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Abstract 
 

There is a gap in policy making surrounding sustainable and responsible management of 

emergent natural tourist sites in Iceland. The 2021 volcanic eruption in Geldingadalur is 

examined in a case study to establish an environmental, social and economic context, and 

examine an active collaboration between stakeholders to develop a natural site from its 

conception. Perceived issues from a stakeholder perspective highlight key challenges, among 

them funding, staffing, access and transparency over decisions that affect the perception of 

the site’s development. 

 

Sixteen respondents were interviewed from five stakeholder groups: municipal actors and 

representatives, landowners, civil protection, companies and operators, and representatives 

from the Ministries of Tourism, and Environment and Natural Resources on behalf of the 

government. A constant comparative method was used to analyse qualitative data across 

stakeholder segments. Five core themes of authority, responsibility, safety, funding and 

access were incorporated into a core category, responsible management. Perceived 

environmental, social and economic sustainability challenges are situated within three 

responsible tourism behaviours: identifying issues that need a response, stakeholders 

assuming authority for issues and the empowerment of stakeholders and their capacity to act. 

 

Results show that stakeholders who assume authority over issues are more likely to succeed 

if other stakeholders empower and support them. Stakeholders call for more transparency, 

accountability and enforceability for responsible management approaches, particularly 

funding. All stakeholders agree that responsible management of a site involves restricting 

access in some way to avoid overconsumption of resources and infrastructure. 

Communication and agreement between stakeholders regarding definitions and applications 

of sustainable and responsible behaviours are essential for the success of management efforts 

and policies relating to the development and administration of natural sites.   

 

Key terms: responsible tourism, sustainable tourism, stakeholder perceptions, nature-based 

tourism, overtourism, destination management  
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1. Introduction 
 

1.1 Background and Context                                                                                           

 

Iceland’s rapidly expanding tourism industry has been a cause for concern for those invested 

in social, economic and environmental sustainability in the country (Ólafsdóttir et al., 2018; 

Helgadóttir et al., 2019; Þórhallsdóttir and Ólafsson, 2017). There has been significant 

progress with developing Iceland’s natural tourist sites since the country first erupted in the 

global consciousness with Eyjafjallajökull in 2010, with over six billion Icelandic krona 

invested directly into physical infrastructure to protect the fragile local ecology since 2012 

(Ferðamálastofa, 2021b; Ferðamálastofa, 2021c). Developments in physical infrastructure 

have progressed alongside research in the country regarding how to best support and develop 

natural sites while maintaining a sustainable social, economic and environmental balance 

within the Icelandic community (Helgadóttir et al., 2019; Sæþórsdóttir, 2014; Sæþórsdóttir 

et al., 2020; Ólafsdóttir et al., 2018). 

 

However, some argue there is a gap in Icelandic policy making regarding sustainable and 

responsible management of nature-based tourist sites from their conception. As per the 2014 

OECD recommendation, ‘Iceland would benefit from a comprehensive action plan for 

sustainable tourism developed in close coordination with land-use and nature conservation 

policies. A more effective mechanism is needed to coordinate government and other 

stakeholders (OECD, 2014, p. 4). The research from within and regarding Iceland has taken 

great strides to investigate frameworks for successfully building such an action plan. This 

research has predominantly focused on the natural environment (Sæþórsdóttir, 2014: 

Ólafsdóttir et al., 2018), social sustainability (Knox-Hayes et al., 2020; Helgadóttir et al., 

2019), willingness to pay (Sæþórsdóttir, 2014; Reynisdóttir et al., 2008; Cook et al., 2018a; 

Cook et al., 2018b; Einarsdóttir et al., 2019; Malinauskaite et al., 2020) and carrying capacity 

(Yeoman et al., 2019). The largely qualitative or mixed-methods research has engaged local 

populations, tourists and local administrative stakeholders. It indicates a significant 

consideration of tourism’s complicated social, economic, and environmental impacts on the 

environment and residents. 
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The OECD’s (2014) recommendation was that Icelandic administrators develop a ‘cost-

benefit analysis process which gives appropriate consideration to all dimensions of power 

development (environment, tourism, social and regional development, project profitability)’ 

(OECD, 2014 in Cook et al., 2018b, p. 136). However, the act of developing a cost-benefit 

analysis requires tools that can assess both immediate value, cost and tools that can assist 

consultants and administrators in interpreting and measuring potential threats to 

sustainability. Kristjánsdóttir et al., (2017) identified that research on Integrated 

Sustainability Indicators for Tourism (ISIT) is ‘increasing simultaneously in multiple 

disciplines despite it being a relatively new area of research’ (Kristjánsdóttir et al., 2017, p. 

6). They identified that while research does address the complexity of the intertwined 

dimensions of power development, research into stakeholder relationships is in the vast 

minority (Kristjánsdóttir et al., 2017, p. 9). Stakeholder participation is one of the 

cornerstones of environmental and social sustainability assessment (Kristjánsdóttir et al., 

2017, p. 9), with stakeholder consultation facilitating a ‘process that will ultimately reduce 

the potential for conflicts, reduce power imbalances and is more politically legitimate’ 

(Hardy and Pearson, 2018, p.248). For this reason, the research in this thesis focuses on 

tourism development from a stakeholder perspective at the eruption site in Geldingadalur, 

Iceland, an example of an emergent nature-based tourist site. 

 

The heretofore officially unnamed volcano erupted through the mountain range 

Fagradalsfjall in the Geldingadalur valley on Iceland’s Reykjanes peninsula at 

approximately 9.30 pm on March 19, 2021. The ongoing eruption is located just 32km from 

the international Keflavík airport and 57km from downtown Reykjavík, Iceland’s capital 

city. The civil defence of Iceland took swift control of the natural hazard. In April, a working 

group with key stakeholders was established to steer the short-term development of the site 

over the summer of 2021.  

 

This research focuses on the period of time from the beginning of the eruption until the 

conclusion of the first working group on August 30, 2021. It is an opportunity to observe the 

implementation of current policies and observe the cooperation between stakeholders. As in 
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the past, the Icelandic stakeholders and general population have heavily influenced the 

development process (Haraldsson, 2016; Fontaine, 2020). This research focuses mainly on 

the process and challenges perceived by stakeholders along the path to developing a 

sustainable, responsibly managed attraction. In identifying any issues and challenges, this 

work aims to contribute to the literature on social sustainability in tourism and provide data 

to inform the site’s transition. 

 

1.2 Research Question 

 

This research answers the question ‘What are the perceived issues with the process of 

transforming the emergent Icelandic tourist site, Geldingadalur, into a sustainable and 

responsibly managed destination?’  

 

Understanding the perceived issues with transforming emergent Icelandic tourist sites and 

knowing which concerns are prominent in various stakeholders’ minds will help inform 

which outcomes are likely to affect those impacted by the tourism traffic the eruption has 

generated. Additionally, some of these expressed concerns and considerations could be 

useful for creating a framework helpful for the development of other emergent sites. The 

question focuses on the lived experience of key stakeholders involved in the development 

process and the effects these perceptions might have on institutions and administrative 

practice (Knox-Hayes et al., 2020).  

 

The insights gathered from the research data will be organised in a structure that takes 

perceived environmental, social and economic sustainability challenges and situates them 

within three principles of responsible tourism: identify issues that need a response, assuming 

authority and empowering stakeholders (Goodwin, 2016). A discussion will examine the 

results according to the World Trade Organisation’s sustainable development principles 

(UNEP and WTO, 2005) and identify the gaps in the management of emergent tourist sites 

in an Icelandic context. 
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Following this introduction is a literature review concerning key elements of sustainable and 

responsible tourism. Following this, a case study on the eruption in Geldingadalur will 

summarise the management effort and provide background for the administrative context 

that currently provides for emergent site development in Iceland. Methodology and results 

are detailed before a discussion on the results’ relevance to a contemporary development 

context. Limitations, theoretical and practical implications conclude the research. Additional 

material may be found in the appendix.   

 

2. Literature Review  
 

2.1 Sustainability in Tourism Development 

 

Critical theories on sustainable development in Iceland have emerged in the years since the 

eruption in Eyjafjallajökull as a reaction to the unanticipated, explosive increase in tourism 

before the Covid-19 pandemic. International tourism peaked in 2018, with over 2.3 million 

tourists visiting Iceland. The most significant increase was from 2015 to 2016, when visitors 

increased thirty-nine percent from the previous year. Hagstofa and Ferðamálastofa’s 

predictions of one million visitors by 2020, based on the trend from 2010-2013, was reached 

in this 2015-2016 period (Ferðamálastofa, 2021a). The tourism, transport and public 

infrastructure were not ready for this rate of increase in tourism (Þórhallsdóttir & Ólafsson, 

2017; Lanksy, 2019).  

 

The public conversation on tourism in Iceland is no longer unanimously optimistic about the 

positive economic, social and cultural impacts on society and nature (Helgadóttir et al., 2019; 

Ólafsdóttir et al., 2018). The conversation has shifted from the promotion of mass tourism 

(Buckley, 1999) to a discourse of overtourism associated with Iceland that forebodes the 

country becoming a ‘sellout’ or a ‘Disneyland’ (Sæþórsdóttir et al., 2020, p.11). Overtourism 

is described as a tipping point at which tourists have ‘overtaken’ a destination to the point 

where the infrastructure can no longer support the growth (Kepnes, 2021). Overtourism also 

has a measurable effect on temporary, seasonal and sustained tourism that permanently 
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changes their lifestyle and access to amenities (Milano et al., 2018 in Helgadóttir et al., 

2019). Residents are critical of the sustainability of the growth rate in the tourism sector and 

of management in public and private sectors (Helgadóttir et al., 2019). However, informal 

unscientific reporting as seen in the media does not fully reflect residents’ attitudes or the 

dispersion of concentrated tourism activity (Sæþórsdóttir et al., 2020). For instance, it is 

difficult to adjust the perception of overtourism that relies on statistics of room nights (where 

guests slept rather than where they spent their time) without accurate numbers from tourist 

sites. Counters have been installed in over 30 specific sites such as the paths in 

Geldingadalur, Reykjadalur, Goðafoss and Þingvellir to monitor tourist participation 

(Ferðaþjónustunnar, 2021a), but this is not a comprehensive practice. Additionally, 

Þórhallsdóttir et al. (2021) have tested vehicle counters as part of a long-term strategy to gain 

insights on vehicle types and their impact and frequency in popular areas but have concluded 

a multi-method approach is necessary for a comprehensive and nuanced understanding of 

visitation at each site (Þórhallsdóttir et al., 2021, p.8).  

 

For this reason, it is argued that many nature-based tourist sites in rural Iceland do not receive 

the funding needed based on visitation rates (Þórhallsdóttir & Ólafsson, 2017). Additionally, 

with many of the nature-based tourist attractions available free of charge, most of the income 

from visitors is directed to other municipalities through tourists’ accommodation, tour 

providers, car rental, and supermarkets (Þórhallsdóttir & Ólafsson, 2017) instead of directly 

to the sites impacted. In order to correct many of these issues, there needs to be agreement 

amongst industry stakeholders on what is considered to be sustainable and responsible, what 

actions will be taken to progress towards the objective, including funding (Sæþórsdóttir et 

al., 2020). Work toward this starts with an understanding of stakeholders’ perceptions. 

 

Simple definitions of sustainability are prescriptive and advocate for ‘a path which will 

enable a community to achieve its goals of development, with minimal or no negative 

environmental impacts’ (McMinn, 1997, p.136). Sustainable practices also advocate for 

‘development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future 

generations to meet their own needs’ (UNESCO, 2015). The United Nations definition of 

sustainable tourism describes the triple bottom line of sustainability, stating ‘it is crucial to 
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harmonise three core elements: economic growth, social inclusion and environmental 

protection. These elements are interconnected, and all are crucial for the well-being of 

individuals and societies’ (United Nations, 2020). The World Tourism Organization (WTO) 

and United Nations Environment Program (UNEP) concept of sustainable tourism is a more 

elaborate model. It promotes making optimal use of environmental resources, maintaining 

essential ecological processes and helping to conserve natural heritage and biodiversity 

(environmental); respecting the authenticity of communities and creating tolerance and 

understanding of cultures (social); and ensuring viable, long-term economic operations, 

providing socio-economic benefits to all stakeholders that are fairly distributed (economic) 

(UNEP and WTO, 2005, p.11-12). This definition provides more opportunities for 

administrators to begin determining sustainability indicators within discrete categories. The 

use of integrated sustainability indicators (ISITs) can lead to ‘better decisions and more 

effective actions by simplifying, clarifying and aggregating the information’ (Kristjánsdóttir 

et al., 2017 p.2). A challenge of sustainable tourism is seeing the ‘sustainability’ label as just 

one tool and measure of development and ensuring that it is measured within the context of 

the local community and a global perspective (McMinn, 1997, p.135). 

 

Sustainability is not a homogenous concept applicable to all communities using the same 

criteria (McMinn, 1997; Knox-Hayes et al., 2020). It is not a universal objective for all 

communities in all contexts, or a ‘one-size fits all technocratic solution’ (Knox-Hayes et al., 

2020). Knox-Hayes et al. (2020) determined that in Iceland, the ‘regulative, normative, 

cultural, and cognitive institutional structures are in constant interaction with value systems 

and sustainability conceptions’ in the tourism industry (Knox-Hayes et al. 2020, p.1). This 

includes the civil rights almannaréttur or ‘right to roam’ (Knox-Hayes et al., 2020, p. 2). 

