson, 2017). Currently, birch, rowan, aspen, and tea 
leaved willow are the only native species found in Iceland, with downy birch dominating 
(Eysteinsson, 2017).  

Betula pubescens (downy birch), Picea sitchensis (sitka spruce), Larix sibirica 
(Siberian larch), and Pinus contorta (lodgepole pine) dominate in current Icelandic urban 
woodlands. Research has revealed that exotic, or non-native, tree species often grow better 
than native species in Iceland (Sæbø et al., 2003). In Iceland, where so few species of trees 
are native, the range of species may be broadened by introducing non-native species (Sæbø 
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et al., 2003). However, the introduction of new species requires research, evaluation, and 
monitoring to ensure that they do not become invasive (Sæbø et al., 2003). 

2.4.1  Case study area: Reykjavik 
This research focuses on urban trees in the city of Reykjavík. In this work Reykjavík 

is defined as only the area within the administrative city limits of Reykjavík, excluding the 
suburbs or neighboring cities that are often collectively referred to as the Capital Area or 
Capital Region. This definition gives a smaller, more defined and developed area for analysis 
that is governed by Reykjavíkurborg, the City of Reykjavík (Figure 1).  
 

 
Figure 1. Map of Reykjavik within the greater Capital Area. 

This research focuses only on Reykjavík to create a more specific, defined area with one 
local governing body. Modified from (Reykjavíkurborg, 2019). 

 Reykjavík by the Numbers 
The population of Reykjavík in 2018 was 126,041 people, living within the 274.5 km2 

area of the city. The population density is 459 people per km2, which is very low compared 
to European Union cities’ population densities (Eurostat, 2016). Reykjavík is a young city 
with the largest age group being 24 – 34 years old (Figure 2). The average age in Iceland in 
2018 was 38 years old, while in Reykjavík it was 37 (Statistics Iceland, 2018c, 2018a). 
Foreign citizens made up 14.2% of the population of Reykjavík in 2017, and average price 
per square meter in an apartment building was 432,331 ISK (Reykjavík í tölum, 2017b). 
  
 



28 

 
Figure 2. Age distribution of adults in Reykjavík. 

Reykjavík’s population is young, with the largest age group being 25 – 34 years old 
(Statistics Iceland, 2018c). 

Environmental conditions 
Reykjavík, like most of Iceland, has a wet, cool climate with average temperatures of 

-3 to 3°C in the winter and 8 to 15°C in the summer, with lows of -10°C and highs of 25°C, 
respectively. The city experiences a lot of precipitation, particularly rain, with 400 to 4000 
mm per year. The climate is milder than expected due to its location just south of the Arctic 
Circle due to its position on the Gulf Stream, which carries warm air north to the island 
(Ministry for the Environment and Natural Resources, 2018). The northern location of the 
country also leads to long days in the summer with nearly 24 hours of daylight and fewer 
than four hours of daylight in the winter.  

Reykjavik is classified in the northern boreal vegetation zone; B. pubescens is the only 
major indigenous tree species with exotic conifer species playing a major role in 
afforestation, although no conifer species are native to Iceland (Gundersen et al., 2005). 
Reykjavik has a notable number of exotic species due to afforestation efforts, however, due 
to abiotic constraints of low temperature, short growing season, and high wind velocity, 
urban forests are composed of a limited number of trees and species (Gundersen et al., 2005; 
McBride & Douhovnikoff, 2012). In the coastal regions of the Nordic countries where 
precipitation is heavy, poor soil drainage leads to oxygen deficiency to the roots which may 
lead to the death of newly planted trees (Sæbø et al., 2003).  

The first trees intentionally introduced to Reykjavik were Norway spruce planted on 
graves by the Viking settlers (Evensen, 2018; McBride & Douhovnikoff, 2012). In recent 
years, planting designs that create windbreaks are common in Reykjavik (Figure 3) 
(McBride & Douhovnikoff, 2012). Urban forestry efforts have followed a pattern of first 
planting trees in cemeteries followed by attempts at tree/species introduction by individual 
residents, the use of experimental gardens to identify potential species that are best for local 
urban planting, and finally the planting of successful trees in municipal green spaces 
(Evensen, 2018; McBride & Douhovnikoff, 2012).  
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Figure 3. Trees have been planted on both sides of the road to create a wind block for cars 

and other travelers at the intersection of Miklabraut and Grensásvegur. 

2.4.2 Urban trees in Reykjavík: Perception, planning and 
participation 

During March 2018, Gallup conducted a poll of Icelanders, determining that Icelanders 
are in favor of forestry practices in the country (Halldórsson, 2018). The poll was a 
replication of a 2004 Gallup poll which asked the same two questions regarding whether the 
impact of forests on the country is positive or negative, and whether the forests play a 
significant role in carbon sequestration. Both the 2004 and the 2018 poll revealed that a 
majority of Icelanders view forests in the country as positive, with 93% responding 
positively in 2018 – reportedly very similar to the 2004 outcome. The support for forests in 
Iceland was greatest among people living in the Capital Area, increased with higher levels 
of education, and was greatest among young Icelanders aged 18 – 34. Additionally, nearly 
87% of respondents in 2018 believed that forests were important in binding carbon, with the 
number of people believing forests were insignificant in binding carbon reducing from 7.9% 
in 2004 to 3.1% in 2018 (Halldórsson, 2018). 

   Master Plan 2010 – 2030 

Reykjavik is a young city that has grown significantly in the last decades and continues 
to increase in population (Reykjavíkurborg, 2014). Reykjavik is also a very popular 
destination for tourists, as well as students and other temporary residents. The population is 
expected to rise by 25,000 by 2030, creating a need for 14,500 new residential units. The 
city of Reykjavik developed the Reykjavik Municipal Plan 2010-2030 as a revision of the 
plan for 2001 to 2024, due to the expected increases in population, jobs, and housing need. 
The main purpose of the plan is therefore to ensure that the city is ready to meet the demands 
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of its continuous growth, setting binding policy in general neighborhood plans and detailed 
hyper-local plans.  

The plan includes both policy making and implementation wherein the main objective 
is to develop a more sustainable and environmentally friendly city. In order to achieve this 
goal, the main focus is on densification of the current urban area. The plan is divided into 
four thematic initiatives, The Green City, The Creative City, The City for the People, and 
The City by the Sea, which guide the implementation of densification and sustainability 
strategies.  

The Green City initiative section of the master plan includes the most important 
environmental concerns. The chapter concentrates on developments that promotes 
sustainable lifestyles, maintain accessible green space, and focus on the densification of 
urban centers and the mixed use of land. The main objective is to create diverse recreational 
areas and green spaces and to facilitate and strengthen environmentally friendly modes of 
transportation. The plan states the necessity of the evaluation of natural resources of 
Reykjavik, minimizing environmental impact in the categories of resources, transportation, 
planning, environmental quality, climate issues, sustainability, education, nature/recreation, 
consumption, waste, and city operations (Reykjavíkurborg, 2014).  

The plan states that neighborhoods will be developed into self-sufficient centers that 
are environmentally friendly through transportation, energy conservation, access to services, 
and rain water management, and a continuous corridor of accessible green spaces will 
connect the city and natural biodiversity. The existing access of residents to green space will 
be maintained in the new developments designated by the plan, and through increased 
environmentally friendly transportation, the ratio of trips taken by public transport will rise 
from 4 to 12%, while trips taken by bike or foot will increase from 21 to 30% by 2030. The 
chapter has three main development themes, to enhance nature, landscape, and recreation 
area, to develop environmental and resource policy, and to increase sustainable transport. 
The reasoning provided by the report supports each theme, however, the implementation 
strategies for environmental and resource policy are not evident in the chapter 
(Reykjavíkurborg, 2014) 

Access to a private garden reduces travel by residents of all types of housing. This 
underlines the importance of available nearby recreation facilities, even in areas of high-
density housing (Holden & Norland, 2005). Green spaces are mentioned throughout the 
Reykjavik Municipal Plan; they are at the forefront of the Green City chapter, where both 
peripheral and urban forests are mentioned (Reykjavíkurborg, 2014). The plan clearly states 
that residents will maintain their current access to green spaces, and a connected green 
corridor will flow throughout the city. The plan includes a map of open and special use green 
spaces which demonstrate clear geographical locations and area of existing and planned 
green space (Figure 4) (Reykjavíkurborg, 2014).  
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Figure 4. Green areas in Reykjavik projected in the Master Plan 2010 - 2030. 

Current green areas that will be preserved according to the Master Plan 2010 – 2030. 
(Modified from (Reykjavíkurborg, 2014)). 

 
Reykjavík today has two main publicly accessible forests within the urban area, 

Öskjuhlið and Heiðmörk. Öskjuhlið forest began to grow in the center of Reykjavik to the 
east of the domestic airport in the middle of the 20th century. The forest grows around Perlan, 
a building comprised of large water storage tanks that is now used as a museum and occupies 
the top of the hill on which the forest grows. The forest is comprised mainly of downy birch, 
Sitka spruce, and lodgepole pine, with trees up to 15 meters high, and it is home to many 
bird species and an abundance of rabbits. The forest contains paved, gravel, and dirt paths 
for walking or cycling, and is connected to the suburbs of Reykjavik and Heiðmörk by a 
seaside walking path (Reykjavíkurborg, 2014).  

Heiðmörk forest was designated to Skógræktarfélag Reykjavíkur, the Forestry 
Association of Reykjavik, in 1950 (Halldórsson, 2018). The forest is located 18 km southeast 
of the city center and covers over 3,000 hectares (Guide to Iceland, 2018). The forest is 
dominated by Sitka spruce, lodgepole pine, and downy birch (Guide to Iceland, 2018). These 
two forests are the locations where residents of the city can travel for recreation and to 
experience the benefits of being within a forest. However, the city must also focus on 
connecting and integrating the forests into the city itself for the benefit of flora, fauna, and 
the residents of the city.  

Public Participation 
Currently, public participation in urban planning processes takes place through three 

main processes. The use of traditional community meetings to assess the needs and attitudes 
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of the public are held in local communities during times of strategic planning. These 
meetings are open to all residents and are a space where planners and community members 
can speak face to face. In addition, commenting periods are held for all major planning 
decisions, wherein residents have the opportunity to review plans and express their opinions 
about the planners’ suggestions. Finally, the city of Reykjavík has recently released two 
online platforms, Hverfisskipulag and Betri Reykjavík, within which residents can express 
their wants and concerns for their neighborhoods. 

Hverfisskipulag is currently in a trial phase in three neighborhoods in the east of 
Reykjavík. Hverfisskipulag allows residents to select specific locations on a map and leave 
a comment or request regarding that space during an open commenting phase. The comments 
are then closed and analyzed by planners, and in turn a plan that addresses the residents’ 
comments is created. Comments range from wanting a public trash bin on a certain corner 
to suggesting changes to a section of road for better traffic flow.  

Betri Reykjavík allows residents to give suggestions for any type of change or addition 
they would like to have in the city. The suggested plans are then ‘liked’ by other community 
members, and suggestion with 25 ‘likes’ are submitted for discussion to the appropriate city 
council board. Suggestions that have been submitted to Betri Reykjavík in the past and have 
been implemented by the city include the planting of apple trees in a neighborhood near 
Öskjuhlið and the construction of a public hot foot bath downtown. One current suggestion 
for the Vesturbær neighborhood is to create a park between three schools in the 
neighborhood in place of the existing roads (Figure 5).  

 

 
Figure 5. Screenshot of a submission to Betri Reykjavík regarding creation of a park. 

A description of the idea is accompanied by a photo. At the time of publishing, 87 other 
residents had 'liked' the submission, meaning it will be reviewed by the appropriate city 

council board. 

Historic Photos 
Photos of Reykjavík before the 21st century give a view of the reality of Reykjavík’s 

historic urban forest. Photos reveal very few to no trees within the city, with open spaces 
covered in dirt, sand, or grass. Photos archived by Ljósmyndasafn Reykjavíkur, or the 
Photography Museum of Reykjavík, depict various views throughout Reykjavík from 1948 
to 1964, in which it is very evident that urban trees were not present within the city during 
that time (Figure 6, Figure 7, Figure 8). Current photos taken in similar areas today show a 
very different environment, where some trees are visible along roadways, and may trees are 
growing in private gardens. 
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Figure 6. The view down Miklabraut toward Klambratun park between 1948 and 1950 

(left) and in 2019 (right).  
No trees are visible in this picture along the road, in private gardens, or in the now tree-
dominated park in the historic photo, but many trees are growing on the street and in the 

park in 2019 (Benediktsdóttir, 1948 – 1950). 
 
 
 

 
Figure 7. The view looking north towards Mt. Esja from Gerði in April 1964 (left) and in 

2019 (right).  
No trees are visible along the street or in private gardens in 1964, but many trees are 

planted in the gardens and at the end of the street in 2019 (Þormóðsson, 1964). 
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Figure 8. The view overlooking Sólheimar towards the north in Reykjavík in 1960.  

The residential area with some new development has no visible trees (Daníelsson, 1960). 

2.5 Case study areas 
Initially, two case areas, Árbær and Gamli Vesturbær, were identified for an analysis 

to determine if the existing structure of the built environment and existing urban trees had 
an effect on the attitudes of residents towards urban trees. These case areas were chosen due 
to their variations in architecture style, and housing stock age, housing types, and population 
density, and demographics. Ultimately, due to the number and geographic distribution of 
responses, the initial case areas were discarded and the larger area of Vesturbær borgarhluti 
was selected for closer investigation. The area encompasses all hverfahlutar, or small 
neighborhoods, to the west of the city center (Figure 9).  
 

 
Figure 9. Maps of borgarhlutar in Reykjavík and hverfahlutar in Vesturbær . 

The case study area selected was the borgarhluti of Vesturbær, in on the far west side of 
the city (Reykjavíkurborg, 2019).  
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The Vesturbær borgarhluti neighborhood (hereafter Vesturbær) is one of the oldest in 
Reykjavík, becoming established in the late 19th century, and can currently be characterized 
as a middle-class residential area. The architecture of the area is dominated by apartment 
buildings, some with small private gardens. The area also borders the coastline to the north, 
west, and south. The population demographics and physical environmental data have some 
differences, notably the much higher population density in Vesturbær than the Reykjavík 
average (Table 1).  
 
Table 1. Demographic and geographic data describing Reykjavík and Vesturbær 
 (Reykjavík í tölum, 2017a; Statistics Iceland, 2018b). 

 Reykjavík Vesturbær 
Population  126,041 16,938 
Area 274.5 km2 2.9 km2 

Population Density 459 persons/ km2 5,840 persons/km2 

Average Age 37.6 35.9 
Percentage of Foreign 
Citizens 

14.2% 15.2% 

 
    

 
Figure 10 Age distributions of Reykjavík and Vesturbær as a proportion of total population 

of respective area. 
(Statistics Iceland, 2018c). 

 
Vesturbær’s green spaces include small public playgrounds, private gardens, and open 

green spaces along the coastline (Figure 11). The neighborhood has a unique network of 
paths through the residential area that are separate from the street system and have tree cover. 
This path network also connects many small public playgrounds that are secluded between 
apartment buildings (Figure 12). The majority of existing trees are planted in private gardens 
and public playgrounds, with the coastlines remaining open and grass – dominated. In 
addition, the neighborhood is bisected by the main east-west thoroughfare of Reykjavík, 
Miklabraut. The road is bordered by sidewalks but is not bordered by public street trees. The 
smaller neighborhood streets also do not host street trees (Figure 13). However, most 
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apartments with gardens have private trees that are able to be seen from the street (Figure 
14). Overall, Vesturbær has a few open green spaces and many of the trees in the 
neighborhood are located on private property (Figure 15). 
 

 
Figure 11. Coastline with open green space and walking paths in Vesturbær. 

These green spaces with no trees are common along most of the coastline in Vesturbær. 
 

 
Figure 12. The network of paths in Vesturbær.  

The paths connect the community with walking paths separate from the streets. The paths 
lead to several small playgrounds, and private and public trees are visible from the paths. 
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Figure 13. A street in Vesturbær that is nearly without trees on the street or private 

property. 
Many streets in Vesturbær do not have any public trees. 

 

 
Figure 14. A street in Vesturbær with private trees visible from the street. Many streets in  
Vesturbær do not have any public trees, but mature trees on private property are visible to 

the street and surrounding neighbors. 
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Figure 15. Locations of photographs of green spaces and streets in the Reykjavík area  

(Modified from (Reykjavíkurborg, 2014)). 
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3 Methodology - Mixed Methods 
Approach 

 
This thesis was conducted using a fixed mixed methods approach with a quantitative 

to qualitative sequential design. Mixed methods is defined in this study as methodology that 
uses both quantitative and qualitative data so that the combined use will draw out the 
strengths of both methods, therefore accomplishing more than would have been possible 
with one method alone (Plano Clark & Ivankova, 2016). The mixed methods approach was 
chosen because it allows for the combination of quantitative and qualitative data to provide 
further insight and more geographically specific results through the sequential use of 
qualitative interviews followed by a quantitative web survey.  
 