This interaction gives policy a higher chance of success with more support from stakeholders 

who see their values reflected in the decisions made by those in a position of authority. This 

ongoing interaction is the justification used to determine what is widely accepted as the 

benchmark of sustainability in a specific place and to support the method used in this thesis 

to identify what may or may not be sustainable in the specific Icelandic context and the 

context of development at Geldingadalur. 
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Kristjánsdóttir et al.’s (2017) study of approaches to measuring sustainability indicate that 

the social dimension is the least integrated dimension (Kristjánsdóttir et al., 2017, p.8), 

meaning that there is a disconnect between the economic and environmental value of a 

potential natural site, and the impact development is likely to have on society. This 

disconnect also emphasises the significance of McMinn’s (1997) second concern, the 

potential intergenerational impacts of valuing the economic value over the value of the 

untouched environment for future generations. Kristjánsdóttir et al.’s (2017) research finds 

engaging multiple stakeholder groups to determine measures of sustainability holistically, or 

carrying capacity, can have a positive impact on the planning and decision-making processes 

(Kristjánsdóttir, 2017, p.9). Maintaining harmony between stakeholders and using what 

already exists are key components of multidisciplinary studies that seek to combine varied 

skill sets to inform development planning holistically. Ólafsdóttir et al.’s (2018) research on 

sustainable rural Icelandic landscapes demonstrated the effectiveness of a multidisciplinary 

approach that incorporated established theories and nuance from community discussions to 

develop a structure by which the sites were assessed and results organised. The researchers 

worked with stakeholder groups and Geographical Information Systems (GIS) to assess the 

recreational opportunity spectrum (ROS) of the site. The survey and results highlight the 

importance of a multidisciplinary approach to planning infrastructure in undeveloped areas 

where residents are sensitive to increased traffic and development. 

 

Ólafsdóttir et al.’s (2018) work informs the research in this thesis by demonstrating that 

stakeholder consultation, a multidisciplinary approach, and follow-up consultations are 

essential to adequately measure and consider the environmental impact and sustainability of 

site development. This reinforces Knox-Hayes et al.’s (2020) theoretical framework 

regarding the interaction and cyclical nature of value exchange between society and policy-

makers or key stakeholders. These approaches attempt to negate the philosophical and 

ethical issues McMinn (1997) refers to by including a wide range of stakeholders. It also 

attempts to reduce the chance of development plans failing to gain legitimacy among 

different stakeholders (Tanguay et al., 2013, in Kristjánsdóttir et al., 2017, p.9). Sæþórsdóttir 

et al. (2020) also advocates for developing normative standards for various aspects of 

development, i.e. in the case of Geldingadalur, a general understanding of the style or limits 
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of infrastructure to be installed, expectations around fees charged and services provided, and 

basic expectations and requirements around the visitors’ utilisation of facilities like parking 

lots, toilets, rubbish bins, and designated paths. Establishing expectations such as these ‘can 

be used to help set basic standards of quality... By doing so, social carrying capacity 

estimates can be set and management actions undertaken’ (Sæþórsdóttir et al., 2020, p.5). 

 

Determining the carrying capacity, and what is likely to be negative or harmful, relies on an 

organisation and agreement of society’s values (Sæþórsdóttir, 2020). Generally, carrying 

capacity is the number of visitors an area accommodates before negative impacts occur 

(Butler, 1980, p.142). Butler’s (1980) discussion of the Tourism Area Life Cycle model 

(TALC) as a tool for policy making posits that throughout the phases of development, an 

attraction’s carrying capacity will be exceeded several times. New boundaries will need to 

be redrawn according to evolving experiences and perceptions (Butler, 1980, p.142). Knox-

Hayes et al. (2018) found in their research that there is a constant exchange between society 

and policy makers in Iceland that continually responds to attraction development. The values 

of society influence the approach and policy made by authoritative institutions with the 

power to enforce change, and cyclically, society responds and continues to feedback (Knox-

Hayes et al., 2020). This is evident in the case of willingness to pay within Iceland, where 

society’s values dictate that paying fees is acceptable within specific contexts such as 

preserving nature and providing services (Cook et al., 2018a; Reynisdóttir et al., 2008).  

 

Aside from environmental determinants of carrying capacity, Doxey’s (1975) Irridex also 

provides researchers and policy makers with a way to gauge the effects of tourism on the 

local community and their ability to handle an increase of specific or general activity (Doxey, 

1975 in Pavlic & Portolan, 2015). An accumulation of negative experiences and attitudes 

among residents towards tourists or changes in the tourism industry like fees, restrictions, 

and overcrowding results from exceeding the social carrying capacity limits (Szromek et al., 

2019, p.228). A point of intersection can be observed between Doxey’s (1975) Irridex and 

the stages of Butler’s (1980) TALC model, where irritation may arise around Butler’s (1980) 

consolidation stage. In the consolidation stage, developments’ arouse opposition and some 

discontent among permanent residents’ (Butler, 1980, p.8). Positively, Butler’s (1980) model 
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provides a focal point at the consolidation and stagnation stages to discuss what leads to 

destination change. The later stages of irritation and antagonism in Doxey’s (1975) Irridex 

model are related to the TALC model’s consolidation stage through a complex relationship 

between visitors and visited and the specific arrangements of areas involved (Butler, 2006, 

p.10). Butler suggests that modifications made to sites at the consolidation phase may not 

completely rejuvenate the site but will allow it to continue to develop with a much slower 

impact on society (Butler, 2006, p.10). Continuing with Knox-Hayes et al.’s (2020) theory 

that policy-makers in positions of authority respond to perceived issues of irritation and 

antagonism, ideally institutions then guide these specific arrangements towards the goal of 

sustainability, such as the government raising or lowering taxes or legislation surrounding 

the boundaries of taking fees. These institutions then have the responsibility to codify and 

enforce these values.  

 

2.2 Responsible Tourism 

 

The term ‘responsible tourism’ (Goodwin, 2016) has added a new action layer to the concept 

of sustainable tourism. This is because sustainability is temporal. How long can these current 

actions and strategies be upheld in this exact context? What might need adjusting if 

something were to shift? Sustainability is the outcome and objective while being responsible 

is the process (Goodwin, 2016, p.255-6). Sustainability is a theory and an evolving concept, 

while responsibility is an active and continual practice, understood as the best, more 

appropriate action (Mihalič, 2016). Therefore, responsible tourism is important to discuss as 

a more appropriate yardstick for monitoring the development of natural attractions. It 

involves planning, measurements, and goal setting and circling back to observe and question 

whether the choices made are still appropriate for the context. It acknowledges that 

sustainability is a balance that may not suit all stakeholders equally. 

 

Regarding the conflicts that arise between social, economic and environmental concerns, 

McMinn (1997) says the ‘ideals that it [responsible tourism] represents are probably 

indisputable; however, the realisation is both problematic and perhaps even unrealistic’ 

(McMinn, 1997, 141). Problems may arise because, as definitions of sustainability will 
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change depending on the exact context, a responsible approach in societal and ideological 

contexts involves relying on the moral and ethical impulses of the individuals who are in the 

position of making responsible decisions (Saarinen, 2021, p.7). Responsibility in sustainable 

tourism practice involves individuals in positions of authority objectively weighing the long-

term benefits of any one measure against the potential direct or indirect harm of others.  

 

Managing the involvement and perceptions of multiple stakeholders and continuing to 

advocate for the environment requires those involved in the development process to assume 

a level of responsibility for the ongoing sustainability. Responsible tourism is not a singular 

effort whereby one individual or company works alone in a system to effect change; 

everyone needs to be involved in taking responsibility for making tourism more sustainable 

(Goodwin, 2016, p.31), including keeping others accountable. This may avoid the 

problematisation Saarinen identifies, which is the individualisation of the definition of 

responsible behaviour (Saarinen, 2021). Goodwin (2016), in his definition of responsible 

tourism, asserts that companies and managers who claim to be operating responsibly are 

liable to be called to account on three specific metrics: 

 

(1) their willingness or ability to respond to issues when they arise;  

(2) their level of assumed obligation, accountability, liability, and blame when problematic 

issues arise; 

(3) their empowerment and the responsibility given to them by their peers and other 

stakeholders (Goodwin, 2016, p.24). 

 

Mihalič’s (2016) theory on ‘responsustable’ tourism developed a Triple-A Model as an 

extension of Goodwin’s original publication of responsible tourism theory. Progression 

through awareness of issues to the agenda stage, where Goodwin’s (2016) willingness or 

ability to respond takes place, and then to the action stage is not guaranteed or self-evident 

(Mihalič, 2016, p. 467). Without an incentive that may come in the form of demand from 

clients for more responsible practices or from society for more accountability, operators may 

indefinitely delay participating in actual behaviour to achieve a complete set of sustainability 

aims (Mihalič, 2016, pp.467-8). The intersection of Doxey’s (1975) Irridex and Butler’s 
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(1980) TALC model is presented in Table 1 as occurring at roughly the same time as 

Goodwin’s (2016)’ willingness to respond’ and ‘assuming responsibility’ stage engaging in 

responsible tourism management.  

 

 

Mihalič (2016) identifies the Agenda phase of the Triple-A model as indicating a willingness 

to act and discuss relevant instruments to proceed (Mihalič, 2016, p.466), which aligns with 

responding and assuming responsibility. Action comes when stakeholders are empowered by 

their community and access to instruments to proceed. The ideal pathway, from awareness 

of issues to a willingness to respond to and assume responsibility for set issues, set an agenda, 

empower selected stakeholders and take responsible action is shown in Figure 1.  
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These principles of responsible tourism have utility when used to frame the process 

conducted by the working group established in April to oversee the development of the 

Geldingadalur eruption site. Due to the government’s early involvement in developing the 

site through a working group, the development stage of the site falls between the 

involvement and development stages of the TALC. Early agenda-setting and action should 

hopefully prevent the site from entering a consolidation, irritation or antagonistic phase 

prematurely. 

 

The nominated parties in the Geldingadalur eruption working group include the federal 

government’s appointed environmental representatives, the local municipality, and the 

landowners. Under the working group’s agreement, these stakeholders should be responsive, 

empowered, and responsible. This research analyses these responsible tourism principles 

within the broader sustainability framework as they apply to stakeholder perceptions of the 

management of the Geldingadalur eruption. Results from the research are summarised and 

discussed within a sustainable-responsible tourism theoretical framework, followed by a 

discussion of the external relevance and validity of the insights beyond their indication of 

challenges within the specific Geldingadalur development. A conclusion will offer a 

summary of key challenges and opportunities for administrators to be mindful of when 
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continuing to create sustainable and responsible tourism sites here and within the Icelandic 

tourism industry.   

 

3. Background and context of emerging Geldingadalur eruption 

tourist site  
 

This section describes the current context in which the working group was established to 

guide the development at the eruption site, and the broader Icelandic tourism context in 

which the research was conducted. The challenges faced by administrators in recent years 

are described to place the Geldingadalur development within a more specific context of 

developments that affect the Icelandic population on a national scale.  

 

3.1 Eruption in Geldingadalur, Reykjanes Peninsula  

 

The Geldingadalur volcanic eruption is a relatively unique site given its proximity to the 

airport in Keflavík and the capital city Reykjavík. Previous ‘tourist eruptions’ in 

Fimmvorðuháls, Eyjafjallajökull and Holuhraun were more difficult to access and had the 

added risk of glacial floods and remote locations. ICE-SAR and the civil defence swiftly 

managed Geldingadalur, and telecommunication services quickly improved to ensure the 

safety of visitors that began to access the site from the next day once the government had 

completed an initial hazard assessment. The context of complicated funding structures, 

transfers of management and authority across government and private bodies, and the 

importance of stakeholder consultation is relevant when planning for the future of the 

eruption site.  

 

Geldingadalur valley is also located in the Reykjanes Geopark, one of two Geoparks in 

Iceland and one of the 169 across 44 countries globally. The Katla Geopark in South Iceland 

and Reykjanes Geopark were both designated as UNESCO Global GeoParks in 2015, with 

the goals of raising ‘awareness and understanding of the urgent challenges facing our 

society: sustainable use of resources, reduction of greenhouse gas emissions and how to 
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reduce the impact of natural disasters’ (Reykjanes Geopark, 2021). Globally, the parks are 

managed through a bottom-up structure involving local and regional stakeholders, meaning 

the ongoing administration of the volcanic site has the potential to set a precedent for and 

inform other international approaches to natural site management within UNESCO Geopark 

settings.  

 

The 19 March 2021 volcanic eruption in Geldingadalur on Iceland’s Reykjanes peninsula 

continued into the Icelandic summer, despite early estimations that the eruption would only 

last weeks or a few months at most (Másson, 2021; Gunnarsson, 2021). From 21 March to 

15 September 2021, over 285,000 visitors were recorded as having visited the site along the 

monitored paths A, B and C (Ferðaþjónustunnar, 2021b). The volcano’s future has been 

challenging to predict, with geologists observing in May that the activity was increasing 

rather than slowing (Jónsdóttir in Tyrie, 2021b; Árnason 2021). As the summer progressed 

and five months passed from the first fissure opening, the volcano became less predictable 

with episodic fountaining behaviour and intermittent periods of activity. Specialists 

predicted the eruption would end soon after (Maurer, 2021b; ‘Eruption in Iceland may be 

entering its final stages’, 2021), with others predicting it is equally as likely to continue for 

years as stop tomorrow (Guðmundsson, Halldórsson and Belart in Pomrenke, 2021; 

Sævarsson, 2021). The marked paths have adapted to restriction imposed by the lava flow. 

As of 13 June 2021, Path A was no longer viable. The current extent of the lava flow, paths, 

and parking lots as of 10 September 2021 are shown in Figure 2 below. 

 

One and a half months after the eruption began, a working group with key stakeholders was 

established to oversee short-term development throughout the summer. The first stage of the 

consultation process concluded on 30 August. Long-term development insights will be 

gathered over winter in the same period as the Reykjanes Peninsula will establish their 

Development Management Plan for 2022-24 (Bernharðsdóttir, 2021). The working group’s 

development plan separately delegates obligations to landowners, the local municipality and 

the Icelandic government, as well as an agency responsible for staffing the site 

(Bernharðsdóttir, 2021; Tyrie, 2021a). This is the proposed solution for transitioning from a 

site primarily managed by the country’s civil defence force Almannavarnir and Icelandic 
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Search and Rescue team (ICE-SAR) Landsbjörg to a developed attraction with services, 

infrastructure, staff, and financial ties to the local community. 
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3.2 Covid-19 Impacts 

 

The eruption and this research occur when, due to COVID-19, border restrictions and 

quarantine requirements, travel to Iceland was heavily reduced. In July 2019, before 

COVID-19, there were 231,281 foreign tourist departures from the country (Ferðamálastofa, 

2020). In July 2021, even with the border open to US citizens and vaccinated individuals 

from European countries, there were only 109,935 departures (Ferðamálastofa, 2021d). 

According to the counter set at the main hiking paths to the volcano, 62,890 people visited 

the volcano in July, including residents (Ferðaþjónustunnar, 2021), indicating the volcano is 

an attraction for the vast majority of international travellers. July 2021 departures were more 

than twice the approximate 45,614 departures recorded for 2020, further indicating increased 

interest in Iceland due to the volcano and the success of the lessened border restrictions at 

attracting visitors. When arrivals return to COVID-19 rates, specialists assume tourists will 

continue to visit the site whether the active eruption continues and are investing in 

infrastructure, safety protocols and communication around visiting.  

 

3.3 Control and Management Mechanisms 

 

Managing a natural site in Iceland comes with several key challenges, among them funding, 

staffing, appropriately managing access and transparency over decisions that affect the 

perception of the site’s development.  

 

The allocation of revenue paid to responsible infrastructure projects through privately- and 

publicly-owned natural sites (including national parks) and the national taxation system is a 

point of contention and discussion among stakeholders in the current Icelandic tourism 

climate. There have been several recent national-level tourism developments where a lack 

of consensus (Haraldsson, 2016; Jónsson in Guðjónsson, 2020) may have contributed to the 

dismissal of proposed legislation, such as the Nature Pass Bill in 2015, and the lack of 

agreement on the bill regarding the Highlands National Park in 2021 (‘Hálendisþjóðgarði 

formlega vísað til ríkisstjórnar,’ 2021). Haraldsson’s (2016) thesis on the failure of the 

Nature Pass Bill in 2015 measured the bill’s inability to pass against Salamon’s (2002) five 
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measures of excellence: (1) effectiveness and efficiency; (2) distribution of equity; (3) 

manageability; (4) legitimacy; and (5) political feasibility (Salamon in Haraldsson, 2016 

p.13).  

 

Icelandic residents were sceptical about the lack of transparency and organised policy 

regarding the allocation and distribution of funds in the proposed Nature Pass Bill in 2015. 

In investigating why the bill did not pass through the Icelandic parliament, Haraldsson 

(2016) explored the power dynamics and timing of the government’s introduction of the bill 

after stakeholder and community consultation. The research found that largely the fault lay 

with overestimating the support from the tourism industry stakeholders such as SAF, whose 

position on the bill changed as the structure and rollout of the bill became more detailed 

(Haraldsson, 2016, p.8). In 2014, SAF opposed the bill on behalf of its members, 

emphasising that the experience of nature should not be diminished, that the money should 

transparently pass back through to the site in use, and that the process be simple (Ólafsson, 

2014). While SAF supported the bill the year prior, their ongoing consultation with their 

members and stakeholders as a representative association led them to change their 

perspective on what would best benefit the industry, its workers and its clients socially, 

economically and environmentally (Ólafsson, 2014). Haraldsson’s (2016) thesis argued, 

using Salamon’s (2002) theory on control mechanisms, that control over funding and access 

are management tools that determine participation and efficiency in projects and that 

multiple overlapping stakeholder opinions hinder successful implementation (Haraldsson, 

2016 p.14), once again giving evidence of the importance of understanding stakeholders 

perceptions. The research in this thesis investigates various stakeholders’ perceptions of the 

measures taken to transition the eruption site and will identify key concerns and 

considerations that may be applied to future emergent sites. 

 

Allocating a carrying capacity is another form of control that has been used by Þingvellir 

National Park and Vatnajökull National Park to reduce the negative impacts of commercial 

activities on the environment. Iceland currently has two key sites with a structure that 

controls the number of tourists allowed to participate in activities under the supervisor of 

commercial operators per day: Silfra fissure in Þingvellir used for snorkelling and scuba 
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diving; and a select number of glacial tongues in the south-eastern park of Vatnajökull that 

are used for ice cave tours. 

 

A tolerance assessment was conducted in 2019 at Silfra that determined the carrying capacity 

for the dive site was seventy-six thousand more than fourteen thousand more than had 

accessed the site in 2018 (Yeoman et al., 2019). The report concludes that there was not 

enough data to assess the environmental impact of the commercial activity on the 

environment, but that it would be monitored in the future (Ingólfsson, 2019). The report did 

not recommend a time slot system to manage the traffic, but several adaptive management 

guidelines on monitoring and managing the varying capacity throughout the seasons 

(Yeoman et al., 2019, p.8). Adaptive management in business studies is a form of continuous 

improvement and learning organisation (Senge 1990, in Stankey et al., 2005, p.4) and is used 

in natural resource management as a framework for dealing with complex environmental 

management problems (Stankey et al., 2005, p.5). Rather than simply learning from 

experience or charting developments, adaptive management involves ‘purposeful 

experimentation’ in the form of ‘formal processes of inquiry, not unlike scientific study’ 

(Stankey et al., 2005, p.7). The cyclical and repetitive cycle of adaptive management begins 

with monitoring, evaluating, planning and then taking action before returning to monitoring 

to identify results and subsequent action areas (Yeoman et al., 2019, p.15). 

 

Efla and the report’s authors used desirable conditions outlined by the Þingvellir National 

Park as the basis of comparison between operational reality and defined sustainability 

indicators. They also suggested periods of time for following up and reassessing the 

comparisons (Yeoman et al., 2019, p.14). They examined the ‘condition and capacity of 

infrastructure, the state of the environment, water quality and aquatic life, the condition of 

vegetation and geological formations on land, safety issues, and the impact on visitor 

experience’ (Yeoman et al., 2019, p.25). Their recommendations were strongly linked to 

user experience and safety issues, with a total of seventy-six annual visitors related to an 

optimal hourly occupancy (Yeoman et al., 2019, p.63). They recommended against 

increasing the number of tour operators, that the capacity would soon be exceeded, and that 

more research needed to be done on the environmental impact to inform further research. 
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In 2020, the Vatnajökull National Park introduced a similar allocation system to begin winter 

2020-2021. The allocation system limits the number of daily tourists across select glacial 

tongues, whereby companies pay an annual fee for a permit and then a fee per client. The 

aim of this allocation system is to improve the safety for clients and operators and the overall 

user experience (Vatnajökulsþjóðgarðurinn, 2020a). Stakeholders operating ice caving tours 

expressed discontent with the implementation of policies by those in positions of authority 

(Björnsson in Úlfarsson, 2020; Jónsson in Guðjónsson, 2020). The basis of their 

disagreement was the employment policy’s effect on the local community, reducing their 

capacity to operate up to 80 percent, irrespective of the impact of COVID on the industry in 

general (Jónsson in Guðjónsson, 2020). Despite at least two rounds of stakeholder 

consultation, development of a representative working group, and collaboration with the 

Austur-Skaftafellssýsla Tourism Association Ferðamálafélag Austur Skaftafellssýslu 

(FASK), there was still contestation that the basis of the allocation the criteria designed to 

enforce safety standards were not applied transparently or equitably (Jónsson in Guðjónsson, 

2020). This is the first time an allocation of this kind has been developed and tested in Iceland 

(Vatnajökulsþjóðgarðurinn, 2020a). 

 

3.4 Funding Tourism Development 

 

It has been challenging to reach a consensus on how to sustainably fund natural sites in 

Iceland as funding is distributed through many channels at all levels of government and 

administration, including national funding for research, physical infrastructure, and product 

development, and regional and municipal groups for social projects and innovative 

businesses. Policy makers and administrators are challenged with achieving the goal that 

local municipalities financially benefit from the economic and work opportunities, increased 

traffic through the towns, and the heightened demand for accommodation and services. 

These sustainable economic outcomes exist alongside the immediate and ongoing concern 

for safety at sites like Geldingadalur, intersecting with the desire to protect the natural 

environment while building appropriate infrastructure. Public opposition to proposed 

revenue-raising ideas such as a nature pass, tourist tax, and service fees confirms that a true 
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consensus on sustainable development must adequately consider the demands of the public 

and immediate stakeholders (Haraldsson, 2016). The eruption in Geldingadalur presents 

specialists with the opportunity to set a precedent for the development of a natural site that 

actively and publicly engages a variety of stakeholders over a prolonged period since the 

financial sustainability of the eruption site is linked to who will bear the social and financial 

responsibility to manage different aspects of the site.  

 

The projected maintenance and operational cost of maintaining the site from a safety 

perspective are considerable and will continue to be financed through the government. 

However, the ICE-SAR rescue team members will be gradually, if not fully replaced by 

rangers from the Environment Agency Umhverfisstofnan (UST). One month after the 

eruption began, the estimated fee for ICE-SAR’s presence on-site was approximately 

seventy million Icelandic krona for staffing and rudimentary infrastructure alone. Over 48 

out of 91 national teams assisted, some from the east of Iceland over seven hours drive from 

the site, for 8-12 hour shifts, 24 hours a day (Bjarnason, 2021; Teitsson in Hafstað, 2021a). 

The memorandum submitted by the working group suggested that a ranger or staff will be 

trained to act on-site as a replacement for the search and rescue squads. From June, rangers 

began replacing the ICE-SAR volunteers as part of the government-owned UST, with the 

ICE-SAR shifts heavily reduced to a weekend presence (Sigurðarson, 2021). The rangers are 

not an exact functional replacement for ICE-SAR as their focus is on education, nature 

interpretation, conservation and monitoring, as well as their site-specific duty of monitoring 

gas levels and communicating danger to visitors (‘Hvað gera landverðir?’ n.d.; Víðisdóttir, 

2021). 

 

The government at the federal and municipal level has various funds that can reduce the 

personal cost involved for individuals and businesses working to create sustainable and 

responsible tourism attractions. In the case of Geldingadalur, the Ministry of Tourism 

allocated the municipality of Grindavík 10 million ISK towards infrastructure. However, 

estimates at the time indicated the cost of repairing the road and establishing safety 

management infrastructure had exceeded that considerably by the time it was awarded 

(Hafstað, 2021a). The government has estimated that a further 40 million ISK will be 
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invested as part of the working group’s development plan (Bernharðsdóttir, 2021). The 

government Infrastructure Fund for research, Innviðasjóður, is a grant for up to 75 percent 

of the estimated cost of research, awarded to researchers, institutions and companies to assist 

with research costs (Rannis, 2021). These grants have the potential to fund research 

conducted at potential or emerging tourism sites to determine the most sustainable or 

responsible action to be taken to preserve the site. Grants are awarded for a minimum of 2 

million ISK.  

 

A Regional Development Fund or Uppbyggingasjóður is available biannually from each 

region of municipalities and supports cultural, innovation and business projects, where the 

final amount of the grant is paid upon completion of the project and a report. These municipal 

funds finance many smaller projects with budgets of around 500,000 ISK to 2 million ISK, 

with 45,650,000 ISK allocated to 39 history, culture, planning, and recreation projects in the 

Suðurnes region for 2021. The regional and municipal funds also require a fifty percent 

contribution from the applicant, detailed in the final report in order to receive the grant 

(Sóknaráætlunar Suðurnesja, 2021). 

 

Specifically, regarding the construction of physical infrastructure at sites, the Tourist 

Attractions Investment Fund Framkvæmdasjóður Ferðamannastaða is overseen by the 

Icelandic Tourist Board (Ferðamálastofa) and finances projects in tourist sites and tourist 

routes owned or managed by municipalities and private parties. In the decade since 2011, 

716 separate projects have been supported through the fund and direct allocation from the 

ministry, to the value of nearly six billion Icelandic krona (Ferðamálastofa, 2021a). Projects 

that concern tourist safety, nature conservation, construction, maintenance, and protection 

of sites are awarded grants from this fund. The fund is not designed to provide subsidies for 

tourist attractions that are not open to free public traffic (Ferðamálastofa, n.d). Accepting 

funding in these forms from the government disqualifies the applicant from charging fees to 

access the infrastructure or project, i.e. where the grant has paid for labour and materials for 

a pathway, the owner cannot charge for access to the pathway based on it being on their land. 

A fee may be charged for services provided, as in the case of the parking lot at the 

Geldingadalur eruption site and the parking lot at Seljalandsfoss, where a 2011 grant was 

https://www.visir.is/starfsfolk/berghildur
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awarded for the staircase but the car park was privately funded and operated 

(Ferðamálastofa, n.d; Ferðamálastofa, 2011). These grants are unavailable to projects that 

have been funded or completed by the time the applications are judged, which is yearly 

(Rannis, 2021; Sóknaráætlunar Suðurnesja, 2021; Ferðamálastofa, n.d).  

 

The variety of grants available to companies and landowners to sustainably and responsibly 

develop their land beyond the capacity of their finances are limited, both by the budget and 

by the number of applications to each fund per year. The stipulation that work cannot be 

completed or, in some circumstances, cover the fixed salary costs of administrators means 

that projects eligible for grants may be delayed to adhere to timelines and guidelines and are 

best suited to sites where the companies or landowners have the capacity to hire someone to 

oversee planning and management, all while trying to optimise the site to be as sustainable 

and responsible as possible within the limitations of the grant.  