 
Figure 16 Procedural flow chart of mixed methods approach, including steps, procedures, 

and products. 
(Modified from (Moubarac, Cargo, Receveur, & Daniel, 2012)). 
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3.1 Qualitative Interviews 
The mixed methods approach began with qualitative interviews of local experts 

working in fields that interacted with the urban forest. Fifteen potential interviewees were 
contacted via email. These fifteen potential interviewees were selected due to their position 
in a field related to urban forests. The fields of work or research that were selected as relating 
to urban forests in Reykjavík, Iceland were environmental planning, green space 
management, city council environment and planning committee, forestry, environmental 
psychology, and public health. Ultimately, five semi-structured interviews were conducted 
with professionals (Table 2). Each professional was selected due to their relevant work in 
the selected field, their involvement in the city of Reykjavík, and their willingness to 
participate.  
 

Table 2. Interviewees´ names and titles 

Name Title 
Þórólfur Jónsson Head of Parks and Nature 

Division, City of Reykjavík  

Birna Bragadóttir Reykjavík City Gardener 

Sigurborg Ósk 
Haraldsdóttir 

Reykjavík City Council 
Member 

Gústaf Jarl 
Viðarsson 

Forester 

Páll Jakob Líndal Environmental Psychology 
Researcher 

 
The interviews were conducted in various locations within the city of Reykjavík, with each 
location selected by the interviewee. The interviews were conducted in approximately 40 
minutes each. Questions for each interview were selected to give a similar structure to each 
interview, but to allow for specialized questions relating to the field and expertise of each 
interviewee (Appendix I). The semi-structured interview style was selected to ensure that 
each interview had similar basic structure, but to allow for the interviewees to express their 
thoughts on their particular areas of work or interest, therefore leading to greater depth of 
each interview.  

 
 Each interview (Appendix II) was recorded using the interviewer’s phone, and the files 
were transferred securely to the program Audacity for manual transcription. Following 
transcription of all interviews, the interviews were initially analyzed using an inductive 
approach to thematic analysis. Following, the emerging themes and topics discussed within 
the interviews were recorded for use in the next step, development and distribution of the 
quantitative survey.  
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3.2 Quantitative Survey 
Following the initial analysis of the qualitative interviews, the themes arising from the 

interviews were used to develop a concurrent mixed mode survey which was answered by 
163 respondents during November and December 2018 and January 2019. The survey was 
created using Survey Monkey with the Advantage Plan, and was made available in English 
and Icelandic, and was self-administered.  

The survey included 23 questions on three pages, with an average completion time 
of seven minutes. The survey began with an introduction to the researcher and the topic and 
instructions for completion. Following, the survey collected demographic data including 
post code, neighborhood, street name, nationality, age, occupation, gender, yearly household 
income, geographic location of childhood years, home type, home ownership status, and 
personal garden ownership. These questions were selected based on the common 
demographic factors found to have effects on attitudes in the existing literature, as well as 
factors that were discussed in the interviews. Four Likert scale questions then followed to 
assess respondents’ satisfaction with existing trees and management, preferences for future 
trees, preferences for tree services and types of trees, with nine, six, ten, and four questions 
within, respectively. Then the survey gathered information regarding respondents’ 
experience with public participation, including one closed question, two Likert scale 
questions, and a space for comments regarding public participation. Finally, the survey 
completed with the option to leave further comments or contact information for future 
discussion about urban trees or results of the study. These questions were selected using 
results from existing literature but taking the specific characteristics of Reykjavík into 
account. The full survey is included in Appendix III. 
 The survey was distributed concurrently online through Facebook and with paper 
copies distributed to mailboxes and community pools. The survey was primarily distributed 
on local Facebook pages, as most Icelanders use Facebook. The survey was posted to seven 
Facebooks groups (Table 3). The Facebook groups were selected based on the relevance of 
urban tree research to the topic and purpose of the group. Each posting of the survey was 
accompanied by a short description of the researchers and the purpose of the survey in 
English. The Facebook groups provided a platform within which people could access the 
survey easily, as well as comment on the survey, send the survey to friends, and post the 
survey to other Facebook groups.  
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Table 3. Facebook groups used for distribution of survey, including number of members 
and number of survey responses. 

Facebook Group Name Number of 
Members 

Number of Survey 
Responses 

Trjáræktarklúbburinn 
 

1,476 41 

Áhugafólk um 
landgræðslu 
 

2,625 22 

Íbúasamtök Vesturbæjar 
 

1,965 29 

Rósaklúbburinn 
 

811 8 

Íbúasamtök Árbæjar, 
Ártúnsholts og Seláss 
 

1,553 3 

Fylkir blak 72 11 

 
In addition to the Facebook postings, A3 posters advertising the survey and including a short 
URL and QR code were created and displayed at the Vesturbær and Árbær pools (Figure 
17).  

The survey was also distributed in paper form using two methods. Eight paper surveys 
were attached to each of the three posters displayed at the community pools. Additionally, a 
total of 140 paper surveys were distributed by hand to household mailboxes in the Vesturbær 
and Árbær neighborhoods, with 70 fliers distributed in each neighborhood. The fliers we 
distributed randomly among households until all 70 surveys had been delivered. The paper 
surveys contained instructions for return of complete surveys to each of the local pools in 
Vesturbær and Árbær, where a large envelope was marked and hung with the A3 posters, or 
to a local convenience shop in Vesturbær.  
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Figure 17. Poster hung on community bullitin board at Árbær swimming pool with flyer 

attached to bottom right corner. 

3.3 Data Analysis 
The process of analyzing the findings from the qualitative and quantitative methods 

was conducted in several stages, linking the two approaches for informing the respective 
further analysis. The inductive qualitative analysis of the interview data included coding and 
theme building, and the deductive quantitative analysis of the survey data included the use 
of descriptive and inferential statistics.  

3.3.1  Preliminary Qualitative Analysis 
The qualitative interviews were first preliminarily analyzed using inductive thematic 

analysis to prepare for the quantitative portion of the research. During this preliminary 
analysis, the interviews were reviewed and compared, and six common themes and topics 
discussed by the interviewees were recorded. These common topics of discussion were 
incorporated into the development of the quantitative survey.  
 

3.3.2  Quantitative Analysis 
Quantitative analysis of the survey results was carried out using Survey Monkey, 

Microsoft Excel, and SPSS. Data were analyzed using deductive methods, drawing the 
hypotheses from the inductive qualitative data analysis. The data was first recorded and 
analyzed in Survey Monkey. Survey Monkey was used to calculate the means of responses 
to each question and generate initial graphs of the data. It was also used for crosstabulation 
of the data and generation of two factor crosstabulation charts with means. Following, all 
data was exported from Survey Monkey to SPSS for descriptive statistical analysis followed 
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by inferential analysis of data. Microsoft Excel was used for the generation of charts and 
tables for visual display of the data.  

Likert scale data was assumed to be continuous. Age and income values were assumed 
to be ordinal, therefore a chi squared test was used to analyze the significance of attitude 
responses cross tabulated with age, and Pearson correlations were applied to determine linear 
trends in the data. Attitudes responses were also compared to each other using Pearson 
correlations under the assumption that the Likert scale is ordinal. Gender, housing type, 
neighborhood, home ownership status, private gardens ownership, and location of childhood 
residence were analyses as nominal values, with independent t-tests and one-way ANOVA 
tests used to compare mean values.  

3.3.3 Final Qualitative Analysis 
The inductive thematic approach was applied to the qualitative interview data. The 

data was coded into descriptive, analytic, and axial codes thorough an open coding process. 
This process was chosen as it allows for the data to be analyzed inductively through the 
identification of trends within the text that become codes. These codes are then refined until 
they reveal the main themes of the interview data. The data was coded using Microsoft Excel, 
with passages from the text copied into the sheet and codes assigned as was seen fit. The 
codebook was developed and kept in a separate sheet for reference.  

First, the descriptive codes were determined and notated, followed by analysis of the 
codes to develop analytic codes. Finally, axial codes with themes of conditions, interactions, 
tactics and consequences were developed from the analytic codes. Following the code 
development, themes emerged and were defined and recorded. The themes developed in the 
preliminary qualitative analysis were compared to the final themes, and key similarities and 
differences were noted (Appendix IV). 

3.3.4 Synthesis of Mixed Methods 
The qualitative and quantitative methods were combined to give a greater sense of the 

role of trees in the city of Reykjavík, and the significance they have to the residents of the 
city. The qualitative data was used to reveal similarities and differences in the perception of 
public attitudes towards trees held by experts and the actual public attitudes towards trees. 
In addition, the quantitative results were used to support or contradict the current 
management and beliefs expressed by the experts in the qualitative interviews. The use of 
both qualitative and quantitative methods was critical to assessing the validity and 
importance of the discussions surrounding urban trees in Reykjavík.  

3.4 Limitations 
Some limitations were experienced during the execution of this research. First, it was 

difficult to find appropriate and willing experts in the field who were available an interview 
during the timeframe of the research. Most potential interviewees contacted responded 
positively or responded negatively but suggested another potential interviewee, with four of 
the contacted individuals not responding.  
 Limitations were experienced in the distribution of the surveys, both in the online form 
and in the paper form. First, in the online form where the surveys were distributed using 
Facebook groups, some relevant Facebook groups did not allow for people to post on the 
main page. This limited the ability of the survey to be distributed to certain neighborhood or 
interest-based groups. In addition, some Facebook groups were private, meaning they 
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required approval to join the group before any postings could be made, and some requests 
to join private groups were not approved during the survey time frame. Additionally, the 
Facebook groups in which the survey was posted included groups with a defined interest in 
sharing news and questions about trees and the Icelandic landscape. This led to a certain bias 
because some people who had access to the survey were already having an expressed interest 
in trees and landscape. 

Second, in the paper form of the survey, distribution was limited, and response rate 
was very low. A total of 140 surveys were distributed within Árbær and Vesturbær, however 
the streets where the surveys were distribution were selected at random, leading to an uneven 
distribution across the neighborhoods. The paper survey response rate was low, likely due 
to the inconvenience of returning the survey to a separate location. In addition, many 
mailboxes where the survey was delivered served multiple families, potentially leading to 
the survey being left behind and eventually discarded with the ‘junk mail.’  
 The main limitation of the research was lack of survey responses from the Árbær 
neighborhood, which was initially selected as a case study area. The lack of responses was 
likely mainly caused by the inability to post the survey on the neighborhood‘s Facebook 
page due to its settings. In addition, many of the responses received from posting on the 
researcher‘s personal and work Facebook pages and through distribution by school 
associates did not receive responses from Árbær, as it is located relatively far from the 
university and the city center, therefore not many university students, university faculty, or 
people who work in the city center live in Árbær.  
 A factor that could have led to errors in data collection is that 90.8% of respondents 
reported that they were of Icelandic nationality, yet 86.5% of respondents completed the 
survey in English and only 13.5% completed it in Icelandic. Assuming that most people of 
Icelandic nationality speak Icelandic as their first language, the completion of the survey in 
a language other than their first language could have affected their interpretation of some 
questions. It should also be noted that the proportion of non-Icelandic respondents was not 
consistent with the proportion of immigrants in Reykjavík.  
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4 Results: Trees in Conflict 

4.1 Qualitative Results 
The preliminary analysis of the qualitative interviews (Appendix II) revealed six key 

themes that recurred in the expert’s discussions of Reykjavík’s urban trees: age as a 
determinant of how residents may view trees, trees coming into conflict with the view, trees 
coming into conflict with the sunlight, trees as wind blocks, trees coming into conflict with 
new infrastructure development, and residents lacking awareness of the trees around them. 
These key themes were each brought up in multiple interviews and were used as main topics 
to investigate in the development of the survey. 
 Following, the full analysis of the five qualitative interviews resulted in the 
development of 89 descriptive codes, 27 analytic codes, and 26 axial codes. The codes led 
to a reassessment of the initially developed themes, which were found to be relevant to the 
analysis. Four key themes were chosen from the six initial themes, and one additional theme 
was added: (1) demographics as a determinant of how residents view trees, (2) trees coming 
into conflict with Icelanders’ connection with the landscape, (3) trees coming into conflict 
with infrastructure, (4) residents lacking awareness of the trees around them, and (5) the 
planning process for trees lacking formal and publicly accessible steps.  

4.1.1 Residents Lack Awareness of Trees 
The theme that residents lack some awareness of trees in the city was discussed by all 

five of the interviewees. Their statements were coded into five analytic codes to describe 
their statements. These five analytic codes were (1) ‘Icelanders unaware of trees,’ (2) 
‘Icelanders lack connection to trees,’ (3) ‘Resident interest in trees when suggested,’ (4) 
‘Reykjavík has unused potential for trees,’ and (5) ‘Trees believed to grow poorly.’ These 
five analytic codes were grouped into four axial codes, three of which were conditional, and 
one was consequential. The first two analytic codes led to the axial code ‘Conditions - 
Icelanders unaware of existing trees.’ The following analytic codes led to the axial codes 
‘Conditions - Residents want more vegetation and green spaces when given the option,’ 
‘Conditions - Reykjavík has the space/opportunity for more trees,’ and ‘Consequences - trees 
limited by belief they won’t grow,’ respectively. These codes were used in the development 
of the theme that residents are unaware of the trees that already exist in the city and are 
residents used to be or still are unaware of the potential for trees in the city.  
 The interviewees discussed the past and current belief of Icelanders that trees did not 
grow well in Iceland. Historically, people had not seen many trees growing in nature, so they 
had little reference for the possibility of tree growth in the city.  
 

“People didn’t really believe that trees grew here. And suddenly there can some trees 
that grew really well here … and suddenly people started to grow trees in their 
gardens,” – G. Viðarsson (personal communication, October 2, 2018) 
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Currently, while there are trees that have grown well in Reykjavík, some residents do not 
believe that trees can survive both the natural conditions as well as the stressors caused by 
the urban environment.  
 

“Sometimes you get a lot of resistance. That ‘no they will never survive’ and ‘we have 
so much salt and dirt from the cars and they are just going to die.’” – S. Haraldsdóttir 
(personal communication, October 4, 2018) 

 
People are also unaware of the success of trees in the city due to a lack of data that can be 
used to show successful increase in the number of trees in Reykjavík. 
 

“I don’t think people realize how many trees there are. I think it would be fantastic to 
have a number, so we could actually point it out.” – S. Haraldsdóttir (personal 
communication, October 4, 2018) 

 
Each of these factors, as well as those revealed by the additional codes regarding Icelanders 
connections to trees, the untapped opportunities in Reykjavík for additional tree planting, 
and resident interest in trees when suggested reveal a theme of Icelanders being unaware of 
trees in Reykjavík.  

4.1.2 Trees Coming into Conflict with Infrastructure 
The theme of trees coming into conflict with existing or new plans for infrastructure 

was discussed by four of the interviewees. The conflicts with infrastructure discussed include 
conflicts with existing infrastructure that have mostly arisen due to poor planting practices 
of trees in the past and conflicts with plans for new infrastructure in which new or existing 
trees are valued less than new infrastructure development. The first set of analytic codes 
regarding the past inappropriate planting of trees included three codes: ‘Past inappropriate 
planting,’ ‘and past inappropriate planning,’ and ‘conflict with existing infrastructure.’ The 
second set of analytic codes regarding conflict with development included one code ‘Trees 
valued less than development.’ Each of these four codes were grouped into two axial 
consequential codes: ‘Consequences - historic decision making negatively impacts planning 
today’ and ‘Consequences - Trees limited by greater demand for other development.’ These 
two axial codes led to the development of the theme that trees come into conflict with 
infrastructure in the city.  
 Past inappropriate planting was discussed as a factor that dissuades Icelanders from 
valuing trees, as they come into conflict with infrastructure and require removal or pruning. 
Past planting was coupled with the fact that Icelanders did not believe that trees would grow 
well has led to many trees today being too large for their allotted space, or too close to 
buildings, roads, or underground infrastructure. 
 

“Also, some species … are aggressive, or they grow fast, and they can grow into pipes 
… which will be a problem” – Þ. Jonsson (personal communication, September 9, 
2018) 

 
Currently, trees also come into conflict with current development, as residents value new 
roads, paths, or buildings more than trees. Trees are considered an unnecessary accessory 
that occupy valuable spaces in a densifying city.  
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“We decided to put trees there, and a lot of people were angry because they thought 
‘you are taking space from bicyclists.’” – S. Haraldsdóttir (personal communication, 
October 4, 2018) 

 
Trees coming into conflict with infrastructure is a common issue in cities, but in Reykjavík 
there is a unique opposition to trees due to their current issues caused by past inappropriate 
planting and planning, as well as to their need for development of other infrastructure in the 
growing and densifying city.  
 

4.1.3 Formal Planning Process is Limited and Inaccessible 
The theme that the formal planning processes carried out by the city for trees are 

limited and inaccessible arose from four of the interviewees. The discussions about the 
limitations of the planning process were coded into six analytic codes: ‘Lack of data 
limiting,’ ‘Money as a limiting factor,’ ‘Political system can create barriers,’ ‘Formal 
planning process for trees inadequate,’ ‘Public has limited influence on planning,’ and 
‘Certain areas of the city prioritized in tree planting.’ These six codes were categorized into 
four axial codes, with two conditional codes, one interaction code and one consequential 
code. 

The first three analytic codes were used to develop the axial code ‘Conditions - Lack 
of money, data, and political cooperation limit planning opportunities. The following codes 
were used to create the codes, ‘Conditions - formal planning is inadequate,’ ‘Interactions - 
public has limited influence on planning,’ and ‘Consequences - Tree cover uneven due to 
focus on certain city areas,’ respectively. These axial codes led to the development of the 
theme that the formal planning process is limited, as most planning for trees was perceived 
by interviewees to be informal, particularly at the hyper-local level, and as the process is 
often stalled by lack of money, political cooperation across offices, and lack of data. The 
theme also encompasses that the planning process is inaccessible, as the limited formality 
creates a lack of transparency and ability for the public to engage with planners at critical 
times.  
 While Reykjavík is a small city on a global scale, it is by far the largest city in Iceland. 
It therefore has a relatively large municipal political system, within which there are many 
branches and departments that must coordinate on all local projects. This system can suffer 
from a lack of internal communication, and lack of coordination between branches.  
 

“It requires very good cooperation, both between persons and larger elements. … So, 
sometimes projects end up kind of strange or the trees just get left behind.” – S. 
Haraldsdóttir (personal communication, October 4, 2018) 

 
Additionally, the large political system can be difficult for outsiders to navigate, as the 
system lacks transparency in its processes and management. This can limit the involvement 
of the public or other experts in decision making about trees, as it is unclear how the 
processes are carried out.  
 

“There is politics in everything. And Reykjavík … It's not a huge town but it's quite 
complicated system. And sometimes quite hard to know who to talk to or who is 
making that decision or it's not very transparent.” – G. Viðarsson (personal 
communication, October 2, 2018) 
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Through these discussions with interviewees it became clear that the political system can 
cause barriers to trees in Reykjavík. In addition, money and a lack of data can limit the ability 
of the city to plan for and plant more trees, and the lack of public access to decision making 
can limit the influence of citizens on the trees in their neighborhoods. These factors all lead 
to the theme that the formal planning process is currently inaccessible and limited. 
 

4.1.4 Age as a Determinant of Attitude 
The theme of age was discussed by three of the interviewees as a factor that can 

contribute to the attitudes of residents towards trees. It was reported that older generations 
were more likely to believe that open spaces are preferable to trees, and that trees caused 
many nuisances. The younger generations were said to be more used to having trees in the 
city, as they had grown up with a greater number of trees and had also had more access to 
education about trees and vegetation in Iceland. 
Three analytic codes were developed that included reference to age as a factor in how 
residents related to trees and were used to create subcategories of age-related statements. 
These three analytic codes were ‘Older residents hold to 'historic' landscape,’ Younger 
generation is more educated about trees,’ and ‘Younger generation accepts trees as status 
quo.’ These subcategories were sorted into two axial codes that were in the strategy category. 
The two codes were ‘Strategy- older generations devalue trees because of historic 
landscape,’ and ‘Strategy - younger generations value trees because of greater education.’ 
These codes let to the formation of the theme that age is a factor that influences how residents 
of Reykjavík view trees.  
 Older people in Reykjavík were discussed as holding onto their beliefs that the 
landscape when they were growing up is the way the landscape should always be. This belief 
often leads to a dislike of trees and enjoyment of open landscapes.  
 

“It’s about maintaining what they already, why they grew up with and had. And not 
allowing any ideas to influence that” – B. Braggadóttir (personal communication, 
September 28, 2018)  

 
The attachment of older generations to the landscapes and surroundings in which they grew 
up in and have become comfortable in is not unique to Iceland, but the landscape itself is 
unusual. The land in the recent past has been degraded, and therefore trees bring back life 
and stability to the landscape. However, some residents do not know about the benefits of 
trees to the land and the people. 
 

“There are always some individuals who have never been abroad or never been 
accustomed to all the positive sides that trees bring … and always look at the old 
photos and say, ‘This is how it was, why shouldn’t we just keep it like that?’ – B. 
Braggadóttir (personal communication, September 28, 2018) 

 
Engaging the public in the planting of trees in the city requires education of the all people, 
perhaps especially those who are unused to having trees in the city and may not be aware of 
their benefits. By educating younger people today about trees and their history and 
importance in Iceland, it will be possible to have a future where all residents of Reykjavík 
can live happily with trees. 
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4.1.5 Trees Coming into Conflict with the View 
Trees coming into conflict with the view of residents, particularly the view from their 

home windows of the surrounding mountains or sea, was discussed by three interviewees. 
Interviewees believed that residents valued the view from their homes more than trees, and 
therefore trees were often cut down when reaching a certain height or were not advisable for 
planting if they were going to grow very tall. 
Two analytic codes were developed as subcategories of discussion of the view as a priority, 
these two codes were ‘View is a priority in planting considerations,’ and ‘View is a priority 
in tree removal considerations.’ In addition, an analytic code was created to include the 
discussion of trees blocking sunlight from falling on the homes or yards of residents. This 
analytic code was ‘Sunlight is a priority over trees.’ The analytic code regarding sunlight 
was considered to be a part of the landscape that residents believed was more important than 
trees. These two codes regarding the view and the code regarding sunlight were sorted into 
the conditional axial code that ‘Condition - Trees are accepted if not impeding view.’ Each 
of these codes led to the theme that residents consider trees to be in conflict with the view. 
 Interviewees discussed how residents are interested I having a view of the 
surroundings from their flat, particularly of the surrounding mountains or the sea, and how 
if trees become tall enough to block their view, they will often remove them.  
 

“They like the viewpoints especially from their own flat … if there are trees, you often 
don’t see the mountains. So, it’s often that people like to take away trees which...[cast] 
too much shade in their gardens or take away the view they had before.”– Þ. Jonsson 
(personal communication, September 9, 2018) 

 
Due to residents interest in seeing the surroundings rather than a trees out of their window 
must be taken into account when planning in order to avoid unnecessary removals in the 
future. It was discussed how it is important to carefully select species and plant trees in areas 
where they will not block any resident’s view when they grow to their full size.  
 

“You know one of them is of course the fact that people always want to have their 
view, and so you have to be very careful about where you plant them.” – S. 
Haraldsdóttir (personal communication, October 4, 2018) 

 
The attachment of Icelanders to open spaces may be attributed to the Icelandic landscape in 
the past few hundred years, which is barren and open with only a few forests in low lying 
areas to impede the view. The country’s sparse population density coupled with past 
deforestation has given Icelanders a connection with the uniquely rugged landscape in which 
they can see for many miles, impeded only by mountains.  
 

“The thing is that you know, we love open space and I think it's just a part of our image 
of ourselves. And we feel good in open spaces. … And that’s because we, you know, 
this horizontal view, this line, is a part of our identity.” – S. Haraldsdóttir (personal 
communication, October 4, 2018) 

 
While Icelanders appreciate the open spaces that are inherent in a country with many active 
volcanoes, historically young lava fields, and glaciers, trees must also be appreciated for 
their past role in the country before deforestation, and for their future benefits to the city and 
its people.  
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4.1.6 Concluding Interpretation of Qualitative Results 
The qualitative analysis reveals many aspects of attitudes towards trees in the city of 

Reykjavík that are agreed upon by experts working in the fields that concern urban trees. 
The interviewees responses show an acknowledgement that the urban forest of Reykjavík is 
not near its potential, and that there is a willingness and interest in improving the forest to 
benefit the residents. 
 The main themes reveal consistent conflict between urban trees in Reykjavík and other 
priorities, such as the view, development, open space, and political systems. Each of these 
conflicts can be related to the first theme of a lack of awareness of trees that comes from the 
residents of the city. The absence of awareness of the trees and the benefits they bring to the 
city can lead to attitudes of ambivalence towards trees and planning for trees from the 
residents, allowing for informal planning processes for trees and leading to lack of data, 
monetary support, and political support. 

Some themes have relationships wherein they interact or have influence on one 
another. A relationship may exist between trees in conflict with the view the age of residents, 
as older residents may also be the most concerned about the view and the least accustomed 
to foreign trees being planted in the city. In addition, the informal planning process has likely 
had a historic influence on planting that has led to current conflicts between trees and 
infrastructure. The past lack of awareness of trees and their potential for growth in Iceland 
as well as an informal planning process has led to current conflicts between existing trees 
and infrastructure. The informal planning process also leads to new trees being currently 
being valued less than other infrastructure developments, as the process lacks formal 
opportunity for planning trees in most situations.  

4.2 Quantitative Results 
A total of 163 responses were collected. The adult population of Reykjavík is 99,137, 

leading to a 95% confidence level with a margin of error of ±8% for responses from residents 
of Reykjavík. It should be noted that some responses were from residents who lived outside 
of Reykjavík but in the greater Reykjavík area (see page 27), which has an adult population 
of 171,325 (Statistics Iceland, 2018c). These responses were included in the analysis even 
though they were outside of the target area because the results had a comparable confidence 
level and the urban areas are similar enough for the respondents’ experiences with trees to 
be comparable.  

Responses were recorded from 11 large neighborhoods, or borgarhlutar, within 
Reykjavík, with 11.0% of responses coming from areas outside of Reykjavík (Table 4). Of 
responses within Reykjavík, 37.9% were from Vesturbær (Table 5). The adult population of 
Vesturbær is 13,341, leading to a 95% confidence level with a margin of error of ±14% for 
responses analyzed exclusively from residents of Vesturbær. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 



53 

Table 4.Survey response frequency and percentage from each neighborhood, or 
borgarhlutar, in Reykjavik. 

 

 
 

Table 5. Survey responses frequency and percentage from Reykjavik and Vesturbær. 

City Frequency Percent 
Reykjavík, outside of 
Vesturbær 

90 55.2 

Vesturbær 55 33.7 
Outside of Reykjavík 18 11 
Total 163 100.0 

 
 

4.2.1 Response Results 
Demographically, respondents were 93.1% Icelandic, 75.2% full time employees, and 

57.1% female. Additionally, 84.3% were homeowners and 86.8% had a private garden. The 
largest number of respondents, or 30.8% were in the age category of 55 to 64, followed by 
45 to 54 (Figure 18). Most, or 40.6% of respondents had an annual income between 
3,000,000 and 9,999,999 ISK (approximately 20,000 and 100,000 USD at the time of writing 
in March 2019), followed by 28.1% having an annual income over 10,000,000 ISK 
(approximately 100,000 USD) (Figure 19). Most respondents, 56.8%, had spent their 
childhood in Reykjavík, followed by 34.0% having spent it outside of Reykjavík, but still in 
Iceland, and 12.4% spending it outside of Iceland. Most respondents, 45.6% lived in 
apartment buildings, followed by 26.9% living in row houses and 25.0% living in single 
family homes.  

Neighborhood Frequency Percent 
Árbær 12 7.4 
Breiðholt 9 5.5 
Garðabæ 2 1.2 
Grafarholt og 
Úlfarsárdalur 

2 1.2 

Grafarvogur 10 6.1 
Háaleiti og Bústaðir 17 10.4 
Hafnarfjörður 2 1.2 
Hlíðar 13 8.0 
Hvammstangi 1 0.6 
Kjalarnes 2 1.2 
Kópavogur 12 7.4 
Laugardalur 10 6.1 
Miðborg 13 8.0 
Seltjarnarnes 2 1.2 
Vesturbær 55 33.7 
Unanswered 1 0.6 
Total 163 100.0 
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Figure 18. Age distribution of survey respondents.  

Most respondents were in middle aged categories, with the category of 45 to 54 having the 
most respondents. 

 

 
Figure 19. Income distribution of survey respondents.  

Most respondents made more than 3,000,000 ISK per year. 
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Attitudes towards urban trees in a general context were positive, with a weighted 
average score of 1.86 (±0.05) on a scale of -2 to 2, or strongly disagree to strongly agree for 
the statement, ‘Do urban trees have positive effects on the environment,’ and 1.31 (±0.07) 
for ‘Trees grow well in my neighborhood.’ Satisfaction with current trees within respondents 
neighborhoods was more neutral, with a weighted average of 0.30 (±0.12) for the statement, 
‘I am satisfied with the number of trees in my neighborhood,’ a weighted average of 0.22 
(±0,08) for the statement ‘I am satisfied with the maintenance of trees in my neighborhood,’ 
and a weighted average of 0.47 (±0.08) for the statement ‘I am satisfied with the species of 
trees in my neighborhood.’ 

Residents revealed a slightly positive emotional bond with trees through their 
responses. Respondents had a weighted average of 1.55 (±0.06) towards the statement ‘I am 
happy when new trees are planted in my neighborhood,’ 0.84 (±0.10) towards the statement 
‘I am upset when trees are removed from my neighborhood,’ and 0.59 (±0.10) towards the 
statement ‘I have a favorite tree/stand of trees in my neighborhood. 
 
Respondents reported that they did not agree with the statements ‘Open spaces are more 
desirable than areas with trees,’ and ‘Open spaces are more traditionally ‘Icelandic’ than 
areas with trees,’ with these statements having weighted averages of -0.73 (±0.09) and -0.10 
(±0.09), respectively.  

Respondents agreed or strongly agrees with statements regarding valuing trees over 
further developments in their neighborhoods. Respondents had a weighted average response 
of 0.52 (±0.08) to the statement ‘I value trees more than additional walking paths in my 
neighborhood, 0.52 (±0.09) to ‘I value trees more than additional bicycle paths in my 
neighborhood,’ 1.22 (±0.08) to ‘I value trees more than additional roads in my 
neighborhood,’ and 1.12 (±0.08) to ‘I value trees more than additional housing developments 
in my neighborhood.’ 

Regarding attitudes towards various services or effects of trees, residents ranked 
responses from not important to very important, which was recorded using a weighted scale 
from 1 to 5. Residents gave the highest rankings to trees blocking the wind, with a weighted 
average of 4.59 (±0.06), followed by providing bird habitat at 4.47 (±0.07), removing air 
pollution at 4.46 (±0.07), aesthetic beauty at 4.21 (±0.08), and absorbing stormwater at 4.06 
(±0.09). Residents gave the lower rankings to providing privacy at 3.94 (±0.09), having low 
maintenance costs at 3.38 (±0.11), and not blocking sunlight at 3.33 (±0.10). Residents gave 
the lowest relative rankings to the remaining statements, with don’t block the view at 2.90 
(±0.11) and don’t drop a lot of debris at 2.76 (±0.11). 

Respondents were most interested in having flowering trees in their neighborhoods, 
with a weighted average of 3.52 (±0.10). Following, they were interested in having native 
Icelandic species and evergreen trees, with weighted averages of 3.32 (±0.12) and 3.28 
(±0.11). The least important type of tree was shade trees, with a weighted average of 2.38 
(±0.12). 

Respondent satisfaction with public participation was low, with respondents rating 
their satisfaction with their ability to participate in decision making about public trees in 
their neighborhood with a weighted average of -0.17 (±0.10) on a scale from -2 to 2. 
Respondents also had a weighted average response of -0.43 (±0.09) to the statement ‘I think 
my opinions are heard by city officials, and a response of 0.87 (±0.08) to the statement ‘I 
want more ways to voice my opinions about trees or neighborhood planning.  
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4.2.2 Demographic Influences on Results 
Respondents living in Vesturbær were significantly less likely to agree with the 

statement that trees grow well in their neighborhood than residents living in other areas of 
Reykjavík (p = 0.032). 

Respondents’ age had a significant influence on their attitudes towards the statement 
that open spaces are more traditionally Icelandic than areas with trees (0.049). Generally, 
older respondents agreed more strongly that open spaces are more traditionally Icelandic 
than areas with trees, and younger respondents disagreed more strongly (Figure 20). In 
addition, age had an influence on the respondent’s preferences for trees blocking wind and 
for trees (p = 0.001) and for their feelings that their opinions were heard by city officials (p 
= 0.031). 

Age had a positive linear correlation with aesthetic beauty (.201), low maintenance 
costs (.209), flowering (.178) absorb stormwater (.232), don’t drop a lot of debris (.302), 
block wind (.283). Pearson’s correlations show that as age of respondents increases, the 
preference for these characteristics also increases. 
 

 
Figure 20. Survey responses by age of agreement with the statement that ‘Open spaces are 

more traditionally Icelandic than areas with trees.’ 
Generally, older respondents agreed more strongly that open spaces are more traditionally 

Icelandic than areas with trees, and younger respondents disagreed more strongly. 
 