 

3.5 Case Study Summary 

 

The eruption in Geldingadalur has occurred at a time where Icelandic administrators have 

several established development pathways and practices at their disposal. This existing 

administrative infrastructure has been slowly built up over the last decade, and investments 

in various sites and projects have led to the current context surrounding funding, monitoring 

and developing sites. Historical attempts to raise funds for infrastructure have resulted in an 

awareness of the stakeholder support needed (Haraldsson, 2016; Fontaine, 2020; Ólafsson, 

2014). Work has begun on determining tolerance limits and carrying capacity to increase 

safety and enjoyment in natural spaces. Responding to the demand on natural spaces due to 

increased tourist participation requires funding, but current funding arrangements are 

fragmented, limited and conditional. This research considers this eruptive natural tourist site 

in Geldingadalur within the larger context of natural sites in Iceland and orients perceived 

challenges within a sustainable and responsible research framework.  
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4. Research design and methodology  
 

This research provides qualitative data on stakeholder concerns regarding the development 

of sustainable natural tourist sites in Iceland through the following design and methodology 

in order to answer the following question about development in Geldingadalur: What are the 

perceived issues with the process of transforming the emergent Icelandic tourist site, 

Geldingadalur, into a sustainable and responsibly managed destination?  

 

4.1 Research Design 

 

This research was conducted using a phenomenological approach (Schram, 2003, in 

Merriam and Tisdell, 2015, p. 25) and grounded theory (Glaser and Strauss, 1967, in 

Merriam and Tisdell, 2015, p. 31) that sought to record the lived experiences and impressions 

of stakeholders during this shared phenomenon, the development in Geldingadalur from June 

to July 2021. According to the procedures of grounded theory, the first theoretical sampling 

was conducted in the form of preliminary interviews and review of prior case studies to 

establish existing theory (Glaser and Strauss, 1967, in Merriam and Tisdell, 2015, p. 31) on 

sustainable and responsible approaches in an Icelandic context. A literature review 

established a sustainable/responsible framework for assessing perceptions to determine the 

sample and direction of inquiry for stakeholder interviews. A historical context was created 

to show the relevance of a case study on Geldingadalur and provide background on the work 

on the developmental plan from May until August 2021.  

 

English-language and Icelandic news media from Iceland was analysed to identify key 

concepts and debates around the proposed development of the volcano site. From this overall 

review, key stakeholders were identified and approached for direct comment in the June to 

July 2021 period. Second, data were analysed using a constant comparative method of 

analysis that compared segments of data across different stakeholder groups and questions 

to determine similarities and differences (Glaser and Strauss, 1967, in Merriam and Tisdell, 

2015, p. 31).  
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4.2 Instrument 

 

An interview protocol was developed to assess perceptions of the process of developing the 

research site that might be considered successful, favourable or sustainable, and why. The 

questions focused on what different stakeholder groups would like to be done at the 

Geldingadalur site, and in general, and by whom. The interview questions also questioned 

the current organisational power structures at the volcano site to gauge general and specific 

opinions regarding management at nature-based tourist sites in Iceland in general. The 

questions can be viewed, in English, in Appendix A. 

 

4.3 Research Sample 

 

The stakeholders deemed relevant to this research were five separate groups: 1) municipal 

actors and representatives; 2) landowners; 3) civil protection and search and rescue; 4) 

commercial companies and operators; 5) and the Ministry of Tourism and Ministry of 

Environment and Natural Resources on behalf of the government. The sampling method 

used to identify and interview the 16 respondents within these groups was snowball 

sampling. Initial conversations with potential stakeholders led to official interviews with 

available or more relevant actors until all were represented. 

 

4.4 Data Collection 

 

Confidential interviews with stakeholders in various groups were conducted across four 

weeks at a time where foreign arrivals to Iceland increased as a result of the global 

availability of COVID-19 vaccines. The phases of activity in the volcano continued to be 

unpredictable, with the lava flow beginning to threaten hiking paths and roads. Interviews 

were conducted across all stakeholder groups with no intentional focus on a specific 

stakeholder group at any point, as interviews were subject to stakeholder availability. The 

fifteen interviews were between forty and eighty minutes, with the average interview being 

fifty minutes in length. Questioning followed the interview protocol with a semi-structured 



 
31 

 

approach that allowed for clarification and the option of skipping questions where the data 

had already been presented in another open-ended answer.  

 

The sixteen respondents were distributed as equally as possible across the five stakeholder 

groups. Included were three municipal actors and representatives, three landowners, three 

civil protection and search and rescue; five commercial companies and operators; and 

representatives from the Ministry of Tourism and Ministry of Environment and Natural 

Resources on behalf of the government. Where a unique opinion was expressed by a 

stakeholder within a group and others cannot be said to hold the same opinion or did not 

express anything similar, the stakeholders are referred to generally. Where there was 

agreement and consensus, the stakeholder group is referred to as a general opinion. Direct 

quotations have been used where appropriate to illustrate particular points.  

 

One interview consisted of two stakeholders within the same stakeholder group. Where there 

are no conflicts of opinion, the views expressed are taken to be one response where the data 

is quantifiable (in the case of positive, negative or neutral opinions). For the purpose of 

recording the presence of those participating in the active working group, they are considered 

separate people. The interviews are anonymous and confidential, with each interviewee 

assigned a random number between one and fifteen that does not represent any connection 

within or between stakeholder groups. This research was time-sensitive and occurred 

alongside the working group’s development plan and consultation process, so some 

conversations’ immediate context differed slightly across the time period. 

 

4.5 Framework for Analysis 

 

The data collected from the fifteen interview transcripts were analysed using an inductive 

coding method (Merriam and Tisdell, 2015, p. 17) to produce 71 unique inductive codes 

across 292 quotes. Five central themes were evident across the interviews, with 18 secondary 

deductive codes, which were then applied across the material. This structure is shown in 

Appendix B.  
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The transcripts were analysed using an inductive coding method to discover first-order 

keywords to identify key concerns and challenges. Working from first-order codes to 

analytical categories, second-order core concepts were analysed to further develop essential 

concerns that have utility in the broader sustainable development conversation. From here, 

five final core themes of Authority, Responsibility, Safety, Funding and Access emerged 

that would then be incorporated into an analytical framework. From these themes, a core 

category (Strauss, 1987, in Merriam and Tisdell, 2015, p. 31) was identified: responsible 

management. In order to connect the core category of the research to existing research on 

the topic of sustainable tourism development, a critical theory on responsible tourism by 

Goodwin (2016) was adapted to serve as a framework for the model, below in Figure 3. 

 

 
 

The data collected from interviews is interpreted according to Goodwin’s (2016) three 

responsible tourism metrics: respond to issues, assume responsibility, and stakeholder 
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empowerment (Goodwin, 2016, p.24). This research suggests a sequential process of first 

identifying issues, then stakeholders assuming responsibility, and finally the empowerment 

of stakeholders to manage the situation responsibly. The three pillars of sustainability 

(UNEP and WTO, 2005, p.11-12) contributed to the sub-sections environment, social, and 

economic, through which this research analyses the issues, assumed responsibility, and 

empowerment.  

 

Several perceived challenges and priorities from the stakeholders emerged through the 

coding of interview data. These were analysed by the Responsible Management framework 

developed in response to the literature review and ongoing debates in sustainable tourism 

research.  

 

5. Results 
 

5.1 Overall General Perception 

 

To begin, stakeholder respondents were asked for their general involvement with and 

impression of management at the site and overall development. The authority figures 

identified were the civil defence force Almannavarnir and ICE-SAR. This authority was 

considered by stakeholders as self-appointed, in that it was not appointed through a 

consultation process. Civil defence including the Ministry of Justice and the local police took 

control of the site  as an observation of the national policy regarding natural hazard response 

that places the national government in charge with the authorities working in close 

cooperation. Icelandic municipalities are self-governing according to article 78 of the 

Icelandic Constitution but are not competent to manage natural hazards like eruptions by 

themselves due to their small size (Harjanne et al., 2016, p. 29). The first article of The Civil 

Protection Act 82/2008 (‘Lög um almannavarnir’, 2008) appoints the Minister of Justice and 

the civil defence force as the primary actors in the case of natural hazard mitigation and risk 

reduction from all natural and man-made hazards, epidemics, and military action in order to 

save lives, protect property and preserve the environment (European Commission, 2019; 

‘Lög um almannavarnir’, 2008). The government employed ICE-SAR initially on an ad hoc 
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basis without the knowledge the eruption would continue and transitioned to a more long-

term strategy shortly after. 

 

Stakeholders were next asked for their general impression of whether they perceived the 

development and management of the site as positive, negative, or otherwise. Overall, nine 

of the sixteen participants viewed the management effort at the volcano positively, five were 

moderate in their praise and expressed concern with the management in some form, and only 

one responder had an initially negative view of the management of the volcano site at the 

time of the interview in June. This is represented in the following Figure 4. 

 

 
 

The comments by the stakeholder with a negative overall opinion indicated they felt the early 

control assumed by the civil defence force was misguided: ‘When you impose a restriction 

on the area and it's not based on any logic...their trust in the authorities will diminish' and 

‘'They didn't do their research in terms of talking to stakeholders before they claim they 

talked to stakeholders' (Interview #6), indicating that miscommunication may have played a 

part in their dissatisfaction.  
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Where there was a lack of a distinct positive or negative, ‘moderate’ was selected as an 

expression of any positive or neutral statement: ‘I don't know how many we were at the spot 

at that time in the task and I was just like wow, this this has nothing to do with the responsible 

or sustainable tourism' (Interview #12). In the case where the respondent deemed it a 

positive experience but then negatively critiqued an element of their experience, it was coded 

as ‘moderate’: ‘We have nothing but positive experience with this’, followed by, ‘I think 

they've been quite loose… too lax’ (Interview #7).  

 

Those who felt positive about the management of the eruption at the time of the interview 

cited that despite a chaotic environment and perceived delayed response to environmental 

danger the first weekend, the efforts by the SAR and police at reducing or funnelling access 

to the site, there was demonstrable success in the lack of emergency situations as a result. 

‘The statistics actually show us that … this is considered to be, you know, quite a successful 

operation’ (Interview #3) and ‘They had tried to do everything they really could, in the frame 

that they were given, in a really good way' (Interview #13). 

 

Although a generally positive sentiment regarding the development process at that point 

emerged from the interviews, most of the initial praise referred to ICE-SAR’s management 

effort. It can be viewed as a general recognition of the system in place to respond to large 

scale natural hazards, rather than a praise for the development of a standard natural tourist 

attraction. 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                               

5.2 Responding to Issues 

 

This next section addresses comments on the issues stakeholders perceived as needing a 

response within the categories of environmental, social and economic sustainability, the 

three pillars of sustainable tourism. 
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5.2.1 Environmental Sustainability 

 

Overall, stakeholders were happy with the actions taken to improve safety at the eruption 

site and had trust in the authorities responsible for taking action regarding safety and 

security. The general impression was that the current state of infrastructure and protection 

was not in its final stages, both due to the fact the eruption was ongoing and the situation 

changing, and because stakeholders generally perceived the need for further action to protect 

the environment and safety of visitors. 

 

The creation of infrastructure for safety demands a direct impact on the environment (such 

as making a pathway) and therefore these discussions are included in this section, however, 

social and economic sustainability also includes preservation of land infrastructure and the 

safety of tourist and therefore this topic will be discussed in each section. Municipal 

stakeholders perceived the Icelandic government as the main authority and source of funding 

and were of the opinion this meant decisions around infrastructure and planning took a longer 

time to come into effect.  Several stakeholders across the different groups qualified this by 

saying the active eruption created an unstable environment to make any decision, and that 

given the immediate timeline, they felt the government responded in a timely manner. 'This 

is just the nature of the volcano eruption, you don´t know which way it’s going to go and 

we’re trying our best regarding the safety of the people looking at the volcanic eruption ' 

(Interview #15).  

 

The civil defence and ICE-SAR stakeholders identified that safety was a higher priority than 

environmental preservation in the earlier period of the eruption. However, stakeholders from 

multiple groups identified that the site was still very hazardous months on and required 

ongoing monitoring (such as towering lava walls at the edge of the lava field, and people 

walking on the black lava crust). Commercial and municipal stakeholders questioned why 

there wasn’t more readily available information and physical signage on site in lieu of 

authoritative figures at the site. One municipal stakeholder identified a perceived lack of 

responsibility for the dangers the environment posed and questioned whether it was 

responsible to allow tourists to make their own decisions. ‘So who is responsible now if 
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something happens? I think that the individual himself must be responsible for their own 

risk. But do we really want that all over Iceland? I mean, do we want people just to be 

unsecured (sic) because we cannot decide on how we want to secure it?' (Interview #12) 

 

Reynisfjara, the black sand beach near Vík with dangerous 'sneaker waves' was cited as an 

example of where signage has had mixed success with influencing behaviour, with a number 

of tourists losing their life despite signage warning them of hazards. Company stakeholders 

identified the need for more signs, directions and communications to guide people to reduce 

safety hazards. 'We need to think for people, control where people go, make paths easier 

where you want people to concentrate.' (Interview #13).  

 

Landowners expressed interest in preserving the experience and safety of the site, with 

control mechanisms such as design and pricing to reduce the social and environmental 

impact of development, and to avoid a 'Disneyland' experience (Interview #10). Government 

stakeholders also felt that maintaining the natural experience was important, and that not 

everything needs to be developed in the name of safety. Company stakeholders 

recommended developers consider the diverse needs and wants of the markets they are 

developing infrastructure and services for, to ensure there is no unnecessary impact on the 

environment. Too much infrastructure may result in visitors who do not value the 

environment accessing fragile environments without the appropriate caution. Promotion of 

sites on social media and subsequent popularity may lead to environmental damage, so 

infrastructure needs to help guide people's decisions. 