Gender had a significant impact on residents responses to the statement regarding open 
spaces being more traditionally Icelandic than areas with trees (p = 0.044), with men 
agreeing that open spaces are more Icelandic than areas with trees more than women. 
Responses to statements regarding valuing trees more than additional walking paths (p = 
0.046) were also significantly influenced by gender, with men agreeing that trees are more 
valuable than additional walking paths more than women. Finally, responses to questions 
about the importance of trees providing bird habitat (p = 0.017), not blocking view (p = 
0.015), and not blocking sunlight (p = 0.009) were significantly influenced by gender, with 
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females considering removal of air pollution, providing bird habitat, not blocking view, and 
not blocking sunlight more important than males. 

Income level had significant effect on respondent’s responses to the statement 
regarding valuing trees more than additional roads in their neighborhoods (p = 0.039). 
Income level and participation in planning consultation had a positive linear relationship, 
with participation increasing as respondent income level increased (.175) (Figure 21). 
 
 

 
Figure 21. Survey responses by income level regarding participation in public planning 

consultation.  
As income level increased, so did previous participation in planning consultations. 

 
Renters valued trees more than additional walking paths (p = 0.048), bicycle paths (p 

= 0.018), roads (p = 0.021), and housing developments (p = 0.069) significantly more than 
homeowners. However, home owners considered it more important that trees block wind (p 
= 0.024), don’t block the view (p = 0.001), and don’t block sunlight (p = 0.017).  

82.54% of respondents living in apartment buildings and 71.43% of respondents living 
in single family homes had never participated in public planning, while 52.78% of 
respondents living in row houses had participated.  

Respondents’ home type significantly affected their attitudes towards the statement ‘I 
am upset when trees are removed from my neighborhood,’ with single family home and row 
house dwellers being more in agreement with the statement (p = 0.045). Residence type also 
affect respondents’ attitudes towards the importance of trees absorbing stormwater (p = 
0.076) and being a flowering species (p = 0.059), with people living in row houses and 
single-family homes being more interested in these tree attributes than people living in 
apartments.  
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Respondents with private gardens had significantly stronger preferences for trees 
providing habitats for birds (p = 0.005) and for flowering trees (p = 0.006) than respondents 
without gardens. Respondents who spent their childhood in Iceland but outside of Reykjavík 
were significantly less likely to agree with the statement that open spaces are more 
traditionally Icelandic than areas with trees (p = 0.026).  

4.2.3 Relationships Between Attitudes 
Comparing respondents’ answers towards the Likert scale questions using Pearson’s 

coefficient reveals some moderate linear relationships between answers to certain questions. 
A positive linear relationship exists between respondents’ answers to the statements 
regarding the number of trees in their neighborhood and trees growing well in their 
neighborhood (0.453, p=<0.00). A positive linear relationship exists between respondents’ 
satisfaction with the number of trees in their neighborhood and their satisfaction with the 
species of trees (0.437 p=<0.00) and the maintenance of trees in their neighborhoods (0.456 
p=<0.001). 
 A positive linear relationship exists between respondents’ response to having a favorite 
tree or stand of tree and being upset when trees are removed from their neighborhood (0.407 
p=<0.001). A positive linear relationship also exists between residents ranking of the 
importance of trees removing air pollution and providing bird habitat (0.601 p=<0.001), as 
well as residents ranking of the importance of trees not dropping a lot of debris and having 
low maintenance costs (0.529 p=<0.001).  
 A negative linear relationship exists between respondents’ attitudes toward the 
statements that open spaces are more desirable than areas with trees and that trees have 
positive effects on the environment (-0.227 p=<0.001). A positive linear relationship also 
exists between respondents’ attitudes towards the statement that opens spaces are more 
traditionally Icelandic and that the importance of trees not blocking the view (0.227 
p=<0.001). 

4.2.4 Concluding Interpretation of Quantitative Results 
Responses were collected with a high majority from Icelanders, and mostly from 

middle aged residents who were moderate to high wage earners. Over half of respondents 
had spent most of their childhood in Reykjavík, and almost half lived in apartment buildings.  

Attitudes towards trees in general were quite positive and results also show a special 
connection to specific trees, with people having a favorite tree or stand of trees, on average. 
Emotional connection with trees was also slightly positive, with most people agreeing that 
they had positive emotions when trees were planted and negative emotions when trees were 
removed. Respondents were interested in all services that trees provide, but the most 
important services to respondents were blocking wind, providing bird habitat, and removing 
air pollution. Respondents were also interested in all types of trees, however they were more 
interested in flowering, native species, and evergreen trees than they were in shade trees. 
However, satisfaction with current trees numbers, species diversity, and maintenance was 
neutral with a slightly positive skew. These findings reveal that people find value in trees 
physically and emotionally and want more trees, species, and better maintenance in their 
neighborhoods.  

Belief that trees grow well in their neighborhood was quite high, with respondents 
agreeing that trees grew well. Responses were variable to the questions regarding the 
desirability and traditional role of open spaces in Iceland, with quite neutral results. 
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However, respondents did report that they valued trees more than additional walking paths, 
cycling path, roads, and housing developments in their neighborhoods. 

Overall, satisfaction with ability to participate in public planning was low among 
respondents. These results show that residents are open to more trees in their neighborhood, 
and believe that those trees will survive, but they want more ability to participate in the 
specific decisions made about trees in their neighborhoods.  
 Spatial results were limited, with residents of Vesturbær only having significantly 
different responses regarding trees growing well in their neighborhood. However, age and 
gender had greater effects on responses, particularly those regarding the most important 
services of trees and the role of trees in the Icelandic landscape. Income level and renting 
versus owning an apartment had a few impacts on responses, with participation in public 
planning and valuation of trees versus developments being significant.  

Respondents who spent their childhood in Iceland but outside of Reykjavík were 
significantly less likely to agree with the statement that open spaces are more traditionally 
Icelandic than areas with trees, which reveals some spatial and experiential influence on how 
respondents view the role of trees in the Icelandic landscape.  

4.3 Summary of Qualitative and Quantitative 
Results 

Both the qualitative and quantitative results reveal perceptions and attitudes towards 
trees that are influenced by several factors and are reflected in the trees that exist in 
Reykjavík today. The local lack of awareness of trees by citizens was discussed frequently 
in the interviews and was somewhat evident in the quantitative survey results, as respondents 
reported being neutral in their satisfaction with the number, species, and maintenance of the 
trees in their neighborhoods. However, survey respondents did report having some emotional 
connection to trees, with a high number of respondents having a favorite trees or stand of 
trees and being happy when new trees were planted in their neighborhoods.  
 Age was discussed in the interviews as having a correlation with attitudes towards 
trees in the city, with older residents often being the ones who were in favor of removing 
trees or against planting new trees. The qualitative survey results suggest that age did not 
have an impact on respondents attitudes towards the trees in their neighborhoods. However, 
it was shown that older residents are more likely to believe that open spaces are more 
traditionally Icelandic than areas with trees. This belief, or identity of the national landscape 
is unlikely to change in older generations and can create tension in the city as planners 
attempt to plant more trees. 
 Conflict between infrastructure, both old and new, and trees was discussed in the 
interviews and was reflected in the survey results. Interviewees discussed how trees often 
came into conflict with buildings and underground infrastructure due to being planting 
improperly in the past, resulting in their need for removal. This is shown in the survey as 
residents were neutral towards the statement that they were upset when trees were removed 
from their neighborhood. Their neutral stance towards removal is relevant when compared 
to their positive response to being happy when new trees are planted in their neighborhood, 
demonstrating that they likely understand the need to remove trees which are causing 
problems. 

In addition, interviewees discussed the conflicts between trees and infrastructure 
during the planning of new developments for the city of Reykjavík. Trees can be considered 
by planners or by residents as an extra, unnecessary feature that takes space away from the 
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development. However, the survey results showed that residents value trees more than 
additional infrastructure developments in their neighborhoods, including valuing trees more 
than additional roads or housing developments in their neighborhoods, but were neutral 
about valuing trees more than additional walking or bicycling paths in their neighborhoods.  

Resident engagement in planning was discussed in the interviews as being limited, as 
the processes of planning for trees lack formality and transparency. While the online 
platform Betri Reykjavík is currently in use and the online program Hverfisskipulag is being 
tested in three neighborhoods, there is still a lack of ways for residents to participate in 
planning regarding trees in both large-scale planning projects and small local issues with 
specific trees or lack thereof. The survey showed that respondents were very dissatisfied 
with their ability participate in public planning regarding trees. They were not satisfied with 
their ability to participate in public planning, and they also wanted more ways to express 
their opinions to the city. 
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5 Discussion: Urban Trees in a 
Degraded Landscape 
The results of the interviews and survey show the role that trees play in the city of 

Reykjavík in the context of its unique geographical conditions of a country situated in 
subarctic region. The findings indicate the potential that urban trees may have for greater 
significance in urban planning and in the lives of residents. The views of experts who have 
great knowledge about the trees in the city indicate that there are areas of improvement in 
the management of urban trees and in the connection between residents and trees in their 
urban environment. A number of factors contributing to residents’ attitudes towards trees 
and the Icelandic landscape were identified in the survey, and through a synthesis of the data, 
some solutions to improving resident attitudes towards trees and management of trees can 
be determined as suggestions for future planning strategies and as directions for future 
research.  

5.1 Expert’s perspectives 
The first and one of the most critical themes arising from the qualitative interviews 

was the notion that Icelanders are often unaware of the existing trees in the urban landscapes 
of Reykjavík. The lack of awareness likely comes from the historic lack of trees in Iceland 
due to past deforestation, which has created a society that is accustomed to having very few 
trees within the landscape. This leads to a lack of awareness of trees that are planted and 
growing in the city. In addition, the most prominent native tree in Iceland, the downy birch, 
is small, stout, and often resembles a shrub, leading to it being overlooked as a critical tree 
species. Finally, most of the trees that currently exist in the city are located on private 
property, which leads to many being partially or fully obscured from the view of the public 
when they are behind walls, fences, or buildings.  
 However, it was also revealed that residents of Reykjavík are in favor of more 
vegetation and trees when given the option, suggesting that their lack of awareness does not 
mean they have a lack of interest in more trees. Due to this finding, it is important that the 
city planners are conscious of this lack of awareness and are sure to propose ideas with trees 
to residents who may otherwise not consider them as an important factor. Additionally, 
education must be incorporated formally and informally in schools, community events, and 
meetings to ensure that residents are aware of the benefits of urban trees and the potential 
that Reykjavík has to expand its urban forest.  

Interviews also revealed that Reykjavík has the space and opportunity for more trees, 
and that this unused potential may otherwise be used for developments that are not as useful 
as urban trees from ecological as well as from a well-being perspective. City planners and 
politicians must work together and educate one another to show that trees and forests are a 
valid option for the use of space in Reykjavík, especially during the densification of the city 
that is being proposed in the current development plans.  

Additionally, the lack of data about trees in the city relates to the lack of awareness by 
citizens, planners, and politicians alike, as there is no concrete means of communicating the 
numbers, species, or quantifiable benefits of the urban forest in Reykjavík. Having an 
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inventory of trees in the city and a monitoring strategy of their development would allow 
planners to gain a better understanding of areas that are lacking trees or species diversity and 
would also allow politicians to push for more trees in the city using quantitative evidence of 
their benefits. It would also allow citizens to better understand the urban forest in their 
communities.  

 
The formal planning process was shown to be lacking accessibility and transparency 

by the interviewees. The public does not currently participate in planning regarding trees at 
most levels of decision making. This may be due to the lack of situations in which public 
input is taken, which are only informal plans proposed by the city which require comment 
periods. This may also be due to the lack of awareness of residents about their opportunities 
to participate in commenting periods, or lack of transparency in the planning process that 
excludes the public from most decision making. 

In order to make the planning process more accessible and provide more opportunities 
for the public to participate in planning, the city should expand their current Hverfisskipulag 
program online, ensuring that the entire city has access to the tool and also responding to 
resident recommendations in a way that ensures residents know that their comments are 
being acknowledged by the city. In addition, the city should engage residents in more 
physical meetings, using online platforms like Facebook to advertise not only community 
meetings, but events and activities where city officials are present and willing to listen to the 
suggestions of members of the local community. 

The city must also create a more defined and transparent process for decision making 
regarding trees. The process’s current informality creates an inherent barrier to engaging the 
public, as it is unclear at what point the public can participate. The planning office and the 
city council must create concrete processes that apply to common situations of all scales. 
These processes must be published so that the public has access to understanding the 
procedures being carried out by the government, and the process should include an 
opportunity for citizens to voice their opinions about the decisions. 

In addition, ideally, all projects, no matter the size, would be recorded and updated on 
an accessible platform to ensure that the public is aware of the decisions being made about 
their neighborhoods, and the opportunities they have to voice their opinions about decisions. 
This process is particularly critical in application to street trees and trees on small patches of 
public land, where decision making is currently not recorded and does not take input from 
residents.  
  

Conflicts between trees and human development were discussed in the interviews as 
issues that have arisen from poor planting of trees in the past and from current debates about 
use of space in the densifying city. The problems created by planting too close to buildings 
or underground infrastructure that occurred in the past can only be addressed in the present 
by modifying or removing the offending trees. However, there is much to be learned from 
past mistakes, and records of the past plantings and spaces where trees were removed can 
provide valuable data to planners in the future. This data can help to avoid similar planting 
problems and to understand better the growth of species that are being introduced to the 
country.  

Trees are also limited by the current demand for other developments, such as housing, 
commercial buildings, expanded roads, sidewalks, and bicycle lanes. While many of these 
developments are important for the development of society, it is critical that trees are also 
give value in the planning of this infrastructure. 
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Trees are particularly important in densification planning, as they allow residents to 
experience nature within the city, enjoying the benefits of trees without having to leave 
densified neighborhoods. However, in order to successfully incorporate trees in to the dense 
space of a city center, plans must be innovatively designed to include trees in a way that 
enhances the new infrastructure instead of conflicting with it. Experts must be employed to 
ensure that appropriate trees are selected, and that they will not grow into conflict with the 
human development. In addition, new technologies and proper planting methods must be 
used to ensure that the trees are able to thrive under the added stress of the urban 
environment.  

 
Demographics also played a role in the interviewees perceptions of attitudes of 

residents. Age was considered to have a strong influence on the attitudes of residents of 
Reykjavík, with older generations having a more negative view of trees in the city due to 
their experiences with the historic, degraded, treeless landscape in Iceland. The people who 
were most opposed to many tree planting projects were considered to be mostly older people 
who were not interested in having trees in the city that would block their views of the 
surrounding mountains or see or block any sunlight that may fall on their homes or gardens.  

However, younger generations were considered to be more accepting of trees because 
they were more accustomed to the current level of urban forest in Reykjavík. The younger 
generations appreciated trees for their physical properties as wind blocks and their social 
wellbeing benefits. The younger generation has also had more direct education about trees, 
learning about the history of Iceland as a land that was deforested by settlers that needs trees 
to be restored to health. As the generations continue to age, education must continue to 
ensure that future generations also understand the benefits of trees in the city, and to increase 
support for trees in public and private spaces.  
 
 Interviewees also discussed the variations in values regarding the Icelandic landscape. 
Many Icelanders were discussed as valuing the open spaces in Iceland, in which it is possible 
to see mountains, sea, and the horizon in all directions. Iceland’s history of deforestation and 
it's degraded soils have led to a perceived as beautiful, yet also damaged landscape that is 
still considered valuable to many Icelanders. However, this view is in direct conflict with 
planting trees, especially non-native species, as their height and foliage limit the ability of 
residents to see the open landscape. The residents of the city often consider the view from 
their homes as very important and will remove trees that grow to impede their sightlines. 
The city also takes the residents’ views of the mountains and sea into consideration when 
planting trees to ensure that no one will want to remove the tree when it begins to grow. 
 Sunlight was also discussed as being important to residents. Trees are often planted in 
areas where they cast shade on homes, gardens, parks, or walking paths, yet many residents 
do not want to have too much shade on their property. Residents are averse to large amounts 
of shade because the climate of Iceland is cold and has a large amount of precipitation, 
leading to few days with full sunlight. In addition, the northern location of Iceland leads to 
very long nights in the winter, causing Icelanders to value their days with sunlight as very 
important. Therefore, trees that cast too much shade on areas where residents spend their 
time are considered a nuisance for blocking the rare sunlight. It is important that planners 
choose species and planting locations that do not create excess shade in spaces where 
Icelanders may benefit from the sunlight. 
 

Ultimately, the qualitative interviews revealed key themes that have rooted meaning 
within the Icelandic culture and landscape. The issues related to attitudes about trees are 
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noted by the experts in the field, but they do not seem to be addressed in formal planning 
practices or education and outreach. Reykjavík has great potential to create a thriving urban 
forest, and many people who are dedicated to the trees and people of the city, but many 
issues must be addressed in order to create a system and a society where trees are accepted, 
appreciated, and growing healthily.  

5.2 People’s perspectives 
Demographically, the respondents were somewhat similar to the populations of 

Reykjavík and Vesturbær, yet some factors were more closely related than others. The 
gender distribution in Reykjavík is nearly even, yet more survey respondents were female 
(Statistics Iceland, 2018d). This may be due to the gender distributions on the Facebook 
pages where the survey was posted being more female, or that women had more interest in 
spending their time taking a survey about trees. The number of respondents who were not 
Icelandic was very low compared to the number of immigrants in both Reykjavik and 
Vesturbær, likely due to the low numbers of immigrants on the Facebook pages where the 
survey was posted, as most of the pages were in Icelandic. In order to reach more immigrants, 
the survey may have needed to have been posted on more internationally themed pages or 
distributed in person at internationally geared events. The age of respondents to the survey 
had a slightly higher average than the average ages in Reykjavík and Vesturbær. This is may 
be due to higher use of Facebook or the specific pages where the survey was posted by older 
people in Reykjavík. Additionally, older residents may have more opinions about trees and 
planning in the city that they want to express due to their experience with the trees in the city 
during their lifetimes.  
  Additionally, the survey was posted in many topically themed Facebook pages that 
were related to trees, the landscape, and vegetation in Iceland in which members of these 
groups already showed an interest in Icelandic nature. Therefore, respondents may have been 
more positively skewed in their attitudes towards trees than the greater Reykjavik 
population.  
 

Respondents believed that urban trees had positive effects on the environment, 
showing that they understand the benefits of urban trees at some level. Their knowledge of 
the benefits likely influences their valuation of trees in the city and reveals that the 
respondents have some sort of education pertaining to urban trees. This knowledge of trees 
is important to continue building awareness of trees in the city and generating support for 
trees. Education regarding trees is critical in increasing respect and demand for trees in the 
city.  

Overall respondent satisfaction with the number, species, and maintenance of trees in 
the respondents’ neighborhoods was slightly positive. Respondents likely have an awareness 
of and appreciation for the existing trees in their neighborhood, but their responses were only 
slightly positive because they believe that more trees, more species diversity, and better 
maintenance are all possible in their neighborhoods. The city must be aware of the resident 
interest in trees and respond to the desire for more trees in order to increase not only the 
residents’ satisfaction but also the benefits of urban trees. 

Respondents’ moderate emotional connection with trees reveals that they are invested 
in the trees in their communities, and that their attitude and lifestyles may be influenced by 
the trees in their neighborhoods. Trees’ critical role in wellbeing must be considered by the 
city in all decision making regarding planning and removal of trees, as residents can be 
affected by changes in their surroundings. Most findings reveal that the connection between 
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people and trees is strong, and trees positively contribute to wellbeing. The human 
connection to with trees must be considered by planners who design new developments, 
plant new trees, and decide which trees will be removed.  
 The survey showed that residents have some conflicting views about the structure of 
the Icelandic landscape and the desirability of open spaces as compared to areas with trees. 
The history of deforestation in Iceland coupled with the naturally volcanic terrain and a 
climate that hinders soil building processes has led to a landscape that is rugged and very 
open. 
However, many Icelanders are aware that forests have been a critical part of the landscape 
in the past, even though they have been raised in a land without many trees. Respondents 
were more in agreement that areas with trees are more desirable than areas without trees, 
likely because of the current efforts for reforestation, particularly around Reykjavík, where 
the benefits of the forest, such as wind blocking and recreation, are evident. However, 
respondents were very divided regarding the role of open spaces as ‘Icelandic,’ likely due to 
the current deforested landscape with which many Icelanders identify. These two different 
responses to the questions regarding the landscape reveal a need for more education 
regarding forests in Iceland and the benefits of trees in the city. 
 The respondents valued trees more than new infrastructure developments in their 
neighborhoods, which should be taken into consideration in city planning. This finding may 
come into conflict with the plans to densify the city of Reykjavík, as densification often 
includes development of new buildings, sidewalks, and housing. However, as long as the 
planners involved in densification consider the importance of both existing mature trees and 
the importance of planting new trees strategically within the new developments, residents 
and trees will not be negatively affected. New developments may even provide an 
opportunity to rethink strategies for including more trees in the urban environment to create 
a balance with the newly built areas.  
 Respondents ranked the qualities of trees quite evenly, showing that there is an interest 
in having diversity in not only the species but in the types of trees present in the city. The 
respondents favored trees that were useful in blocking wind, which is a common problem in 
Reykjavik, which is a very windy city due to its geography. Wind blocking is a very physical 
quality of trees with immediate benefit that only increases as trees mature. Therefore 
residents are likely very aware of this aspect of tree benefits. However, it also limits the 
species of trees that can be planted in many areas of the city, particularly near the coast, as 
they must be strong enough to withstand high winds, even at a young age.  

Respondents also favored trees that provide bird habitats and remove air pollution. 
Trees that provide bird habitats are likely popular as Iceland does not have many species of 
mammals living in the country, leading to a large diversity of birds that live in or migrate to 
the country throughout the year. Therefore, Icelanders having the ability to see many types 
of birds daily as they nest and feed is a benefit of trees that would be uniquely amplified by 
the number and diversity of bird species in Iceland.  

Additionally, while Iceland has a small population, the number of cars per capita is 
high. Coupled with the use of studded tires in the winter, the exhaust and debris created by 
cars creates a large amount of air pollution in the city. Trees must be planted strategically in 
order to avoid worsening the effects of air pollution in street canyons. However, they can be 
used to help with air filtration if planted in an appropriate manner.  
 Respondents had low experience with public participation but expressed interest in 
having more ways to participate in planning related to trees. Respondents had mostly not 
participated in the public planning participation pathways that exist today in Reykjavík, 
either in person or online methods. The results show that the use of public planning can be 
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much higher. However, residents also reported that they wanted more ways to voice their 
opinions to city officials, showing that the current methods of participation are not effective. 
While some people had used the participation platform Hverfisskipulag, it is only available 
in three neighborhoods on a trial basis. Its success depends on being available across the 
city, and planner’s ability to address many of the suggestions made on the site so that people 
feel that their opinions are being heard. In addition, other forms of participation must be 
developed, to create an engaged community both on the ground and online.  
 

Several demographic aspects had effects on the responses of residents, leading to some 
conclusions that can be made about the significance of certain factors on the attitudes of 
residents of Reykjavík towards trees. Residents living in Vesturbær were less likely to agree 
that trees grew well in their neighborhood than residents living elsewhere in Reykjavík. 
While Vesturbær has many old growth trees through the neighborhood in private yards and 
in the cemetery, it is also bordered by the ocean to the north, west, and south, leaving it 
exposed to strong winds. In addition, the areas near the ocean are open green spaces with 
many grasses, leading to large areas where wind is very strong, and trees may struggle to 
take root and grow. In addition, Vesturbær has many narrow streets, particularly in Gamli 
Vesturbær, along which there is little to no space for large trees to grow, perhaps leading to 
the belief that no trees would grow well in the neighborhood.  
 Views regarding the Icelandic landscape, such as if open spaces are more traditional 
or preferable to areas with trees, were influenced by multiple demographic factors: age, 
gender, and a respondent’s origin (meaning whether someone was spending the childhood 
outside of Reykjavík). Age influenced respondents’ views about open spaces vs trees as 
older people considered open spaces more Icelandic than areas with trees. This is likely due 
to the fact that Iceland has only recently begun the process of reforestation the land that was 
degraded across the country, therefore older people are more used to open spaces without 
trees or forests. In addition, Reykjavík has also had few trees in the past, always allowing 
for a lot of open space. People often identify with the environments which they are used to, 
and older Icelanders are accustomed to fewer trees and more open spaces in Iceland as a 
whole and in Reykjavík.  

Gender also influenced respondents’ views on the Icelandic landscape, as men were 
more likely than women to consider open spaces more Icelandic than areas with trees. One 
possible explanation for this is the traditional job of men in Iceland as fishermen, wherein 
they spend a lot of time on the oceans around Iceland and the smaller towns in rural Iceland 
where they become accustomed to open spaces and few trees or forests.  

Finally, the location where respondents spent most of their childhood had an effect on 
their views about the Icelandic landscape. Respondents who had spent their childhood in 
Reykjavík were most likely to consider open spaces more Icelandic than spaces with trees. 
This may be due to people living in areas of Iceland outside of Reykjavík having more 
education about the deforestation and degradation of the land around them as they grew up 
and experience with reforestation efforts, while people living within Reykjavík have less 
education about the rural landscape and experience mostly with the degraded landscape that 
dominates the country.  
 Respondent’s attitudes towards qualities of trees were impacted by homeownership 
status and whether they had a private garden. Homeowners considered it more important that 
trees block wind and don’t block the view, which may be due to the fact that homeowners 
may be in the house for a longer period of time, and therefore become accustomed to a 
certain view that they do not want to be taken away by a growing trees. Additionally, they 
may want to be more comfortable and avoid potential wind damage by using trees to block 
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the wind. Respondents with private gardens had stronger preferences for trees providing 
habitat for birds and for having flowers, which may be due to the fact that they can enjoy 
these smaller, more intimate features of trees from their homes. 
 Finally, planning participation was influenced by income, which can help the city to 
better understand which demographics need further encouragement to engage in planning 
participation. Residents with lower income did not participate in planning as much as those 
with higher income, which may reveal a disconnect between what low income people want 
and need from their trees and what the city believes citizens want. Planners must determine 
ways to engage all members of the population in public participation, either through greater 
encouragement to participate or through new ways to participate.  
  

Some responses showed correlations between certain attitudes. A negative linear 
relationship exists between respondents’ attitudes toward the statements that open spaces are 
more desirable than areas with trees and that trees have positive effects on the environment. 
Therefore, respondents who believe trees have positive effects on the environment don’t 
believe that open spaces are more desirable than areas with trees. This is logical as 
respondents who believe that trees have benefits would be more inclined to think that area 
with trees are desirable because they provide more benefits.  
 A positive linear relationship exists between respondents’ attitudes towards the 
statement that opens spaces are more traditionally Icelandic and that the importance of trees 
not blocking the view; respondents who believe that opens spaces are more traditionally 
Icelandic than areas with trees also seem to believe that it is important that trees do not block 
their view. This is also logical, as people who believe the Icelandic landscape should be 
without trees also enjoy the view of the surroundings, and therefore would not want trees to 
impede their view of the mountains or the sea. These attitudes are likely very strongly 
coupled and require a great increase in education about the health and restoration of the 
Icelandic landscape in order to gain support for trees from these members of the community.  

5.3 Synthesis 
Through the synthesis of the of the qualitative and quantitative methods and results, 

this study investigates the role of trees in Reykjavík and their importance for the residents 
of the city. Through comparison of the results of the interviews and the surveys, it is possible 
to understand the current status of Reykjavík’s urban forest, and the challenges that must be 
overcome for the trees in the city to thrive. 

The results identify some issues that are considered more pressing by the city than by 
the citizens, and some issues that concern all parties involved with trees and that need 
immediate, direct attention in order to create a better urban forest. The results show that most 
people in the city, those in positions of power and those simply living within the city, are 
interested in creating a thriving urban forest that will benefit the environment and people of 
Reykjavík.  
 

Residents’ lack of awareness of trees was frequently discussed in the qualitative 
interviews and reveals a key obstacle in the creation of a better urban forest. One factor in 
the residents’ lack of awareness of trees was considered to be that Icelanders were 
historically unaware that trees would grow well in the country, given the climate conditions. 
However, in the survey results, residents reported that they thought that trees grew well in 
their neighborhoods, indicating that the idea that trees cannot grow in Iceland is no longer 
prevalent in the city. This response shows some awareness and education about trees in 
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Reykjavík and may be related to the current issues being experienced with trees that were 
planted too close to buildings or too close together in the past with the idea that they would 
not grow to full size in the Icelandic climate, only to cause problems in recent years as they 
have reached full size and interfered with infrastructure and required trimming or removal.  

However, the survey results do not address other aspects of residents’ awareness of 
trees, such as if their awareness of trees is mostly through positive or negative experiences, 
if they know how many or what species of trees exist in their neighborhoods, or how they 
interact with the trees in their neighborhoods. In addition, residents’ survey responses 
showed that they are only moderately satisfied with the trees in their neighborhoods, leaving 
much room for improvement to the trees themselves, but also opportunities for more 
education about the trees’ benefits, species diversity, and tree care within the community to 
increase awareness of and satisfaction with the trees that are present in the city’s 
neighborhoods. 
  
 In in the interviews the value of trees was discussed as often being lower than the value 
of other landscapes or developments in Reykjavík. The qualitative survey showed that views 
of the mountains and of the sea, or new developments in the densifying city were considered 
by some residents to be more important than planting new trees. This may reveal a separate 
emotional connection between Icelanders and the other natural facets of the landscape, such 
as the mountains and ocean, which also may relate to their expressed preferences for open 
spaces over areas with trees in the survey results. However, their relationship with the other 
aspects of nature should not be considered to negate the emotional connection between 
Icelanders and trees that was expressed in the quantitative surveys.  

While residents that elected to take the survey were already showing an interest in 
trees, the human connection with trees has been shown across the globe. Trees are considered 
restorative and beneficial in all cultures, even though their significance to the people directly 
may vary. Trees have a symbolic history in Iceland, being particularly evident in the mature 
trees present in the historic cemetery in Reykjavík. These symbolic trees are evidence of an 
emotional connection between Icelanders and trees that is supported by the quantitative 
results of this study. 

The emotional connection to trees in Iceland can be strengthened in the future as more 
trees are planted in spaces where people can interact with them directly, observe their 
changes through the seasons and growth over time. By increasing education about trees, not 
only will awareness of their benefits increase, people will be able to form even deeper 
connections with trees as they gain insight into the important roles they play in the 
environment and in society.  
 

Trees were discussed as limited by demands for other development in the interviews, 
yet the survey results showed that residents value trees more than other new developments 
in their neighborhoods. While the city planners have many aspects of development to 
consider, particularly during the densification planning of the city, they must keep in mind 
that most citizens are more interested in having trees than other new developments. This may 
require innovative planning by the city to ensure that trees are given space in the new plans, 
but the rewards of having trees in the city will be great, and they will only increase as the 
trees mature.  
 Additionally, the qualitative interview results showed that there was concern for 
blocking the view and sunlight of residents. The view to the surroundings, as discussed 
above, has significance to Icelanders, however the survey results showed that residents do 
not consider it to be a main factor in their own attitudes towards trees, only moderately 
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important. Other aspects of trees, such as flowering trees or trees that provided bird habitat 
were more important to residents. This shows that the city should have more concern for the 
species of trees that are being planted than whether they are blocking the view, as trees that 
provide a view of flowers in spring and birds throughout the year will be even more favored 
by residents than a small tree, or no tree at all, that does not block the view.  
 

Gathering data and creating a database of the urban stock of trees is a critical step that 
the city must undertake to begin moving towards a thriving urban forest. While this project 
has started investigating the urban forest of Reykjavík, one of the key limiting factors in 
understanding the urban forest as a whole has been the lack of data about the trees in the 
city. The lack of data limits the ability of planners to understand the spatial patterns of the 
trees in the city, the species distribution, and the benefits that these trees provide. Further, 
the lack of data does not allow them to accurately plan for the future and set quantifiable 
goals regarding increasing the benefits of the trees in Reykjavík.  

Creating a database is critical to the environmental benefits provided by the urban trees 
in Reykjavík, because only through the creation of a database can the species distributions 
of the trees in the city be fully observed and understood. In order to increase species diversity 
and manage a diverse forest, it is important to know where and how many trees of certain 
species exist in the city. In addition, the data can be used to track the health and survival 
rates of trees and increase the city’s understanding of factors that affect trees survival in the 
city as the climate changes and the city grows.  

In addition, data collection is critical to monitoring the success of introduced species 
that have not been grown previously in the city. As new species are brought to Iceland, it is 
important to monitor the trees not only for their own health, but to also ensure that they are 
not causing disruptions to the ecosystem that will harm other organisms, such as bringing 
diseases or pests to the country. Only through data and monitoring will potential problems 
be able to be addressed swiftly by the city.  

With accurate data, the city would be able to create more detailed, quantifiable 
objectives and plans that can elevate the social and economic benefits of trees in the city. 
The current Master Plan outlines the importance of including green spaces within the city, 
but it does not discuss the quality of these green spaces, and street trees are not mentioned. 
These details are critical to optimal urban forest planning and must be included in future 
planning. A database about the trees in the city would also be helpful for maintenance of 
trees, as records of trees could be updated regularly to reflect the growth, benefits, and 
maintenance conducted on trees or stands of trees.  