 

All stakeholder groups identified the need for a system to limit the impact on the environment 

by limiting the number of tourists. Four out of five stakeholder groups had a respondent or 

respondents that suggested charging fees to collect revenue, with the subsequent effect of 

reducing tourist numbers. ‘(We should) guard them like priceless trophy assets. If we are at 

risk of actually damaging these attractions, we should close them. We should close them and 

restrict access to them. The price would go up, there would be a smaller number of people 

who could go. There would be fewer people willing to pay a higher price’ (Interview #7). 

Two respondents advocated the experience might be better managed with time allotments 
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similar to structured attractions in the US like Yosemite's Half Dome climb or like the Blue 

Lagoon (Interview #12 and #1). Some further suggested that limiting certain types of tourists 

with reference to limiting the construction of tarmac roads (either for restricted commercial 

use or public use to a carpark). Another byproduct of limiting access that was mentioned was 

improved visitor experience due to less crowding. 

 

5.2.2 Social Sustainability 

 

Social sustainability appears to be connected to stakeholders’ trust in the authorities and 

individuals responsible for setting expectations and restrictions. The balance rests on how 

fair and reasonable stakeholders perceive the measures as being. 

 

According to municipal and commercial stakeholders, tolerance of the government's actions 

relies on their cooperation with the community. The civil defence stakeholders agree and say 

a ‘more mature’ conversation needs to take place that empowers people to make more 

sustainable and responsible choices, where rather than ‘trench warfare’ between stakeholder 

groups over control mechanisms, there should be more consultation and cooperation 

(Interview #3). Company stakeholders agree that restrictions need to be imposed with 

evidence and research, and by authorities that people trust. The civil defence sees the need 

for more of a transfer of information between events and developments (which could be said 

for most development scenarios, for example, conversations across municipalities regarding 

non-hazardous developments such as issues surrounding land ownership, access to water, 

hunting rights, reducing physical impact on similar terrain, etc.). 

 

Civil defence refrained from unnecessarily restricting access because they value the impact 

almannaréttur, the cultural and legal entitlement to the right to roam, has on the local 

perception of administrative action and control mechanisms. ‘They have been... been 

hesitant, or rather reluctant to use that… if you're too heavy handed with it, it loses meaning. 

They have been … treading carefully when it comes to that… you need to consider the cost 

of it’ (Interview #4). Municipal stakeholders are more concerned with safety than the right 

of free access and are happy the civil defence intervened for safety and security. ‘We can’t 
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forget the safety you know...I think that almannaréttur has to be in second place in areas like 

this’ (Interview  #15).  

 

It is difficult to separate the landowners' perceptions around charging fees into strictly social 

or economic categories, as they perceive charging fees as acceptable, achievable and 

sustainable on both accounts. They believe that people’s values and willingness to pay is 

aligned with their perception that the eruption unquestionably provides an opportunity and 

responsibility to develop infrastructure. One landowner also speculated that the public's fear 

of fees and commercial management of natural tourist sites is based more on losing control 

and access to their land and a lack of transparency than it is unwillingness to pay to preserve 

nature. Landowner, municipal and government stakeholders noted that the public perception 

of paying to preserve nature has changed in the last decade to reflect people’s exposure to 

an expectation for tourists to pay for natural sites.  

 

Municipal stakeholders expressed a concern for their water, electricity and internet supply 

with the unpredictable nature of the lava flow. Although the lava running over the 

Suðurstrandarvegur and towards Ísólfsskáli farm poses challenges for landowners and 

Icelandic residents in general, it has the potential to proportionately adversely affect the local 

population of 3,300 and their quality of life. Although this continues to be an issue, there is 

a limited amount of responsibility to be taken beyond constructing and testing barriers for 

the lava flow, and a plan within the municipality and government to respond on a social level 

if the threat ever occurred. 

 

5.2.3 Economic Sustainability 

 

Economic sustainability depends on finding a way to fund natural attractions while also 

considering the specific social context in which funds are charged. Transparency and an 

appropriate exchange is necessary for the economically sustainable venture to be socially 

sustainable. 
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Municipal stakeholders perceive the government responded and allocated resources well, 

given the situation. The municipal stakeholders acknowledge almannaréttur but also, the 

practicality of an income stream from services to provide for protecting nature. They 

advocate for charging based on services provided to strengthen existing infrastructure 

despite the cultural aversion for paying to interact with nature. ‘We needn’t just provide this 

service free of charge, but we want it free of charge all the same’ (Interview #15). 

 

Civil defence stakeholders emphasise that an income stream is important for safety and 

security as well as preventing further environmental deterioration. One civil defence 

stakeholder believes Icelandic residents will be willing to pay if confronted with an 

organised structure. ‘We always think here in Iceland that people will not do this if we charge 

it, they will not do that, but the same Icelanders are going abroad and to the US and they 

pay to go into the national parks... Everybody thinks that’s just a fine situation actually, but 

we never have the courage or the vision of doing something like that. Iceland has never tried 

that' (Interview #1).  

 

Transparency and accountability for how funds are used was a prominent and recurrent issue 

for all stakeholders. Company, municipal, and landowner stakeholders ask that there is 

accountability and oversight on the fee structures and transparency about its use. Several 

stakeholders referred to Kerið or Seljalandsfoss concerning fees attached to parking lots. 

One stakeholder from the landowner group said Seljalandsfoss had been handled badly and 

the infrastructure did not appear to have been upgraded with the funds the landowners had 

received. Municipal and commercial stakeholders said that apparent use of the funds was an 

appropriate way in which landowners could be accountable for the revenue. ‘...If there were 

visual improvements it would be like, OK, good for them, and I hope they're taking a salary 

as well, you know?’ (Interview #13). The unanimous impression across all stakeholder 

groups in response to charging fees that it was acceptable as long as there was a realistic 

exchange of services for payment.  

 

All stakeholder groups, including landowners, said it was important the money was 

accounted for and reflected in the services provided. ‘People would figure out that the money 
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isn't being used rightfully, and...just to line the pockets of some billionaires. That will never 

pass like that is... That would be resented by many. So there's a very thin line in in terms of 

of charging service fees and overcharging’ (Interview #6). Government, civil defence, 

commercial and landowner stakeholders all identified that there was no ‘playbook’, ‘frame’ 

or ‘mechanism’ for how to achieve this (Interviews #9, #8, and #4). A summary of issues 

stakeholders perceived as requiring a response is organised in Table 2. 



 
42 

 

5.3 Perception of Assumed Responsibility 
 

Assumed responsibility is the accepted authority, obligation, and liability over certain issues. 

This was determined through analysing interview data, a literature review, and research in 

the process of building the case study. The issues that were identified have, for the most part, 

been adopted and worked on by the stakeholder groups. In Table 3, sections that are marked 

with (X) did not have anyone responsible at the time the research was conducted.  

 

5.3.1 Environmental Responsibility 

 

The majority of stakeholders felt responsible for working to ensure the safety of tourists at 

the eruption site and natural sites in general. There were some differences of opinion on the 

extent stakeholders should go to guide tourists, and how developed natural spaces should be 

to achieve this.  

 

There is no clear mandate on how much liability the government and commercial 

stakeholders are obligated or willing to accept for tourists’ risky behaviour. Government 

stakeholders feel obligated to ensure the safety of visitors. ‘We are responsible for the 

construction of the infrastructures to ensure the safety of travellers and reducing the number 

of incidents involving fatal or serious injuries’ (Interview #4). Municipal stakeholders 

questioned whether infrastructure and information are sufficient for ensuring their safety and 

preserving the experience for tourists, as well as what might trigger a more severe response 

from authorities. Stakeholders from civil defence and ICE-SAR also discussed the extent to 

which they can be held responsible or can assume responsibility for the actions of tourists. 

‘We can't ban people walking on the new lava. But we advised them to not do it because we 

won't do it. We are not going to rescue you if you fall through it. If you fall through it, your 

family is not going to see you anymore’ (Interview #2). Civil defence stakeholders also 

acknowledged that the police and government stakeholders play a larger role in closing off 

areas. The role of ICE-SAR is strictly voluntary and supplementary, not designed to 

physically or legally enforce closures beyond other existing mechanisms such as official 

road closures which are managed by the national road authority, Vegagerðin. ‘We don't want 
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to step into the role and responsibility of police...there's this very small overlap between 

being a police officer and being in search and rescue’ (Interview #3). A civil defence 

stakeholder confirmed that ICE-SAR would be actively involved if the lava was to flow over 

the road and into the ocean, creating a new environmental and health hazard. Their 

withdrawal from the site is only insofar as UST is replacing personnel and assuming 

responsibility for educating, directing and informing visitors. Representatives from the 

working group suggested that if the eruption were to continue into winter past September 

2021, a focus of the safety and infrastructure development plan would consider the impact 

of the weather and darkness on their ability to reduce incidents such as falls, hypothermia, 

and lost tourists.  

 

Commercial stakeholders typically feel a level of responsibility for tourists directly under 

their care, but also question the extent of the effectiveness of informing individuals not to do 

something dangerous, without being able to strongly enforce that request. One commercial 

stakeholder questioned whether the government should be intervening in the private 

activities of tourists. They considered whether it was possible to fully guard against the risk, 

and if anyone other than the individual should be responsible for their own actions. ‘It's like 

society is always trying to guard the worst case scenario. Of course they can't, but you know 

the last idiot hasn't been born yet, of course…if you're going to try and control people to that 

extent that nobody dies, it's impossible’ (Interview #6). Another commercial stakeholder 

referred to a stringent safety management plan they had developed specifically in response 

to a lack of clear leadership, aside from safety information provided on safetravel.is. Smaller 

group sizes and guide to client ratios were recommended as a way commercial stakeholders 

could maintain greater control over the actions of their clients. The landowners perceive 

themselves as responsible for constructing infrastructure and for controlling commercial 

access to the site in order to prevent environmental degradation by large, heavy vehicles, but 

beyond this they question what they can be held responsible for occurring on their land under 

the right to roam.  

 

UST has assumed responsibility of monitoring the site alongside a reduced ICE-SAR 

volunteer squad and is responsible for issuing fines for off-road driving. Civil defence 
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stakeholders are still on alert for when the lava is predicted to run over Suðurstrandarvegur 

into the water, when the hazard response protocol will be initiated again.  

 

All stakeholders agree that the planning around infrastructure development needs to account 

for different markets, different tourist types, and should not unnecessarily impact the 

environment. ‘People just want a comfortable walking path where they can line up with a 

good selfie on their phone and then leave, so hiking around isn’t necessarily what people 

want to do and if they’re forced to do it then it’s just a waste of land that’s going to be 

destroyed’ (Interview #13).  

 

Aside from assertions from the government stakeholders that there is usually a process of 

consulting with specialists, there is no other stakeholder awareness of this taking place. ‘(We 

are) ...trying to construct sensibly for the travellers that are visiting the area... You want to 

make the area safe, but at the same time you don't want to do something that would lessen 

the quality of the experience of visiting… and obviously not doing permanent damage as 

well’ (Interview #4). Landowner stakeholders are also considering how they develop the area 

surrounding the lava flows and question whether to attempt to preserve the experience and 

environment by limiting access. ‘What do we want this land to represent? What, what are 

our values for this? I mean, do we just want to let everybody up there if they have the money? 

Or do we want to maybe keep this a little bit special?’ (Interview #9). 

 

5.3.2 Social Responsibility 

 

Social responsibility appeared in the data as revolving around planning and communicating 

intentions and values effectively to the public and other stakeholders.  

 

Municipal stakeholders are actively working towards achieving triple bottom line 

sustainability, where the social, economic and environmental concerns of the municipality 

are catered for. 'We are trying to draw the picture and see like five, ten, fifteen years 

ahead…Build up some pride both in the companies and the people who are living 

there...Pride in the area and try to get them to do better. Think of it that this is a unique place 
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and we would like to give something back and try to explain to others who come into this 

area' (Interview #15). Their plans, however, hinge on how much authority they will have to 

act and their involvement in decision-making processes and future working groups. One 

municipal stakeholder alluded to a multi-stakeholder declaration of ‘no tolerance’ for injury 

in the tourism industry (Interview #13), which aligns with the responsibility the government 

has assumed for contributing funding towards infrastructure. More specifically, municipal 

actors and civil defence asserted themselves as responsible for marketing, setting 

expectations and safe travelling. ‘So maybe you are giving people the wrong idea, so they 

think that they need to walk higher or longer...to be responsible also in our marketing, how 

we market and what we show and how we sell people in the materials as well’ (Interview 

#12). Company stakeholders, civil defence and the government are also mutually interested 

in preserving the safety of tourists by efficiently disseminating safety advice and 

information. Some company stakeholders also mentioned feeling especially responsible for 

the safety of their clients, beyond the level of information and responsibility expected of 

them, with one stakeholder insisting his staff personally carry gas meters rather than relying 

on ICE-SAR and rangers for readings. For some company stakeholders, this 

uncompromising level of responsibility is something that sets them apart in a competitive 

tourism industry. The stakeholder also improves the overall reception of Iceland as a 

destination if the guides are perceived as competent and responsible.  

 

Government and civil defence stakeholders acknowledged they could not sustainably lock 

down the site unless gas or weather posed a great danger to clients, as it did in the initial 

weeks of the eruption. Government stakeholders spoke about the difficulty of enforcing 

closures when the landscape is very open in all directions, and when the civil rights 

almannaréttur mean that people are free and legally able to access nature when they choose. 

‘We sense that we couldn't have the same kind of like, more stringent approach to closing 

off areas and stuff like that because that doesn't work' (Interview #3). ICE-SAR stakeholders 

as part of the civil defence stakeholder group refer to themselves as well-trained for scenarios 

such as natural disasters. Company stakeholders also felt they had learned lessons from 

previous eruptions and hazards on how to best approach the situation to minimise conflict. 