Specific data and quantitative goals would also enhance the ability of planners to 
advocate for additional funding for trees, locally, nationally, and internationally. Using data 
about the benefits of the existing trees and outlining the importance and added benefits of 
new trees, the city can make a case for increasing the budget allocated for new trees in plans.  
 Collecting the data can be done by the city through manual data collection, remote 
sensing surveys, or a combination of both. It can also be used as a tool to engage the public 
in interacting with the trees in the city and increase awareness of the trees in their 
neighborhoods. Educational events can be created to involve the public in data collection 
centered around counting, identifying, measuring, and understanding the benefits of urban 
trees. Generating data while also increasing awareness of trees in the city would benefit the 
citizens, the city, and the urban forest.  
 

The urban forest in Reykjavík has great potential and finds support of many people 
who are interested in helping it to grow and thrive. While there are some aspects of 
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management and education that need to be revised in order to create better processes, more 
accessibly of citizens to decision making, and community knowledge about trees, the current 
forest has been created by a city and by people who are genuinely interested in seeing trees 
growing in a previously forest free area. 

There are a few key changes that the city can make to ensure that support for trees 
continues to progress and the number of trees in the city increases. The city can create a 
streamlined, accessible planning system for street trees that allows for citizen engagement 
in the process. The city can increase education about Iceland’s forest and the current 
reforestation efforts in schools, and also take part in community events where engagement 
with and education about local trees can be facilitated. Finally, a database can be created to 
aid in the management of the urban forest and setting concrete goals for the expansion of the 
number, species, and benefits of urban trees. Through these processes, positive attitudes 
towards trees in Reykjavík will be fostered, and the trees can be managed to ensure they are 
bringing the maximum benefits to the city’s environment and citizens.  
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6 Conclusion and Outlook 
Urban trees have many qualities that would benefit the city of Reykjavík’s 

environment and residents. Through more direct planning, education, and data collection, 
the urban forest can be maximized for the benefit of all. The mixed method design of this 
research was critical in determining the role and importance of urban trees in Reykjavík as 
they are influenced by residents and decision makers. Trees in Reykjavík are heavily 
influenced by the actions of urban planners and citizens, and only through clear 
communication with the public and informed decision making by experts can the urban 
forest thrive.  
 The qualitative element of this research conducted using semi-structured interviews 
led to the development of five key themes that are considered important by experts when 
considering the relationships between residents of Reykjavík and trees. The current 
approaches used to manage the urban forest are often informal and not accessible to the 
public. 

Many Icelanders are considered to be unaware of the trees that exist in the city. In 
addition, the relationship between Icelanders and the landscape is regarded as being 
complicated, as there is a perceived connection to sweeping views, mountains, and open 
landscapes which is often considered in direct competition with tall and full trees. 
Demographic factors are seen as being important, as experts perceive that the older 
generation are less likely to favor trees, and more likely to protest against new trees or 
remove mature trees that come into conflict with their view of the surroundings. In addition, 
previous urban planning decisions have led to residents having negative experiences with 
trees, especially due to the mistaken past belief that trees would not grow well or to their full 
size in Iceland, leading to many current trees interfering with buildings, roads, other 
vegetation, and below ground infrastructure. These issues have led to many residents having 
negative experiences with trees, and to experts being wary of planting trees that cause 
problems in the future. 

Additionally, as Reykjavík is a growing city with a current strategy of densification, 
the experts discussed the conflict between trees and new developments in the increasingly 
limited space in the city. Achieving a city that has modern developments to support residents 
but also includes a thriving urban forest will require innovative planning by experts with 
consistent input from residents.  
 Following the qualitative data collection and preliminary analysis of the interviews, 
the results were used to develop the quantitative part of the study, the survey for residents. 
The survey was developed as a tool to determine the attitudes of residents towards trees, 
especially in relation to the main issues discussed by the experts. The data showed that 
residents had mostly positive attitudes towards trees, and are interested in having more trees 
with more diverse qualities in their neighborhoods. While respondents were split in their 
attitudes towards the value of trees versus open spaces, overall there was support for trees in 
the city, and an emotional connection between residents and trees was evident.  
 Through the synthesis of the results from the two data collection methods, the main 
issues regarding the role and importance of urban trees in Reykjavík, and their underlying 
factors, became clearer; by understanding the issues from both the resident and expert side, 
it is possible to formulate ways to address the problems and create a system that works for 
all.  
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 The main issues identified in study include the lack of awareness that residents have 
of the existing trees in Reykjavík, and the potential for more trees in the city. In order to 
engage residents directly with the trees around them, the city must push for more formal and 
informal education about the trees in the city, and the benefits that they bring to the residents. 
Through this education, the city can increase support for trees from residents and create 
opportunities for residents to gain hands on experience with the trees in their neighborhoods. 
In addition, the city must be conscious of including options that include more trees in their 
plan proposals, giving residents the option to support trees in plans where they may not have 
previously been aware that adding trees was possible.  
 Another central issue identified during the research was the complex emotional 
relationship between Icelanders and their landscape. Many Icelanders feel a strong 
connection to the open, spacious, rugged landscape of the volcanic island, and they enjoy 
being able to see mountains and the sea from their homes. Some Icelanders also consider 
this to be the traditional Icelandic landscape, even though it is a product of the historic 
deforestation and other human impact on the island by the early settlers. 
However, there is also an emotional connection between Icelanders and trees that is present 
in most cultures, as there is a respect for trees as symbolic, living beings. While the 
connection with the Icelandic landscape may create tension between some residents and 
certain trees, residents ultimately have a respect for trees and an interest in having more trees 
in the city that can be enjoyed for their unique qualities, including flowers, providing bird 
habitat, and cultivating a feeling of place and change over time. The appreciation for trees 
can be cultivated even more through more education about the history of forests in Iceland, 
and the benefits that trees provide to the environment and to people, physically and 
emotionally.  
 The current planning process for urban trees was identified as being problematic, as 
the process is currently very informal, not accessible to the public, and lacks transparency. 
Experts expressed a lack of clear paths for coordination across organizations, and the 
residents expressed interest in having more ways to participate in planning decisions. 
Through the implementation of a clear process for planting new trees or modifying existing 
trees, and the creation of a platform where the plans and progress can be viewed and 
commented on by the residents, the process will become more accessible and transparent.  
 Finally, the lack of data regarding trees in Reykjavík is a key limiting factor in 
maximizing the urban forest. As there is no data that currently exists about the number, 
species, locations, or growth of the public or private trees in the city, it is difficult to make 
concrete, quantifiable goals for increasing the number of street trees and a larger share of 
urban forests.  

Due to the lack of data, it is impossible to quantify the benefits of the urban trees, 
which would be beneficial for education, advocating for more funding for trees, and 
understanding how the urban forest can be improved. Data can be collected by the city by 
using experts, or through community data collection. Using the community to collect data 
would enable the city to promote awareness of the trees, provide education opportunities, 
and gather data efficiently. The public can also be involved in long term monitoring 
programs, aiding the city in maintenance, and alerting officials when trees need expert 
attention or more trees are desired.  
 Future research regarding the urban trees in Reykjavík is necessary to better 
understand the current urban trees as well as potential for future trees. The need for a 
database of the trees in the city is immediate, as it would provide the opportunity for further 
research, such as the quantification of the benefits of the trees in the city, such as the amount 
of carbon sequestered, the amount of stormwater diverted, the species diversity, and more. 
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A formal management plan for the forest can be developed through policy research and 
implemented by the city to better engage citizens and create formal pathways for 
communication between organizations.  
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Appendix I 
Interview Schedule: Semi-Structured Outline 
 
Beginning 
Ask to record 
Explain project aims and objectives 
Confidentiality discussion: review anonymity agreements, publication of work online 
 
Questions: 

› How long have you been in your in current office/position? 
› What are the general aims of your work? 
› What type of work do you perform regarding trees? 
› How does your work relate to the work of the Environment and Planning 

office/planning? 
 
Middle 

› Describe how people talk about trees (what are the main issues talked about, how 
are trees valued within issues) 

› Do you think this has changed over time, how? 
› How do you think that people perceive the number of trees in Iceland/trees in 

Reykjavík? 
› Do you think there is any emotional connection between Icelanders and trees, can 

you describe the connection? 
› How does the public participate in decision making at neighborhood 

levels/architectural design levels? 
› What are strengths or weaknesses of current urban tree management. 
› What do you think is needed to better manage trees in the city? 
› Are there any obstacles in planting more trees in the city? 

 
End 
Do you have anything further to add? 
Do you have any questions for me? 
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Appendix II 
Interview Summaries 
 
Þórólfur Jónsson 
Title: Head of Parks and Nature Division, Department of Environment and Planning, City 
of Reykjavík  
Location: Department of Environment and Planning Offices 
Date: 11/09/2018  
Time: 15:30 
Duration: 29 minutes 
 
During the interview with Þórólfur, the discussion was relaxed and focused on the 
processes of tree planning from the perspective of his office, the Department of 
Environment and Planning. The changes over time of the way that city planners have 
thought about and planted trees in Reykjavík, and how the urban forest has developed were 
reviewed, particularly regarding the unexpected growth of poplars (black cottonwood) and 
trees in the cold climate.  He described the connection between trees and Icelanders as 
positive, but also described the connection that Icelanders have with the view of the 
surrounding landscape.  
 
 
Birna Bragadóttir 
Title: City Gardener 
Location: Gardening Office, Klambratun 
Date: 28/09/18  
Time:13:00 
Duration: 35 minutes 
 
The interview with Birna was casual, with her background in gardening for the city, and 
her personal emotional connection to trees very clear.  The discussion included the lack of 
connection that some Icelanders had with trees, due to their adherence to the way the 
landscape was in the past. She also talked about the current issues in gardening, which 
centered on correcting mistakes made by planners in the past, such as removing trees 
planted too close together or pruning trees too close to roads or buildings. She also 
discussed the use of current planting projects as a way to engage the public with the trees 
of the city through educational events.  
 
 
Gústaf Jarl Viðarsson  
Title: Forester at Skógræktarfélag Reykjavíkur 
Location: Te & Kaffi Laugavegur 
Date: 2/10/2018  
Time: 9:00 
Duration: 37 minutes 
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Gústaf’s interview was focused on the physical forests in Reykjavík, and the potential that 
the city has for greater development of forests and the more general expansion of trees in 
the city. The topic of people being unaware of the existing trees and the potential for more 
trees was intertwined with his discussion of the difficulties of coordinating tree planning 
across political agencies and departments.  He also talked about the connection that people 
have with forests, and the need for forests and trees for the wellbeing of the residents of 
Reykjavík.  
 
 
Sigurborg Ósk Haraldsdóttir  
Title: City Council Member, Landscape Architect 
Location: City Hall Offices 
Date: 4/10/2018  
Time: 9:00 
Duration: 38 minutes 
 
Throughout Sigurborg’s interview, she was clearly a strong proponent of planting more 
trees in the city and was using her position on the city council to create opportunities for 
new trees to be planted.  She discussed the aversion of some city residents to plant trees 
that may disrupt their view, take up space they consider more valuable for other 
development, or die before becoming established.  She also talked about increasing public 
trees throughout the city to encourage residents to travel without cars, and the importance 
of the creating a database of the city’s trees. 
 
 
Páll Jakob Líndal  
Title: Postdoctoral Researcher at Reykjavík University 
Location: TGJ Arkitekts Office 
Date: 30/10/18  
Time: 9:00 
Duration: 28 minutes 
 
Páll’s interview was focused on the emotional relationships between Icelanders and trees. 
The discussion was focused on his research experiences relating to restorative psychology 
and urban environmental conditions. He discussed the need for more vegetation along 
major roadways in Reykjavík to create a better environment for people walking or biking, 
and the appreciation residents have for trees that block wind. Finally, he talked about the 
need for the city to have a greater focus on purposefully planting trees in public spaces, 
such as between buildings and along roads. 
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Appendix III 
The following questions were asked in the survey, which was delivered using Survey 
Monkey. The survey was available in English and Icelandic, with residents choosing the 
language of the survey on the first page. Both languages are listed below for each survey 
question, with Icelandic in italics. 
 
Page 1: 
Research Survey 
Urban Trees in Reykjavík 
Rannsóknarkönnun 

Tré í Reykjavík 

 
I am a master’s student at the University of Iceland researching the role of trees in 
Reykjavík. I have created a survey is designed to be taken by people living in Reykjavík. 
Please use this survey to reflect on your personal opinions regarding the trees in your 
neighborhood. All responses are anonymous, unless you choose to leave your 
information at the end of the survey. The final results will be published in a report on 
Skemman in June 2019. Thank you all for your time and your participation! 
Ég er meistaranemi við Háskóla Íslands, þar rannsaka ég hlutverk trjáa í Reykjavík. Þessi 
rannsókn er með því sniði að þáttakendur séu flestir búsettir í Reykjavík. Vinsamlegast 
notfærið ykkur þessa rannsókn til að koma persónulegum skoðunum um tré í þínu hverfi á 
framfæri. Öll svör eru nafnlaus, nema að þátttakandi kjósi að koma persónulegum 
upplýsingum á framfæri í lok rannsóknarinnar. Lokaniðurstöður rannsóknarinnar verða 
fáanlegar á Skemmunni í júní árið 2019. Takk kærlega fyrir þáttökuna.  
 
Page 2: 
Language 
Tungumál 

o English 
o Íslenska 

 
What is your post code? 
Hvert er póstnúmerið þitt? 
 
In what neighborhood do you live? (eg. Melar, Arbaer, etc) 
Í hvaða hverfi ert þú búsett/ur? (t.d. Melar, Árbær, o.s.frv.) 
 
What is your street name? (Optional) 
Hvert er götuheiti þitt? (Valkvætt) 
 
Nationality 

o Icelandic 
o Other (please specify) 
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Þjóðerni 
o Íslendingur 
o Annað (vinsamlegast skilgreinið) 

 
Age 

o 18 to 24 
o 25 to 34  
o 35 to 44  
o 45 to 54  
o 55 to 64  
o 65 to 74 
o 75 or older 

Aldur 
o 18 til 24 
o 25 til 34  
o 35 til 44  
o 45 til 54  
o 55 til 64  
o 65 til 74 
o 75 eða eldri 

  
What is your current occupation?  

o Student 
o Part Time Employee 
o Full Time Employee 
o Retired 
o Unemployed 
o Other 

Við hvað starfar þú? 
o Nemandi 
o Í hlutastarfi 
o Í fullu starfi 
o Á eftirlaunum 
o Atvinnulaus 
o Annað 

 
Gender  

o Male  
o Female  
o Nonbinary 

Kyn 
o Karl 
o Kona 
o Kynsegin 

 
Yearly Household Income  

o Under 1,500,000 ISK  
o Between 1,500,000 and 2,999,900 ISK 
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o Over 15,000,000 ISK  
o Prefer not to say  

Árlegar heimilistekjur 
o Undir 1.500.000 kr. 
o Á milli 1.500.000 kr og 2.999.900 kr 
o Yfir 15.000.000 kr 
o Ég vil helst ekki segja 

 
Where did you spend most of your childhood? 

o Reykjavík 
o Other place in Iceland 
o Outside of Iceland 

Hvar varst þú lengst búsett/ur í bernsku þinni? 
o Reykjavík (Höfuðborgarsvæðið) 
o Annars staðar á Íslandi 
o Erlendis 

 
Home type  

o Single family home  
o Row house  
o Apartment building  
o Other (please specify) 

Tegund húsnæðis 
o Einbýlishús 
o Parhús/Raðhús 
o Fjölbýlishus 
o Annað (vinsamlegast skilgreinið) 

 
Do you own or rent your home? 

o Home owner  
o Renter  

Hvort ert þú húsnæðiseigandi eða leigutaki? 
o Húsnæðiseigandi 
o Leigutaki 

  
Do you have a personal garden at your home (shared apartment gardens included)? 

o Yes  
o No  

Hefur þú aðgang að garði (sameiginlegur garður í fjölbýli telst með)? 
o Já 
o Nei 

 
Page 3: 
Please rate your attitudes towards the following statements: 

o Strongly Disagree  
o Disagree  
o Neutral  
o Agree  
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o Strongly Agree  
Hver eru viðhorf þín gagnvart eftirfarandi yfirlýsingum: 

o Mjög ósammála 
o Ósammála 
o Hlutlaus 
o Sammála 
o Mjög sammála 

  
› Urban trees have positive effects on the environment 
› Tré í þéttbýli hafa jákvæð áhrif á umhverfið 

 
› Trees grow well in my neighborhood 
› Í mínu hverfi vaxa tré og þrífast vel 

 
› I am satisfied with the number trees in neighborhood 
› Ég er ánægð/ur með fjölda trjáa í mínu hverfi 

 
› I am satisfied the maintenance of trees in my neighborhood 
› Ég er ánægð/ur með viðhald trjáa í mínu hverfi 

 
› I am satisfied with the species of trees in neighborhood 
› Ég er ánægð/ur með tegundir trjáa í mínu hverfi 

 
› I am satisfied with ability to participate in decision making about public trees in 

neighborhood 
› Ég ánægð/ur með þátttöku almennings varðandi trjáplöntun í mínu hverfi 

 
› I have a favorite tree/stand of trees in my neighborhood 
› Ég á mér uppáhalds tré/trjáklasa í mínu hverfi 

 
› I am upset when trees are removed from my neighborhood 
› Ég kemst í uppnám þegar tré eru fjarlægð úr mínu hverfi 

 
› I am happy when new trees are planted in my neighborhood 
› Ég er ánægð/ur þegar ný tré eru gróðursett í mínu hverfi 

 
› Open spaces are more desirable than areas with trees 
› Opin svæði eru æskilegri en trjásvæði 

 
› Open spaces are more traditionally ‘Icelandic’ than areas with trees 
› Opin víðáttusvæði þykja ‘íslenskari’ en gróskuleg trjásvæði 

 
› I value trees more than additional walking paths in my neighborhood 
› Ég vil frekar tré en fleiri gönguleiðir í mínu hverfi 

 
› I value trees more than additional bicycle paths in my neighborhood 
› Ég vil frekar tré en fleiri hjólreiðastíga í mínu hverfi 
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› I value trees more than additional roads in my neighborhood 
› Ég vil frekar tré en fleiri vegi í mínu hverfi 

 
› I value trees more than additional housing developments in my neighborhood 
› Ég vil frekar tré en fleiri nýbyggingar í mínu hverfi 

  
 
How important are the following attributes of trees to your satisfaction with trees in your 
neighborhood?  

o Not Important  
o Slightly Important  
o Moderately Important    
o Important  
o Very Important  

Hversu mikilvægt þykir þér að hafa eftirfarandi trjátegundir í þínu hverfi? 
o Ekki mikilvægir 
o Smá mikilvægir 
o Nokkuð mikilvægir 
o Mikilvægir 
o Mjög mikilvægir 

  
› Aesthetic beauty  
› Fegurð 

 
› Remove air pollution  
› Vinna gegn loftmengun 

 
› Provide bird habitat  
› Útvegun búsvæðis fyrir fugla 

 
› Provide privacy  
› Útvegun næðis 

 
› Absorb stormwater  
› Vatnsupptaka 

 
› Low maintenance costs  
› Lág viðhaldsgjöld 

 
› Don’t drop a lot of debris  
› Lítill úrgangur 

 
› Block wind  
› Skjól vegna vinds 

 
› Don’t block sunlight  
› Hindra ekki sólarljós 
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› Don’t block view  
› Hindra ekki útsýni 

 
How important is it to you to have the following types of trees in your neighborhood?  

o Not Important  
o Slightly Important  
o Moderately Important    
o Important  
o Very Important  

Hversu mikilvægt þykir þér að hafa eftirfarandi trjátegundir í þínu hverfi? 
o Ekki mikilvægir 
o Smá mikilvægir 
o Nokkuð mikilvægir 
o Mikilvægir 
o Mjög mikilvægir 

 
› Flowering  
› Blómstrandi trjátegundir 

 
› Shade  
› Trjátegundir sem veita skugga 

 
› Evergreen  
› Sígrænar trjátegundir 

 
› Native Icelandic Species (Birch) 
› Trjátegundir af íslenskum uppruna (birki) 

 
› Other types of trees important to you (please specify) 
› Aðrar trjátegundir sem þér þykja mikilvægar (vinsamlegast tilgreindu)  

 
Have you visited Hverfisskipulag.is? 
Hefur þú litið á vefsíðuna Hverfisskipulag.is? 
  
Have you participated in any public planning consultation? 
Hefur þú tekið þátt í samráði um skipulagsmál? 
 
Please rate your attitudes towards the following statements  

o Strongly Disagree  
o Disagree  
o Neutral  
o Agree  
o Strongly Agree  

Vinsamlegast tilgreindu viðhorf þín til eftirfarandi staðhæfinga 
o Mjög ósammála 
o Ósammála 
o Hlutlaus 
o Sammála 
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o Mjög sammála 

 
› I think my opinions are heard by city officials  
› Ég hef trú á því að embættismenn borgarinnar heyri skoðanir mínar 

 
› I want more ways to voice my opinions about trees or neighborhood 

planning  
› Ég vil fleiri valkosti til að koma skoðunum mínum um tré og skipulag 

hverfisins á framfæri 

 
Have you used Hverfisskipulag.is in any way? 
Hefur þú á einhvern hátt notfært þér vefsíðuna Hverfisskipulag.is? 
  
How do you think citizens could be more involved in planning in their neighborhoods? 
Hvernig mætti bæta þáttöku almennings í hverfisskipulagi? 
 
Please share any other comments you have below: 
Vinsamlegast komdu öðrum athugasemdum á framfæri hér að neðan: 
       
If you are interested in the following, please check the box(es) and add your contact info 
below. (Optional) 

o I am interested in being contacted for follow up questions regarding urban trees 
o I would like a copy of the final results of this study 

Sé áhugi fyrir eftirfarandi staðhæfingum, vinsamlegast hakið við tilsvarandi kassa hér að 
neðan. (Valkvætt) 

o Ég hef áhuga á að haft verði samband við mig vegna eftirfylgni þessarar 
rannsóknar og ég hef áhuga á að svara nokkrum spurningum um gróður í þéttbýli.  

o Ég hef áhuga á að sjá lokaniðurstöður rannsóknarinnar.  
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Appendix IV 
 
Interview Codebook for Analytic and Axial Codes 
 

Analytic 
Code Usage  

Axial Code 
Categories Usage Axial Codes 

View as a 
priority 

View of 
surrounding 
landscape is 
valued more 
than trees  Conditions 

phrases 
including 
because or 
similar 
terms, 
influence 
the context 
of the 
situation 

Conditions - 
formal planning is 
inadequate 

Sunshine as a 
priority 

Direct sunlight 
is valued more 
than trees  

Strategies or 
Tactics 

What 
people do in 
situations, 
how 
arguments 
are framed, 
specific 
practices 

Conditions - 
garden trees 
valued because 
special/intentional 

Trees as 
shelter 

Trees valued 
for blocking 
wind  Interactions 

How 
participants 
and 
residents 
interact 
with each 
other 

Conditions - 
Icelanders and 
trees have a 
restorative 
connection 

Past 
inappropriate 
planting 

Trees have 
been planted 
poorly in the 
past, due to 
placement, 
size, species  Consequences 

Outcomes 
of behaviors  

Conditions - 
Icelanders 
unaware of 
existing trees 

Conflict with 
infrastructure 

Trees create 
issues for 
underground 
infrastructure, 
buildings    

Conditions - Lack 
of data limits 
planning 
opportunities 

Birch valued 
due to native 
status 

Birch are 
particularly 
valued as they 
are the only 
native species 
of Iceland    

Conditions - 
money limits 
opportunities 

Trees valued 
in personal 
gardens 

People enjoy 
trees planted in 
their personal 
gardens    

Conditions - 
native species 
valued because 
special 

Trees 
believed to 
grow poorly 

Icelanders did 
not or do not 
believe that 
trees grow well 
in Iceland    

Conditions - 
Politics limits 
opportunities 

Little 
influence of 
public on 
planning 

The public is 
not consulted 
on many 
decisions 
regarding trees    

Conditions - 
Residents want 
more vegetation 
and green spaces 
when given the 
option 
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Formal 
planning 
process for 
trees 
inadequate 

The planning 
process for 
trees in 
informal, 
mostly 
undocumented, 
not transparent 
- unless LA used    

Conditions - 
Reykjavík has the 
space/opportunity 
for more trees 

Money as a 
limiting 
factor 

Money is a 
limiting factor 
in planning and 
planting trees    

Conditions - Social 
benefits not yet 
considered in 
planning 

Resident 
interest in 
trees 

Residents have 
interests in 
specific types of 
trees    

Conditions - trees 
are good because 
they are useful 

Past 
inappropriate 
planning  

Past planning 
decisions 
impede options 
for trees today    

Conditions - trees 
fine as long as not 
impeding 

Older 
residents 
hold to 
'historic' 
landscape 

Oldest 
residents have 
less 
appreciation 
for trees    

Consequences - 
Climate change 
create new 
opportunities for 
new species 

Younger 
generation 
values trees 
more     

Consequences - 
current trees 
problematic 
because of past 
beliefs 

Icelanders 
lack 
connection 
to trees 

Icelanders lack 
connection if 
not working 
directly with 
trees    

Consequences - 
each tree in the 
city was put here 
purposefully 

Open space 
as idyllic 

Open spaces is 
seen as idyllic 
Icelandic 
landscape    

Consequences - 
historic decision 
making negatively 
impacts planning 
today 

Reykjavík has 
space for 
trees 

Reykjavík has 
space and 
opportunity 
and climate for 
more trees    

Consequences - 
trees limited by 
belief they wont 
grow 

Political 
system can 
create 
barriers 

Current 
political 
organization 
and planning 
organization 
creates barriers 
to planting new 
trees    

Consequences - 
Trees limited by 
greater demand 
for other 
development 

Trees valued 
less than 
development     

Interactions - 
Icelanders and 
trees have a 
restorative 
connection 

Trees 
benefits to 
mental 
health must 
be 
considered in 
planning 

Trees can play a 
role in 
improving 
mental 
wellbeing of 
residents    

Interactions - 
Public has 
traditional/limited 
influence on 
planning 

Lack of data 
limiting 

More data 
regarding trees 
is required for 
better planning    

Interactions - 
residents have an 
interest in trees 
and planning 

Education 
opportunities 

Trees and 
plantings can 
be used for 
education    

Strategies - all 
relationships to 
land are 
emotional 
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Residents can 
sometimes 
convey 
specific 
requests 

Residents can 
have some 
specific 
requests that 
the city acts on, 
through online 
channels    

Strategies - 
current work with 
trees can be used 
for education 

Icelanders 
unaware of 
trees 

Icelanders are 
not aware of 
the number or 
types of 
benefits of the 
urban trees    

Strategy - younger 
gen have more 
education about 
trees, more 
respect 

Icelanders 
have 
connection 
to trees and 
forests as 
special and 
restorative     

Strategy- older 
generations 
against trees 
because of 
historic landscape 

Reykjavík has 
variation in 
city and 
forest 
structure 

Reykjavík has 
many distinct 
neighborhoods 
with their own 
architecture, 
style, and 
forest cover 
based on 
priorities when 
they were 
planned and 
built     

 
 
Interview Coding 
 

Interview Quote Descriptive Analytic Axial Themes 

TJ 

we should maybe have plans more plans, 
that we just look into every area and just 
see, here is good for trees, we should 
plant more trees here and here and 
there. 

More formal planning 
could lead to better 
management of new tree 
plantings 

Formal planning 
process for trees 
inadequate 

Conditions - formal 
planning is inadequate 

Processes 
Inadequate 

PL 

My feeling is that it's lacking that 
direction, goals, direction, it's more just 
random how it's done 

The city seems to lack 
consistent planning and 
execution of planting trees 
in public space 

Formal planning 
process for trees 
inadequate 

Conditions - formal 
planning is inadequate 

Processes 
Inadequate 

TJ They plant them to…have a nice garden 
Trees are valued in 
landscaping of gardens 

Trees valued in 
personal gardens 

Conditions - garden 
trees valued because 
special/intentional  

SH 

to put trees in the public space. So, where 
people are all the time, that’s where we 
need to have the trees.  

Trees are in gardens, but 
trees are needed in public 
spaces 

Trees valued in 
personal gardens 

Conditions - garden 
trees valued because 
special/intentional  

TJ 

we have maybe people have we have 
done music about those forests and 
because people have maybe been there 
in tent sometimes so it’s very loveable 
places which people like. 

Emotional connections to 
trees comes from music 

Icelanders have 
connection to trees 
and forests as special 
and restorative 

Conditions - Icelanders 
and trees have a 
restorative connection  

GV 

And I think there is a lot of that kind of 
forest is shrouded in romance in Icelandic 
culture. 

Icelandic forests have an 
emotional meaning to 
residents 

Icelanders have 
connection to trees 
and forests as special 
and restorative 

Conditions - Icelanders 
and trees have a 
restorative connection  

SH 

I think we should live more in the forest 
and bring the forest more in the city, so 
there is not this, it's not divided in our 
minds as much.  

Greater physical 
connection to forests is 
necessary for greater 
mental connection 

Icelanders have 
connection to trees 
and forests as special 
and restorative 

Conditions - Icelanders 
and trees have a 
restorative connection  

PL 

So, I think yes, I think Icelanders 
appreciate trees because not only it's 
nice, visually nice, but it also creates 

Trees have psychologically 
restorative effects on 
Icelanders 

Icelanders have 
connection to trees 
and forests as special 
and restorative 

Conditions - Icelanders 
and trees have a 
restorative connection  
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some shelter and that’s highly 
appreciated too. 

SH 
I don’t think people realize how many 
trees there are.  

Residents are unaware of 
the number of trees 
around them 

Icelanders unaware 
of trees 

Conditions - Icelanders 
unaware of existing 
trees Unaware 

PL 

people not just consider as just a normal 
thing that we have some trees and 
vegetation for example in the 
neighborhoods, but I'm not sure that was 
the case earlier 

people will accept gradual 
change as new status quo 

Icelanders unaware 
of trees 

Conditions - Icelanders 
unaware of existing 
trees Unaware 

SH 
What’s the current status of the forest 
and the trees and stuff like that?  

Lack of data regarding 
forests in the city is 
limiting to planning  Lack of data limiting 

Conditions - Lack of 
data limits planning 
opportunities 

Processes 
Inadequate 

TJ the money of course 
Money is a limiting factor 
to planting more trees 

Money as a limiting 
factor 

Conditions - money 
limits opportunities 

Processes 
Inadequate 

SH 

not everybody is willing to put money 
into it, because you know you have to put 
a certain amount of money into it and 
you also have to put money in to making 
the soil good for the trees.  

People are not willing to 
give the money needed to 
support planting and 
maintaining trees 

Money as a limiting 
factor 

Conditions - money 
limits opportunities 

Processes 
Inadequate 

TJ 
Birch is the Icelandic tree so people, 
everybody likes birch 

Birch is special emotionally 
due to its native status 

Birch valued due to 
native status 

Conditions - native 
species valued because 
special  

GV 
Things can be pretty complicated in the 
bureaucracy of Reykjavík 

Politics can create barriers 
to planting more trees 

Political system can 
create barriers 

Conditions - Politics 
limits opportunities 

Processes 
Inadequate 

SH 

So, there are always some barriers there, 
both between different divisions within 
the city, but also between different, what 
is it called, a landscape architect and an 
engineer, for example.  

Conflict or lack of 
cooperation between 
departments and 
disciplines can lead to 
problems with trees 

Political system can 
create barriers 

Conditions - Politics 
limits opportunities 

Processes 
Inadequate 

SH 

everybody wants more green, everybody 
wants more trees, so when you say it 
people usually want it, and when you 
show pictures of it people usually tend to 
say, ‘this is beautiful.’  

People want more green 
spaces 

Resident interest in 
trees when 
suggested 

Conditions - Residents 
want more vegetation 
and green spaces when 
given the option Unaware 

GV 

we need the city of Reykjavík to be willing 
to appropriate some land to use and 
hopefully maybe more collaboration with 
maintaining forests from the that need a 
lot of work done in them 

Reykjavík has a lot of 
green spaces where 
forests can be planted 

Open space as idyllic, 
Reykjavík has unused 
potential for trees 

Conditions - Reykjavík 
has the 
space/opportunity for 
more trees Unaware 

PL 

So, I would say that I think in the 
psychological context, there is a very 
limited discussion about trees and street 
vegetation in Reykjavík 

The city does not consider 
the social wellbeing 
aspects of trees during its 
planning processes 

Trees benefits to 
mental health must 
be considered in 
planning 

Conditions - Social 
benefits not yet 
considered in planning  

TJ they like the shelter from trees 
Trees valued for providing 
shelter Trees as shelter 

Conditions - trees are 
good because they are 
useful  

BB 

how we can sort of create and maintain a 
shelter from the wind. Because I think the 
wind is our main enemy.  