Government and other civil defence stakeholders expressed they wished more insights from 
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prior eruptions, natural disasters and large-scale natural tourist sites had been transferred 

across municipal boundaries (i.e from officials in the south of Iceland, near Eyjafjallajökull, 

Katla and Hekla, to Reykjanes officials).  

 

5.3.3 Economic Responsibility 

 

Stakeholders agreed that desired services such as infrastructure and people on site 

responsible for safety, education and information required an income stream. The 

stakeholders in charge of these income streams were also encouraged to manage those funds 

transparently and responsibly if they were to assume control.  

 

Although landowners have accepted responsibility of the income stream for development 

through the parking lot, and for continuing to improve access with roads and hiking paths, it 

is unclear if they will deliver a desired level of transparency and commitment to distributing 

income to the Reykjanes Geopark as companies like the Blue Lagoon have done. ‘We will 

not be holding press conferences and telling people how much money we make of this... I 

think the newspapers and journalists are going to pick that up. So that's rather easy to get 

[that] information’ (Interview #10).  

 

The income generated from the parking lot is, however, separate entirely from the other 

ongoing obligations the government has assumed responsibility over. UST and ICE-SAR 

are both funded by the government with the revenue generated through the tax system. 

Stakeholders agree that, as well as additional signage, they prefer to have people on site. ‘It 

costs to have people standing there, of course...Wouldn't that be worth it though? To have 

someone?’ (Interview #12) All but one stakeholder agreed that it was necessary to have 

personnel officially on site and not just on an ICE-SAR emergency call out basis. There was 

no explicit mention of any other revenue streams for the site, but several municipal, 

government and company stakeholders expressed a desire for a mechanism that had the 

potential to generate a more sustainable revenue stream for all natural sites. 'They are just 

giving their time but they are not paid for it. But, in the end, there’s always someone paying.' 

(Interview #15). 
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There was very little consistency between stakeholder groups regarding knowledge of who 

was responsible for having paid for or who was in debt for the main infrastructure that was 

built aside from the carparks, specifically the hiking path A. Civil defence stakeholders 

supported the idea of investing directly in specialist communications and consultant services, 

which they perceived had not taken place at the time the research was conducted. 
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Overall, stakeholders felt that the following aspects of the management still required 

someone to take responsibility: A corporate social responsibility mechanism to keep 

commercial actors accountable and to provide an income stream for further community 

development within the Reykjanes Geopark; find a sustainable balance for restricting access 

to natural sites; determine a social tolerance and willingness to pay for privately-owned 

natural sites; and specialised staff to manage communications to the public as well as 

between stakeholders to ensure information is readily available.  

 

5.4 Perception of Stakeholder Empowerment  

 

As demonstrated by Table 3, stakeholder groups at the time of research mostly assumed 

responsibility for the majority of the issues identified in Table 2. This section discusses 

stakeholder empowerment and their ability to effectively and sustainably manage while 

assuming responsibility. Stakeholders are categorised as empowered when they perceive 

themselves as having the right tools or support to manage the situation. They are also 

described as empowered when at least one other stakeholder group expressed a desire for the 

stakeholder to manage the project. In Table 4, the lack of empowerment of the stakeholder 

is indicated with an (X) when either the stakeholder has suggested they lack the proper tools, 

pathway, or support to manage the issue they have assumed responsibility of or when 

stakeholder groups disagree over who should be responsible.  

 

Civil defence stakeholders expressed that they felt their involvement on site and their 

position in the working group had changed as the site developed. ‘I think that the ICE SAR 

team don't need to be informed about those decisions. I think we are not a part of that group 

working on organizing things into the future. And you know, the tourist ministry…we will  

just follow their path’ (Interview #2). In terms of communication, they felt as though their 

opinions were heard, but that their input should be limited. ‘My approach to the working 

group is that I  really  don't feel that that I have a right to have an opinion on anything else 

than safety and security’ (Interview #3). The ICE-SAR teams on site have largely been 

replaced by rangers from UST, which many stakeholders find preferable ‘because of lack of 

authority' (Interview #6), because of the lack of enforceability (Interview #2), and because  
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the ICE-SAR teams are volunteers who, while highly specialised with appropriate training, 

are often giving their time to six to twelve hour shifts on top of a full work schedule. Civil 

defence stakeholders are relieved to share the burden of managing the site, education and 

information, and environmental monitoring. Company stakeholders respect the authority of 

UST and ICE-SAR to close areas off. ‘If you have a ranger who says the area is closed off, 

they might have a higher status than SAR. I’m pretty sure as soon as we see rangers there, 

they’re going to assist SAR in terms of safety and security’ (Interview #8). 

 

5.4.1 Empowerment in the Environment 

 

Uncertainty about the extent to which stakeholders would be liable or accountable for actions 

or hold others accountable for theirs can disempower them and reduce their capacity to act. 

 

Municipal stakeholders feel empowered to develop the Geopark without continual oversight 

from the Icelandic government or UNESCO. ‘They do [leave it in our hands]. And when they 

come back after three and a half years they will just ask ‘and what did you do when the 

eruption started’ then we have to explain what we did. #15. However, on the topic of 

corporate social responsibility and whether the Geopark has any authority or ability to 

enforce responsible management practices by any of the companies operating within the 

Geopark (the Blue Lagoon, energy company HS Orkan, tour operators and landowners), 

municipal stakeholders admitted there is little power to enforce consequences for unethical 

behaviour. ‘We don’t have any way of doing that other than letting people know what we 

feel about the matter. So, it’s always a question of the person, of their conscience’ (Interview 

#15). Landowners indicated they are uncertain of the liability that comes with being able to 

charge for services and for ownership of the land. Company stakeholders question how 

landowners will be held accountable for the actions taken to profit off the natural landscape. 

‘How far is the state willing to go to say the road is not - the condition of the road is bad, so 

the responsibility of the act lies with the landowner?’ (Interview #8) 

 

With their legal right to oversee permits for driving on private roads, landowners are 

empowered to control carrying capacity as far as access by motorised vehicle and have said 
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they have ideas to extend contracts to companies and limit access to people without the 

appropriate licenses and vehicles. However, UST has the power to fine people for off-road 

driving, not the landowners, which leaves the landowners feeling less empowered on their 

own land. Landowners can be fined for off-road driving on their own land unless they apply 

for the road to be registered with the municipality. ‘I think it has to be a cooperation, 

definitely. I think we have certain interests we have to protect. And they of course, are 

protecting the nature and we want to totally be on their side. But I think it has to be a 

discussion. I don't think [UST] can just sort of slam that on [landowners]’ (Interview #9). 

Company stakeholders call on UST to actively hold companies or individuals accountable 

for environmental damage. They ask the government to use their authority to hold them 

accountable. There need to be fines and personnel to enforce rules. ‘You always have some 

guys who are willing to do a little round trip in the moss and get away with it. But will get 

fined for it, it probably needs to be stricter and someone needs to be fined for it’ (Interview 

#8).  

 

Most company stakeholders respect people who are authoritative, and all who are skilled, 

whether they are specialists advising development, responders on site, or the government. 

One stakeholder questioned the role and impact of the rangers on site and whether they had 

any authority to prevent people from causing harm to themselves or the environment. ‘Let's 

ask the difficult questions - Why? Why are they there? Do they have more authority or what? 

What is the purpose of them being there? What is their primary role? Is it to, you know, tell 

people not to walk there or to guide them but not rescue them?’ (Interview #6).  

 

All stakeholders preferred the ICE-SAR teams and were relieved that there was a more 

permanent solution where people were paid individually for their work, rather than through 

the government system where the teams were compensated for hours volunteered. Company 

and civil defence stakeholders encourage fellow travel agents, car rental services and 

resellers to pass on safety information in a top-down approach. Company stakeholders want 

more concrete information about manned hours and services provided so they can provide 

their clients with better service. Without rangers, a visual aid may be useful to alert people 

to danger. ‘I basically want it to be as it is now, with more structure, like... presence of 
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people. I want to know when people are going to be there like to protect us and I want to 

know what's safe that day’ (Interview #5) 

 

5.4.2 Social Empowerment 

 

Stakeholders expressed that they would feel more supported and empowered to develop 

areas under their control if there was an agreed upon roadmap or plan for development. 

Beyond legal rights or structures facilitating empowerment, a general consensus on what 

would be sustainable and acceptable was desired by all stakeholder groups. 

 

Municipal stakeholders are happy about the working group and the objectives they're 

working towards together. They feel empowered by their inclusion in the group because it 

helps them better represent the interests of their communities, and that they are closer to the 

local experience than representatives from the government. ‘If the local people feel like they 

have something to say…They don't have to sit at the table all the time, but you have to kind 

of make them involved in the decision making’ (Interview #12). They hoped that actors at all 

levels of the value chain in and out of the working group could work to the same sustainable 

objectives. In perceiving a lack of management on site, one company stakeholder suggested 

that the municipality and Geopark could fill the leadership gap. ‘It’s a perfect opportunity to 

come in and learn and create the connections they need and figure out their own space in 

terms of the area’ (Interview #8). Municipal stakeholders would like to see a transfer of 

power from the government to the municipal level once the threat of the natural hazard has 

reduced. However, they would require a mechanism ‘just to say, okay, hey, based on best 

information we need to do this, and we need to do this now' (Interview #14). 

 

Government stakeholders felt all voices were heard. Initially, municipal stakeholders felt 

they were not included, but this was an oversight attributed to a lack of organisation or 

precedent for developing a natural hazard. Companies felt empowered by the lessons they've 

learned from previous eruptions, natural hazards, and 'best practices' they have developed 

within their own operations. On the topic of who should be actively involved in development 

conversations, a government stakeholder expressed that responsibility and a right of reply 
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needs to be distributed according to demand rather than equitability. ‘You cannot get 

everybody involved with trying to have a broad group of people that have kind of a formal 

approach' #14. Civil defence, commercial and a government stakeholder perceived there 

were too many people involved and that this was impeding progress, but this contradicted 

comments regarding the municipality’s lack of initial involvement. Estimates of how many 

people were involved at different stages varied to as much as ten times the people that 

Ferðamálastofa confirmed were actively participating.  

 

Municipal stakeholders empower the landowners and the government to make the 

appropriate decisions regarding charging fees. The government needs to lead the creation of 

a structure. ‘The government...needs to be leading there. The landowners of course have a 

choice of what they do and how, but I think that it would be really nice if we had some 

structure around it.’ (Interview #12). Companies call for and welcome more enforceability 

from the government, but also more accountability for their own rulings as well. 'The reason 

why things are mismanaged is because of the lack of accountability. So, so even if it is 

privately owned, then you know there should be stipulations in place coming from the 

government, coming from the Environmental Agency’ (Interview #5). Government 

acknowledges landowners have the right to build infrastructure and services and benefit from 

the revenue. They suggest locals should have authority and resources to act. ‘The way 

forward is that it's going to be the landowners that will manage this...If they get funding for 

access infrastructure, viewpoints and trails and so on. So that's going to be their main benefit 

... because they own the land. They have the right to ask for that opportunity to build’ 

(Interview #14). Landowners feel a little more structure or a 'playbook' from the government 

would be useful (Interview #9).  

 

5.4.3 Economic empowerment 

 

Economic empowerment appeared to rest on an intangible guarantee from an undefined 

source that there would be enough funding, and enough of a return to substantiate the work 

required to improve safety and invest in infrastructure. An unwillingness to invest also 
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appeared to stem from a lack of plan or precedent, and assurance (scientifically and socially) 

to proceed confidently. 

  

Some landowners perceive that building infrastructure isn't a risk free or altruistic act to be 

done unquestionably in the name of preserving the environment. It has a business and 

financial aspect that cannot be overlooked. ‘If we build the bridge, or viewpoint or everything 

else, that's something we of course would be looking at getting some fee for because if you 

go into an investment, you want to get back in x many years’ (Interviewee #10, Interview 

10). All stakeholders agree that landowners have the right to build infrastructure and that it 

is necessary to a certain point, and so implicitly suggest either the landowners or the 

government should shoulder the cost of development. The unpredictable nature of the 

eruption, and unpredictable future of any tourist attraction should not, according to one 

landowner, fall completely on the shoulders of private individuals. ‘On an active volcano, 

the case is much more simple for government investors to pay 10, 20, 30 million. There is a 

pathway to keep people safe, keep people concentrated, so it's easier for search and rescue, 

etc. For us as landowners to put in 20-30 million for a pathway that go could go on to lava 

in just one month…that doesn't seem too, too good of an investment. So, I would think the 

government is the perfect counterparty to bear that risk.’ (Interviewee #16, Interview 10) 

One civil defence stakeholder noted that the government might also struggle financially with 

the burden of developing infrastructure, but that traditionally there isn’t a subsequent income 

stream to repay it the way there is with the parking lot in Geldingadalur. ‘Maybe the 

government doesn't have the same amount of maybe enough of a budget to have a presence 

or to build up as much infrastructure as you would like, but then we do have an income 

stream at the volcano, and that is directed to the landowners’ (Interview #2). This 

stakeholder and landowners noted that landowners might be able to build infrastructure faster 

than the government because ‘the system is heavy handed...It has to go through many stages, 

basically this conversation, before it's done...before the man with the shovel comes in and 

starts to do things' (Interview #2).  

 

Stakeholders, aside from landowners, are unanimous that valuable services should be 

provided in exchange for fees, and that the fee amount should be proportionate to the service. 
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Stakeholders are also concerned that parking lots are becoming more expensive, and more 

prominent, and that accepting a parking lot in exchange for a fee sets an expensive precedent. 

Several stakeholders called for guidance from the government around how to establish 

sustainable infrastructure and income streams at sites. ‘We need the structure around it. And 

we need some...Some clarity on on what can we charge for because people are paying 

everywhere and and it's not in any frame and it's just like, ‘my position is that you should 

pay here’ (Interview #12).  

 

Companies are happy for landowners to manage the sites as long as there is transparency 

and accountability. Stakeholders also said that if the government were managing the finances 

of the site, they would want the same level of accountability. Another municipal stakeholder 

recommended structure and accountability for landowners charging fees for access or 

services, but also didn't want the government as the sole decision-maker. One stakeholder 

from the landowner group said that transparency over the revenue and use of the funds would 

come out through the media and reports, but not as a direct communication from the 

landowner group. 

 

A municipal and another company stakeholder recommended that the municipality might be 

a good managing candidate because they’re not motivated by profit. Another company 

stakeholder nominated the government as an ideal candidate, for the same reason. ‘Having 

it as a National Park protected by the government would make the most sense, because then 

they're not geared towards making as much money and reducing costs’ (Interview #5). A 

municipal stakeholder said that with current funding they are limited to act within the bounds 

of projects and that more sustained funding in the marketing office and the newly developed 

Reykjanes destination management office would empower them to take on more 

responsibility and more comprehensive projects.  

 

Finally, a civil defence actor supported the idea of allocating resources on a government 

level to build or improve and monitor a communication platform. They identified 

safetravel.is as a good current service that could be improved with more specific updates. 
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This aligns with the concerns of the municipal actors regarding messaging and the national 

‘brand’ of Iceland as a safe and safety-conscious wild country.  

 

5.5 Summary of results 

 

The stakeholders perceived that the following challenges exist in transitioning the eruption 

site to a sustainable natural attraction: A lack of signage or communication to act as a guide 

in the absence of other caretakers such as guides, ICE-SAR or rangers; the lack of clarity 

regarding the extent to which Icelandic service providers are to assume responsibility for the 

safety of visitors; and that finding the right level of control, authority and enforcement from 

the government is still a work in progress and requires insight into the reactions from the 

public and stakeholders.  

 

With regards to natural sites in general, there is a perceived organisational gap when it comes 

to funding and who might be the most responsible administrator: the government, 

municipality, or landowners. There is a clear call to hold those responsible for finances 

accountable to ensure environmental, social and economic sustainability goals are being met. 

All stakeholders agree that in general, access to natural sites needs to be managed in some 

way and a carrying capacity determined that would allow administrators to responsibly 

manage access. Stakeholders call on the government to establish a mechanism or playbook 

regarding funding and managing privately-owned natural sites in Iceland. This mechanism 

would improve the ability to respond quickly and sustainably, set parameters for charging 

fees, and ensure a consistency and transfer of knowledge between sites.  

 

Appendix C shows the progression of the identification of issues, assumed responsibility and 

the empowerment of stakeholders across each of the perceived challenges. 

 

Overall, municipal stakeholders felt empowered to take on their roles and welcomed the 

opportunity to integrate the eruption site into a portfolio of natural tourist sites on the 

Reykjanes peninsula. Companies mostly felt empowered to manage the safety of clients and 

act in general society’s best interest on the site. ICE-SAR was supported and appreciated by 



 
57 

 

the community for the work they had done, and the government and civil defence was praised 

for their swift and appropriate reaction to the natural hazard. Stakeholders empowered the 

government and landowners to responsibly build infrastructure at the sites.  

 

Landowners didn’t feel fully empowered to move forward with infrastructure due to 

uncertainty around funding, although other stakeholders felt they should be in a position of 

authority. They also felt restricted due to laws governing land use and natural spaces. Several 

stakeholders questioned whether the rangers would completely fill the void left by ICE-SAR, 

and what services might be required in the future from site caretakers.  

 

The implications and effect these results may have on the continued development of the 

eruption site in Geldingadalur and natural sites in general are examined in the discussion that 

follows.  

 

6. Discussion 
 

The eruption in Geldingadalur has been active for over five months at the time of writing. 

The qualitative style of this research has gained insights into how stakeholders, even a 

limited group directly involved with the site, feel about the available management and 

development pathways for investing in natural sites and transforming them into sustainable 

attractions. This section will discuss the implications of these results and discuss the larger 

issues that have been revealed through the development process and interviews, and answer 

the research question, ‘What are the perceived issues with the process of transforming the 

emergent Icelandic tourist site, Geldingadalur, into a sustainably and responsibly managed 

destination?’  

 

As discussed in the literature review, sustainable tourism management is an ongoing and 

adaptable goal for administrators, policy makers and those who experience the negative 

effects of tourism. Responsible management involves those in positions of authority making 

deliberate choices that consider longer-term effects than what might seem appropriate or 

acceptable at the time of development. Responsible management requires setting aside 
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ignorance of issues and actively working to become aware of and understand issues that 

might become unsustainable and irresponsible in the future. Goodwin’s (2016) responsible 

tourism principles organises responsible action into three stages: (1) identifying issues that 

require a response, (2) stakeholders assuming authority for responding, and (3) the 

empowerment and capacity they have to respond sustainably and responsibly (Goodwin, 

2016, p.24). The overall perception from stakeholders in this research on the Geldingadalur 

eruption case study was that those in a position of control or assumed authority had, for the 

most part, sufficiently responded to issues, and had funding and sufficient support from the 

community to do so. The general stakeholder perception was that there are several 

underlying issues that will negatively impact the environmental, social and economic 

sustainability going forward if an empowered stakeholder does not assume control, or if a 

stakeholder in a position of authority does not utilise the appropriate tools to manage the site 

responsibly.  

 

The first of these perceived issues revealed itself in the initial coding of the data, prior to 

arriving at the core category of responsible management: authority and responsible practice 

were perceived by stakeholders as, ideally, mutually exclusive. The absence of a connection 

between the two in the data meant that many stakeholders felt there were gaps in responsible 

practice, and that there was an opportunity for those in positions of power to assume more 

responsible tourism behaviours.  

 

The initial five themes identified in the data were Authority, Responsibility, Safety, Access 

Funding. What was apparent was that Safety, Access and Funding lost their clear direction 

and leadership once ICE-SAR and the civil defence were removed as the authority figures. 

There was uncertainty about the rangers, UST and by extension the government to 

appropriately and effectively manage the site without continuing to require volunteer power 

from the ICE-SAR teams. There was wariness of the landowners and their plans to charge 

for infrastructure and vehicle access to the site. There was agreement that funding was 

necessary, but a lack of consensus on where that money was to come from and what should 

be given up in exchange for protecting nature and visitors’ safety. When responsible actions 

were removed from authoritative figures such as communications, enforceability, 
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transparency and accountability mechanisms, figures acting with authority were no longer 

perceived as or capable of being the best candidates for the position going forward. An 

example of this is the perception of ICE-SAR as responsible figures on site to respond to 

issues, but not to enforce the law with authority ‘They don’t listen to us, so we had to have 

the police there’ (Interview #2). Regarding the government and UST stepping in to fill the 

authority gap, one stakeholder spoke about a history of mixed communication and a lack of 

transparent accountability mechanisms, ‘when people within authority make decisions, they 

can't be held responsible for it. Which is kind of weird’ (Interview #6). Another mentioned 

that trust in authorities comes from seeing that the restrictions placed are enforced ‘...It 

probably needs to be stricter and someone needs to be fined for it’ (Interview #8). 

Stakeholders were not uncomfortable with the idea of other stakeholders assuming authority 

or suggesting those they would like to see in an authoritative position, but they 

comprehensively agreed that authoritative action required responsible behaviours in order to 

be successful and trustworthy.  

 

Those who were accepting responsibility for issues were supported by other stakeholders 

with the hope of raising them to authority figures. Although there were initially issues around 

communication that left municipal stakeholders out of the working group, municipal 

stakeholders have a unique position as managers of the Geopark, the region, the marketing 

office, and are in direct contact with companies as well as clients, so authority in this 

situation would be a ‘perfect opportunity… to come in and learn and create the connections 

they need and figure out their own space in terms of the area’ (Interview #8). The 

government was repeatedly given support for creating a mechanism or a plan for developing 

privately-owned land, even by the landowners. Stakeholders asked for structure, a plan, a 

handbook, a precedent, and a mechanism to guide responsible actions in the future. ‘The 

government...needs to be leading there. The landowners of course have a choice of what they 

do and how, but I think that it would be really nice if we had some structure around it’ 

(Interview #12). When it came to who they would like to see managing the site, the three 

suggested stakeholder groups were the landowners, UST as government representatives, and 

the municipality representatives. From the data, none of these stakeholders had the full 

unanimous social support or resources available to them from the group of stakeholders 
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interviewed. Commercial, municipal and civil defence stakeholders also suggested that a 

third-party specialist, separate from any of the authority contenders, should be in a position 

of authority to monitor process and hold those in charge accountable. This was also 

suggested in connection with communication breakdowns between stakeholders and for 

communicating with the public in the interest of safety and transparency. 

 

Another issue that arose was the subjective understanding of what was sustainable and 

responsible when it came to funding and developing infrastructure on the site. From the 

perspective of stakeholders, it was indisputable for all but one stakeholder that the site should 

be professionally developed and managed in the name of safety. Safety for tourists and for 

residents is seen as a legitimate reason to alter the natural landscape and incidental trails 

created by early visitors. Basic pathways, stairs, and viewing points as a means of guiding 

and limiting visitors’ exposure were acceptable to most stakeholders, but interviewees were 

not confident or supportive of other measures that might limit the right to roam, even with 

the best of intentions. English-language media outlets in Iceland RUV English, Iceland 

Monitor and The Reykjavík Grapevine have been actively reporting on instances of people 

walking on the lava and posting them to their Facebook pages as a means of communicating 

to a key demographic of travellers that the freshly solidified lava may be hazardous. This is 

in line with the information on the government-supported safetravel.is website, which 

informs people of the risk. Representatives from ICE-SAR stated in the media they would 

not be attempting to rescue anyone who injured themselves on the lava (Adolfsson in 

Hafstað, 2021b). Without barriers, signage, or an active personnel attempt to stop people, 

stakeholders are leaving decisions regarding personal safety to the individual tourists. 

 

Some stakeholders felt responsible for guiding tourists and doing their due diligence to 

ensure there was no misunderstanding, cultural or communication barrier. ‘I think that the 

individual themselves must be responsible for their own risk. But do we really want that all 

over Iceland? I mean, do we want people just to be unsecured because we cannot decide on 

how we want to secure it?' (Interview #12). Others regretted that some may choose to 

endanger themselves but questioned whose place it was to intervene, and to what lengths. 

‘It's like society is always trying to guard the worst-case scenario. Of course, they can't…So 
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common sense [is missing]’ (Interview #6). The desire to control the narrative around safety, 

hazardous terrain and environmental damage done by venturing off a designated path is 

related to a moral turn in social sciences (Saarinen, 2021). The Icelandic approach is a guided 

individualisation of responsibility that involves giving visitors the appropriate tools to make 

their own decisions. Prompting them to check the weather forecast, alert others to their plans, 

obey restrictions, closures, and path boundaries without physical enforcement, and allowing 

them to access nature without any significant check-in has ‘further fueled the role of 

individuals in creating change’ (Saarinen, 2021, p.7). This resonates well with the 

discussions on responsible tourism, but it also leaves the decision-making in the hands of 

individuals with their own version of agreed-upon sustainable and safe measures. In this 

context, responsibility becomes situational (Saarinen, 2021, p.8) and may not be sustainable.  

 

Although the civil defence was heavily involved in site management in the early stages of 

the eruption, there has been no limitation on the existing legal right landowners have to 

develop the site. Landowner rights have been enforced when appropriate, with the Suðurnes 

regional police filing an injunction on their behalf against a company who had not reached 

a financial agreement in order to land an aircraft with passengers (Hafstað, 2021c). A 

reduction of the state’s role in decision-making is a neoliberal market-oriented reform 

strategy that, in the context of responsible tourism, aims to reduce the state’s role and 

influence on the economy and development through privatisation (Saarinen, 2021, p.6). This 

is evident in the support landowners receive for developing privately-owned natural sites, 

and the ability for commercial operators to work in spaces like the Geopark under a structure 

designed by the government with the intention of supporting the local community. The 

interaction between supporting individualisation and allowing private enterprise to flourish 

in publicly accessible nature spaces means that governing decisions are created within the 

individual biases and notions of responsibility. In the Geldingadalur case study, there was a 

unanimous consensus that fees should only be charged in exchange for services and not as a 

means of limiting access to natural spaces. SAF’s policy on charging for services provided 

‘is based on the fact that tariffs on tourism companies are only acceptable if the fee includes 

defined rights, facilities, services, infrastructure or development that tourism in the area in 

question can utilize’ (SAF, 2021). It is also expected that the value of the fee reflects the 
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services provided at the time of payment, as ‘is not possible to expect tourism companies to 

lend money to private parties through fees in advance to build facilities, as this would be 

equivalent to today's tourists paying for facilities or services that they cannot use’ (SAF, 

2021). Similar concerns arose with proposed fees at Hjörleifshöfði, a site that was sold by 

landowners in 2020 to Icelandic and German companies after the government did not view 

it as a priority among other natural sites that were for sale (Jakobsdóttir in Ragnarsson, 2021). 

While some stakeholders acknowledged in interviews that the government might be an 

appropriate choice to maintain natural sites because of their lack of commercial interest, 

others noted that the government, as in the instance with Hjörlefshöfði, does not have endless 

funds to purchase all landmarks for cultural preservation. ‘The government doesn't have… 

enough of a budget to have a presence or to build up as much infrastructure as you would 

like, but then we do have an income stream at the volcano and that is directed towards the 

landowners’ (Interview #2). Others acknowledged that while private land ownership and 

decision-making had its own issues, ‘of course we don't want the government just to come 

and decide everything, and we will just sit and say yes’ (Interview #12). The preferred 

approach would be a mechanism developed by the government ‘to say, okay, hey, based on 

best information we need to do this, and we need to do this now' (Interview #14) that private 

landowners and companies would be required to follow and were accountable to.  