Trees can protect against 
strong wind Trees as shelter 

Conditions - trees are 
good because they are 
useful  

BB 

For them it’s very upsetting. For them it’s 
a barrier. If, and they say that if, that if 
these trees are taken down then we 
would like to have new trees immediately 
of the same height laughs 

Trees serve as a barrier 
between main roads and 
houses Trees as shelter 

Conditions - trees are 
good because they are 
useful  

PL 
I mean people are talking about how 
windy it is 

Areas lacking trees are 
windy Trees as shelter 

Conditions - trees are 
good because they are 
useful  
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TJ 

it’s often that people like to take away 
trees which too much shade in their 
gardens or the view they had before has 
gone 

Trees removed by 
residents due to too much 
shade 

Sunshine as a priority 
over trees 

Conditions - trees fine 
as long as not impeding View 

TJ 

They like the viewpoints especially from 
their own flat, so if there are trees, you 
often don’t see the mountains 

View of mountain is 
important to residents 

View as a priority in 
removal 

Conditions - trees fine 
as long as not impeding View 

TJ  

Trees removed by 
residents due to blocking 
view 

View as a priority in 
removal 

Conditions - trees fine 
as long as not impeding View 

TJ And they like to see out to the sea maybe 
View of the sea is 
important to residents 

View as a priority in 
tree removal 

Conditions - trees fine 
as long as not impeding View 

BB 
And their main argument would be, we 
can’t see anything  

Views of the surroundings 
are important to residents 

View as a priority in 
removal 

Conditions - trees fine 
as long as not impeding View 

TJ 
they like to have trees which don’t grow 
maybe 

Residents want trees but 
don’t want them to be too 
large 

View as a priority in 
planting sunshine as 
a priority 

Conditions - trees fine 
as long as not impeding View 

SH 

of course, the fact that people always 
want to have their view, and so you have 
to be very careful about where you plant 
them. 

Residents value their view 
more than trees 

View as a priority in 
planting 

Conditions - trees fine 
as long as not impeding View 

GV 

according to the climate, weather 
conditions at least where you can grow 
trees, well, you know. You can grow trees, 
or you can grow trees in good 
circumstances. So that landscape has 
changed a lot in Reykjavík in the las 
decade or two since the mean 
temperature has risen by one degree.  

Climate change has 
allowed more trees to 
grow in Reykjavík in the 
last decade 

Reykjavík has option 
for trees 

Consequences - Climate 
change create new 
opportunities for new 
species  

SH 
, all of these trees that are here, they are 
also here because we put them here.  

All of the trees that are in 
the city are here because 
someone put them here  

Consequences - each 
tree in the city was put 
here purposefully  

TJ  

Trees come into conflict 
with underground 
infrastructure 

Conflict with 
infrastructure 

Consequences - historic 
decision making 
negatively impacts 
planning today 

Conflict 
with Infra 

TJ 

some species for example um 
poplar/poplus they are aggressive, or 
they grow fast, and they can grow into 
pipes and that’s happen very often that 
the pipes are maybe not so good 

Some species have been 
planted inappropriately in 
the past 

Past inappropriate 
planting 

Consequences - historic 
decision making 
negatively impacts 
planning today 

Conflict 
with Infra 

SH 

So that’s, you know, remnants from the 
past that we are working with. And it's a 
big obstacle in the year 2018.  

Past decisions regarding 
infrastructure affect the 
planning today 

Past inappropriate 
planting 

Consequences - historic 
decision making 
negatively impacts 
planning today 

Conflict 
with Infra 

BB 

Where there were too many trees 
planting a long time ago and no one did 
anything  

Many trees need to be 
pruned or removed due to 
improper planting in the 
past 

Past inappropriate 
planning 

Consequences - historic 
decision making 
negatively impacts 
planning today 

Conflict 
with Infra 

SH 

And sometimes it's in the planning 
process, it's in the drawings, it's in 
everything, but the…construction 
workers…don’t do it properly 

Sometimes the planning is 
all in place, but the 
execution leads to 
unsuccessful or no trees 

Incorrect execution 
of plans can lead to 
fewer trees 

Consequences - 
Incorrect execution is 
limiting  

TJ 
people didn’t believe that the trees could 
be so big. 

Icelanders did not used to 
believe that trees could 
grow well in Iceland 

Trees believed to 
grow poorly 

Consequences - trees 
limited by belief they 
won’t grow Unaware 

BB 

In predominantly when trees have been 
planted in Reykjavík in the urban area, it 
has been planted as if the trees would not 
grow at all.  

Trees were historically 
planted with the 
assumption that they 
wouldn’t grow well 

Trees believed to 
grow poorly 

Consequences - trees 
limited by belief they 
won’t grow Unaware 

SH 

And sometimes you get a lot of 
resistance. That ‘no they will never 
survive’ and ‘we have so much salt and 
dirt from the cars and they are just going 
to die.’  

People in city planning 
believe that street trees 
will not survive 

Trees believed to 
grow poorly 

Consequences - trees 
limited by belief they 
won’t grow Unaware 



100 

SH 

so, they just planted trees into their 
garden and they probably didn’t realize 
that the trees were going to be ten 
meters trees which in some cases people 
have had to remove the trees in the end,  

people did not expect 
trees to grow as well as 
they did in the city 

Trees believed to 
grow poorly 

Consequences - trees 
limited by belief they 
won’t grow Unaware 

PL 

so, I am not sure that Icelanders have 
through the decades believed that we can 
have trees. 

Icelanders didn’t believe 
trees would grow well 

Trees believed to 
grow poorly 

Consequences - trees 
limited by belief they 
won’t grow Unaware 

GV 

And they have told me like, we have 
these meeting and we don’t have much 
time to talk about the green areas. There 
is always pressure on houses and roads, 
you know. And then, it might be some 
people who are for some reason maybe 
against forests.  

Green spaces are 
overshadowed by 
development issues in city 
meetings 

Trees valued less 
than development 

Consequences - Trees 
limited by greater 
demand for other 
development 

Conflict 
with Infra 

SH 

And then we decided to put trees there, 
and a lot of people were angry because 
they thought ‘you are taking space from 
bicyclists.’  

People have conflict over 
the use of street space 

Trees valued less 
than development 

Consequences - Trees 
limited by greater 
demand for other 
development 

Conflict 
with Infra 

SH  

Bicycles are considered 
more important than new 
trees 

Trees valued less 
than development 

Consequences - Trees 
limited by greater 
demand for other 
development 

Conflict 
with Infra 

SH 

There is also, you know, we meet also 
obstacles in where it comes to the city 
working with the government or these is 
an agency I think is the right word called 
Veragerdi, and they take care of all of the 
national roads in this country.  

Conflict between national 
and city planning can limit 
the possibilities of planting 
street trees on main roads 

Trees valued less 
than development 

Consequences - Trees 
limited by greater 
demand for other 
development 

Conflict 
with Infra 

TJ 

some people don’t like foreign trees, 
chose as evergreens and such so much 
which are not Icelandic trees 

Some people are averse to 
planting many foreign 
trees 

Icelanders have 
connection to trees 
and forests as special 
and restorative 

Interactions - Icelanders 
and trees have a 
restorative connection  

TJ 

maybe we just decide that we plant trees 
there, in this green area, without asking 
anybody. 

Micro level planting of 
trees often done without 
public input 

Little influence of 
public on planning 

Interactions - public has 
limited influence on 
planning 

Processes 
Inadequate 

TJ  

commenting periods are 
available for planning 
documents 

Little influence of 
public on planning 

Interactions - Public has 
traditional/limited 
influence on planning 

Processes 
Inadequate 

BB 

It is apple trees and cherry. So, we have 
been choosing very secluded and cozy 
places with shelter around them. So, it’s a 
long-time project.  

Residents are interested in 
fruit trees 

Resident interest in 
trees 

Interactions - residents 
have an interest in trees 
and planning  

GV 

It's just an emotional, you know when 
you have kind of stripped away the layers 
it's an emotional thing, and that’s 
completely justifiable of course, but I 
think these things can only change with 
generations.  

Relationships to land are 
purely emotional at their 
core 

Icelanders have 
connection to trees 
and forests as special 
and restorative 

Strategies - all 
relationships to land are 
emotional  

GV 

Just trying to get to especially the 
youngest generation, get them into the 
forest. 

attempting to create 
experiences for young 
people in the forest 

Education 
opportunities 

Strategies - current 
work with trees can be 
used for education  

BB 
But I hope with new generation growing 
up that this will hopefully change 

The younger generation 
may have more education 
and understanding about 
trees 

Younger generation 
is more educated 
about trees 

Strategy - younger gen 
have more education 
about trees, more 
respect Age 

GV 

And I think that the older generations can 
appreciate more the changes that have 
come into play since…you maybe heard 
that people didn’t really believe that 
trees grew here 

younger people today may 
not appreciate the 
changes that have 
occurred in the city with 
vegetation increasing 

Younger generation 
accepts trees as 
status quo 

Strategy - younger gen 
have more education 
about trees, more 
respect Age 
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BB 

but there are always some individuals 
who have never been abroad or never 
been accustomed to all the positive sides 
that trees bring with it. And therefore 
just…and always look at the old photos 
and say this is how it was, why shouldn’t 
we just keep it like that? 

Some residents hold to 
their beliefs that Iceland 
was treeless in the past 
and should still be treeless 

Residents hold to 
'historic' landscape 

Strategy- older 
generations against 
trees because of historic 
landscape Age 

GV 

I don’t think memory like that goes much 
farther back than 3 generations, but there 
might be sometimes a view of like the 
right kind of landscape, even though 
that’s damaged wildlands, collapsed 
ecosystems even 

Oldest living generations 
may view degraded land as 
ideal Icelandic  

Older residents hold 
to 'historic' 
landscape 

Strategy- older 
generations devalue 
trees because of historic 
landscape Age 

SH 

well, it usually comes from older people, 
which think that this is not possible and 
they just, they don’t have faith that the 
trees will survive.  

Opposition to planting 
trees is often from older 
people 

Older residents hold 
to 'historic' 
landscape 

Strategy- older 
generations devalue 
trees because of historic 
landscape Age 

SH 

focusing on parks and all these big green 
areas that we have the go into the city 
like Elliardalur and Fossvogur and the 
green area surrounding Greidholt. And 
then we have Grafavogur which is a great 
example of where trees have really not 
been a focus.  

certain areas of the city 
have been the focus of 
tree planting and 
therefore have many more 
trees than others 

Certain areas of the 
city prioritized in tree 
planting 

Consequences - Tree 
cover uneven due to 
focus on certain city 
areas 

Processes 
Inadequate 

BB 

This transformation of this space could be 
a good way to education people Current projects can be 

used for education 
Education 
opportunities   

GV 

education is very important for us, so we 
make an effort to meet everybody or talk 
to everybody who reaches out to us and 
is interest or needs information or wants 
to bring their class to Heidmork or 
something 

Education as a goal of the 
forest service 

Education 
opportunities   

TJ 
And often it’s the people who ask for 
trees.  

Residents have power to 
ask for trees and the city 
will plant in a certain area 

Formal planning 
process for trees 
inadequate 

Conditions - formal 
planning is inadequate 

Processes 
Inadequate 

TJ 

we can just send gardeners out and plant, 
but maybe we need to design it and we 
have to get it down on paper how it looks 
like, so we can show it and also to have it 

when landscape architects 
are used, there is a paper 
trail 

Formal planning 
process for trees 
inadequate 

Conditions - formal 
planning is inadequate 

Processes 
Inadequate 

GV 

. It's not a huge town but it's quite 
complicated system. And sometimes 
quite hard to know who to talk to or who 
is making that decision or it's not very 
transparent. 

Reykjavík planning for 
trees and forests lacks 
transparency and 
accessibility 

Formal planning 
process for trees 
inadequate 

Conditions - formal 
planning is inadequate 

Processes 
Inadequate 

SH 

some of them just look really bad and 
others just die, you know, so we have to 
really be careful about which type of tree 
we are choosing and where we are 
putting them.  

Considerations must be 
made for each tree 
planted 

Formal planning 
process for trees 
inadequate 

Conditions - formal 
planning is inadequate 

Processes 
Inadequate 

BB 

Its either too windy or too close to the 
street or it’s just not a nice place, it’s so 
open. 

Open spaces are not 
pleasant to spend time in 

Icelanders have 
connection to trees 
and forests as special 
and restorative   

SH 

the tree grows from this grave and it 
grows upwards to the sky and it reaches 
to the light and I think it's, it's so beautiful 
but it's also a way for us to like, make this 
person’s memory live 

Cemeteries provide 
example of emotional 
connection to trees in 
Iceland 

Icelanders have 
connection to trees 
and forests as special 
and restorative   

BB 

With those I work with here, but we are 
not general. I think those who are, have 
always been detached from nature do not 
have that connection 

People working the field 
with trees have a 
connection with trees 

Icelanders lack 
connection to trees 

Conditions - Icelanders 
unaware of existing 
trees 

Unaware 

BB  

Citizens outside of the 
field do not have a 
connection to nature 

Icelanders lack 
connection to trees 

Conditions - Icelanders 
unaware of existing 
trees Unaware 
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SH 

Because trees are alive of course, and you 
know if you take down a tree, you are 
taking down a living being, and for some 
people it breaks their heart while others 
don’t think about it and they want the 
view no matter what.  

Some residents have 
strong emotional 
connections to trees while 
others are more 
concerned with the view 
and practicality 

Icelanders unaware 
of trees 

Conditions - Icelanders 
unaware of existing 
trees 

Unaware 

SH 

But it's completely different if you just 
stop the car and go out of it, you know, 
you experience your environment 
completely differently and I think that’s 
the key to do it.  

Getting people out of their 
cars is critical to engaging 
them with the local 
vegetation and growing 
their 
connection/appreciation 

Icelanders unaware 
of trees 

Conditions - Icelanders 
unaware of existing 
trees 

Unaware 

SH 

And that’s also, that’s an area that we are 
lacking in, data about the trees and how 
much trees do we have, and how much 
CO2 are they sequestering 

Lack of data regarding 
trees in the city is limiting 
to planning, goal setting, 
education Lack of data limiting  

Processes 
Inadequate 

BB 

And this area has always been a grassy 
area and this sort of idea about the idyllic 
grassy area Open space as idyllic Open space as idyllic   

BB 

The people in the area, the inhabitants, 
they voted for this through channel in 
Reykjavík city, and so they voted for, 
voted in this idea about having fruit trees 
in their in the neighborhood.  

The city is planting fruit 
trees with strategic 
planning 

Residents can 
sometimes convey 
specific requests   

BB  
residents would be upset if 
they were taken down 

Residents can 
sometimes convey 
specific requests   

SH 

And what has happened is that we have 
built housing and urban forest at the 
same time.  

Reykjavík had no trees 
when it was settled, 
housing and trees are now 
being built at the same 
time 

Reykjavík has 
variation in city and 
forest structure   

GV 

And you know where the neighborhoods 
are and the planned areas. So, kind of 
taking areas which are supposed to be 
green this open strategy, [Icelandic 
word], I don’t really know how to 
translate that, open areas for special use. 

Open areas have been set 
aside in city planning and 
can be used for trees 

Reykjavík has space 
for trees 

Conditions - Reykjavík 
has the 
space/opportunity for 
more trees Unaware 

GV 

it is very common that I meet people in 
the forest who, you know, tell me that 
they went through some physical or 
mental problems and coming to heidmork 
really really helped them to get healthy, 
to be better. 

Trees can help people to 
improve their mental 
health 

Trees beneficial to 
mental health   

TJ  

emotional connections to 
trees come from camping 
or summer houses in the 
forests    

TJ 

Maybe it’s in this planning, it’s in the plan 
that there should be trees, and then we 
are going to just construct it because it’s 
in the plant 

Planning documents 
sometimes call for trees to 
be planted in specific 
locations    

TJ 

uh to show them and they have maybe 
had to say yes or 

City political systems in 
place to approve some 
plans    

BB 

I grew up in Sweden...where there are 
plenty of trees and it is rich and 
lush…when I came back to Iceland...I 
found it was bare and empty. 

Iceland is bare compared 
to neighboring countries    

GV 

But, I mean, the economic crash brought 
people a bit back to the ground, I think. 
And probably went more into the forest 
when they had more time I guess. 

Economic crash gave 
people more time to 
explore the natural spaces 
of Reykjavík and connect 
with what they needed    
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SH 

And it's mainly concerning like housing, 
where to place housing, densifying the 
city, transportation, how to change 
behavioral factors like the fact that 76% 
of people use cars for their transport. 

densification planning 
involving housing and 
transportation are 
addressed by the city 
council    

SH 
we love open space and I think it's just a 
part of our image of ourselves.  

Icelanders feel most 
comfortable in open 
spaces   View 

SH 
because we have so little vegetation, the 
little that we have is so precious,  

Existing trees can be 
special due to their rarity 
in the landscape    

PL 

But the results showed that both 
environments improved by adding the 
same amount of vegetation and same 
type of vegetation to it 

Any environment can be 
improved by adding trees    

PL 

there are not a lot of communications 
between the project and the city, and, I 
mean, I'm not blaming them, I'm more 
blaming us for not being, but we are also 
waiting for something that is of interest 
for them. 

There is a disconnect 
between research about 
planning in Reykjavík and 
the relevant city offices    

PL 

I really I tend to connect these things, 
that the quality of the spaces between 
the buildings between the buildings, and 
the use of private cars.  

Spaces designed for cars 
have fewer trees and less 
phycological benefit and 
pleasantness    

PL 

But I think the plan is good, the buildings 
are nice, and the vegetation is in many 
ways it's very good also. 

Vesturbaer is a well-
planned, high quality 
neighborhood in terms of 
architecture and 
vegetation    

 