 

This leads to one of the points of tension between authority and responsibility, which is the 

lack of structure or planning around responsible funding and maintenance of the sites. Article 

32 of The Nature Conservation Act 60/2013 requires UST, when collecting fees for 

protecting or repairing nature at sites, to submit proposed fees for the following year to the 

Minister for the Environment for approval before they can be applied (‘Lög um 

náttúruvernd’ [Nature Conservation Act], 2013). No comparable law exists compelling 

landowners to have their proposed fees approved before they are implemented. One 

stakeholder suggested that a model that might suit the tourism industry in Iceland are fees 

and regulations around library fees, whereby late fees are permitted to be charged if the 

individual does not pay within a certain time, and that all fees have a strong basis for being 

charged (Interview #8). These two models provide an existing infrastructure that Ólafsdóttir 

et al. (2018) point to as a mark of a viable sustainable development opportunity. Rather than 
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writing an entirely new handbook, mechanism, or structure for charging fees and enforcing 

their payment for the common goal of protecting nature and building up necessary 

infrastructure, policy-makers might look at these two examples of how to bring more 

responsible practice to authority over natural sites.  

 

One stakeholder raised the issue of why ongoing funding is needed for natural sites, and why 

instituting a fee and continuing to charge after infrastructure is established is warranted. 

Several stakeholders asserted they were not interested in tarmac roads or a ‘Disneyland’ 

experience, raising the issue that responsible developers need to consider the extent and for 

which purpose they were developing physical infrastructure in natural spaces. Stakeholders 

agreed that safety was vastly improved even through rudimentary infrastructure. Parking lots 

solved earlier issues of visitors parking on the narrow Suðurstrandavegur, but some 

disagreed with the extent they wanted to see the area commercialised for different types of 

visitors. Destinations carry with them ‘the potential seeds of their own destruction, as they 

allow themselves to become more commercialised and lose their qualities which originally 

attracted tourists’ (Plog, 1972, in Butler, 1980, p.6). Sustainable and responsible practice 

involves ‘making optimal use of environmental resources, maintaining essential ecological 

processes and helping to conserve natural heritage and biodiversity’ (UNEP and WTO, 2005, 

p.11-12). Although the initial trails were created by people heading generally in the direction 

of the crater, after the first weekend they were adapted by local ICE-SAR squad Þorbjörn 

(Grindavík) into one consolidated path. At this stage, although there were several paths 

around the active crater and lava flow, stakeholders were not concerned. ‘I don't think we've 

done any damage that cannot be repaired' (Interview #14). The affected areas were destined 

to be taken over by the lava. As the eruption continued, the path became wider and routes 

through steeper areas were consolidated into one route with a rope. In May, a wide path was 

shoveled out to become the new path A (Figure 2). Eventually, this path was also overrun 

with lava in the beginning of June, demonstrating that while action needed to be taken to 

improve safety for those visiting the volcano, it was a good decision to delay making any 

more permanent infrastructure. 
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Many respondents also mentioned the barriers that had been erected using bulldozers to try 

to slow the flow of lava into a lower valley, and eventually across the road towards a farm. 

This was seen as a strategy that deliberately altered the natural landscape with the aim of 

limiting greater damage. One respondent viewed the attempt as relatively low-impact but 

successful overall, saying the authorities were ‘trying to save as much with as little an 

environmental impact and with low cost. It's possible that has been successful’ (Interview 

#4). The barriers were valued as ineffective if the eruption were to continue at the same flow 

rate, but their contribution to general knowledge of effectiveness was noted. Not 

economically or physically feasible, ‘very expensive, running into the hundreds of millions. 

Secondly, this may not be enough, at least not in the long run’ (Maurer, 2021b). 

 

One respondent’s observation was that the success or sustainability of the infrastructure and 

impact on the environment is unknown and that contemporary values may differ from those 

in the future, especially given the long period of time it takes for Icelandic landscapes to 

recover. ‘There are a lot of people that  are benefiting, and we're actually seeing destruction 

of moss… we're actually changing the environment to suit our needs and it's something that 

we don't observe as affecting us, but it's going to affect somebody else’ (Interview #3). 

Beyond what was necessary to protect the safety of visitors and to try to preserve the farm 

in Ingólfsskáli, no other work has started on long-term infrastructure projects aside from 

parking lots.  

 

An issue all stakeholders want to avoid is an overproduction and overconsumption of 

products. A fear of the site suffering from overdevelopment or overconsumption leads 

stakeholders to behave prematurely in more responsible or conscious ways to avoid the 

negative impacts they’ve seen at other sites. The ‘common future’ argument, whereby 

administrators are challenged with making sustainable decisions to preserve resources for 

coming generations, is one motivation for stakeholders to make more responsible decisions 

(Mihalič, 2016, p. 465). As one stakeholder said, of natural sites in Iceland, ‘[We should] 

guard them like priceless trophy assets. If we are at risk of actually damaging these 

attractions, we should close them. We should close them and restrict access to them. The 

price would go up, there would be a smaller number of people who could go. There would 
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be fewer people willing to pay a higher price’ (Interview #7). Sustainable development 

requires constraint on human activities and commercial desires, not just balancing the social, 

environmental, and economic goals of stakeholders (Knox-Hayes et al., 2020). Mihalič 

(2016) offers a reason for why these ‘trophy assets’ in Iceland may be threatened, namely 

growth, in the tourist market which results in overproduction and the overconsumption of 

resources (Mihalič, 2014, p. 465). However, increased numbers of tourists to Iceland will 

not impact the environment just by itself.  ‘Growth is not seen as the root of the overtourism 

problem, but rather ineffective management’ (Sæþórsdóttir, 2020, p.5) One of the 

stakeholders raised the comparison of New Zealand, where the trails were capped and 

bookings were required. They argued, as did several stakeholders, that setting a higher price 

as a management strategy might lower the number of tourists arriving to the site, reduce 

pressure on rescue services and infrastructure, and ensure there was adequate funding. ‘Some 

tourists would not visit these places, they would go to Norway or New Zealand, and that is 

okay. We don’t need all tourists just coming and doing what they want. We have to get some 

money to make management, to hire rangers, to build platforms, information signs, make the 

place more sustainable’ (Interview #1). Iceland’s environment is no longer considered an 

endless public resource rather a limited resource that should be protected, managed, and 

excludable in their consumption, meaning that not all sites need to be developed in the same 

way and to the same extent (Mihalič, 2014, p.466).  

 

Another issue raised in the discussion of the extent to which sites should be developed was 

that not all sites should be developed for the same market or tourist demographic. One 

stakeholder suggested continuing to build up established sites like Gullfoss and Geysir to 

deal with the inevitable continued stream of tourists. Three separate stakeholders referred 

specifically to ‘white sneaker’ tourists, understood to mean visitors who are unfamiliar with 

the demands of the environment or the terrain and who are likely to be unprepared for the 

terrain or weather. These tourists were characterised as being interested in a quick experience 

with the goal of taking a quick photo and returning to their car. ‘People just want a 

comfortable walking path where they can line up with a good selfie on their phone and then 

leave, so hiking around isn’t necessarily what people want to do and if they’re forced to do 

it then it’s just a waste of land that’s going to be destroyed' (Interview #13). The 
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infrastructure needs to be developed with these interests in mind, as well as the marketing 

that communicates the realities of the access available. ‘We are showing a lot of places that 

are not really for everyone to go. I mean some of them are dangerous, but yes, of course 

nature can always be dangerous if you don't respect it. Maybe you are giving people the 

wrong idea of it…they need to walk higher or longer or you know to get the right images’ 

(Interview #12). Sæþórdóttir’s (2014) research on perceptions of wilderness in Iceland led 

to the conclusion that increased popularity at a natural site is likely to change the composition 

of travellers. Those who prefer a wild, unmaintained environment are likely to be replaced 

by those who demand more goods and services, and infrastructure (Sæþórsdóttir, 2014 p. 

74), and so the planning will need to reflect those who are participating until there is better 

communication in place or some form of oversight to ensure all travellers are prepared, 

especially in the winter. Strategic placement and signposting of restricted areas for different 

activities and comfort levels may be the key to compliance (Wolf et al., 2019, p.12). Spatial 

segregation, which is hinted at through proposals to develop a road for 4x4 access that is 

separate from the area enjoyed by hikers, could also balance environmental protection with 

needs (Wolf et al., 2019, p.12) across a few approaches, rather than trying to incorporate and 

accommodate all demographics in the same spatial area and same pathway.  

 

Significantly, to reduce load on infrastructure and the need to develop sites further, all 

stakeholder groups had at least one respondent recommend limiting access to natural sites 

around Iceland to preserve them, ensure services can be sustainably provided, and that 

infrastructure is appropriate and adequate for the flow of tourists. While instating a carrying 

capacity may seem like an ideal way to reduce overall stress on the environment and the 

community, it is a ‘challenging exercise to define a magical maximum number of visitors 

and tourism activities that could exist in a certain space and time frame without causing 

unacceptable negative effects on resources’ (Saarinen, 2021, p.4). As Kristjánsdóttir et al. 

(2017) and Sæþórsdóttir et al. (2020) established, indicators of sustainability and tolerance 

limits need to also be consistent and grounded in the beliefs and values of stakeholders. 

Respecting the authenticity of communities and creating tolerance and understanding of 

cultures (UNEP and WTO, 2005, p.11-12) is one of the main WTO definitions of social 

sustainability. In Iceland, consultation of the general public is a legal obligation according 
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to Planning Act 123/2010. Regulation 660/2015 on Environmental Impact Assessment 

specifies that the ‘general public should be given the possibility to formulate observations 

before the National Planning Agency delivers a statement’ (Harjanne et al., 2016, p. 39). 

This formalised process ensures that a diverse range of voices are heard and that institutional 

arrangements are rationalised, ‘administrative capacity reinforced, and environmental 

assessment and licensing procedures streamlined’ (OECD, 2014, p. 3). 

 

There remain a great variety of methods for charging throughout the country, as well as a 

range of amounts and conditions attached to payment, with no single solution that applies to 

national parks, privately-owned attractions, or protected areas. There are several locations in 

Iceland that have begun to take payment for using parking lots or accessing infrastructure in 

the natural environment. Reykjadalur, Kerið, Seljalandsfoss, Kirkjufell, Faxi and Vestrahorn 

ask visitors to pay within the range of 500kr to 1000kr for entry on a per person or per car 

basis for a 24-hour period. Some locations have toll booths or gates to accept payment, others 

work on an honour system that is sometimes enforced with a staff member acting as a parking 

ranger. The owners of Hjörleifshöfði in the south of Iceland own the access to tourists 

attractions visited by commercial companies, and intended to charge 1500kr per client, 

similar to the policy proposed by Vatnajökull National Park in their allocation for ice caves 

(Þórisdóttir, 2021). New signs for parking fees at Reykjanes lighthouse, Valahnúkur and 

Gunnuhver have been set up, although fees for access to the latter two have been disputed 

based on their protected status (Sigurjónsson, 2021 in ‘Villandi gjaldtökuskilti við 

Reykjanesvita,’ 2021). Charging for services at privately-owned sites is becoming socially 

unsustainable, with an unease expressed at the potential for natural landmarks to be owned 

by a few, and for more and more popular attractions to charge in order to experience them 

(Óskarsson, 2021). It is clear that a model that is economically, environmentally and socially 

sustainable needs to be created or adapted from existing structures to responsibly manage 

that transition of not just Geldingadalur, but many emergent or deteriorating natural sites 

around Iceland. 

 

The gap between stakeholders who are prepared to assume authority over administration and 

the empowerment they receive from the community and the government needs to be 
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addressed. There is likely no one solution that will ensure complete agreement or compliance 

with any approach, but a strategic, systematic approach to testing and monitoring what does 

work, in an adaptive management approach, may be the way forward. It is evident from 

interviews that stakeholders want more transparency and accountability regarding the 

revenue generated by natural tourists sites through charging for infrastructure. They also call 

for active monitoring and enforceability of the regulations put in place by the government. 

Stakeholders ask for the same level of accountability and transparency from the government 

as they do landowners or commercial actors.  

 

Ultimately, the process of transitioning from an eruptive and emergent site to a more 

sustainable attraction requires stakeholders and specialists to actively monitor and modify 

sustainability goals to ensure that they continue to reflect the context and situation. Ideally, 

integrated sustainability indicators will be ‘accompanied by numerical indicators that are 

sensitive to change’ (Yeoman et al., 2019, p.14) and that support the changing values of 

stakeholders and society to ensure compliance on a wider scale. 

 

7. Implications and contributions to knowledge 
 

7.1 Theoretical Implications 

 

This research builds upon prior research that documents the success of multi-disciplinary 

approaches to site consultation and infrastructure development in Iceland. It also provides a 

real-time account of the active and simultaneous transition of a natural hazard into a managed 

tourist attraction. The research results create a basis for further research into stakeholder 

perceptions of challenges in developing sites in different contexts throughout Iceland.  This 

research found that the largest points of tension - the social sustainability of landowner 

income from natural resources, and the lack of clarity surrounding who is responsible for 

funding and controlling development initiatives - are both specific to this case study and 

broad enough that they could serve as a hypothesis in future study. The findings also show 

stakeholder opinions are based on personal values around the right to roam, willingness to 

pay, and the value of nature in its natural state. Further widespread research from various 
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demographics regarding public opinions on these issues could assist in forming policies that 

will actively enforce these values.  

 

This research has external validity and is applicable in the Nordic region and countries like 

Scotland, Australia and New Zealand that face the same challenges regarding the right to 

roam, indigenous land rights, landowner rights and public opinion regarding access to natural 

spaces. Charging for access to nature or services provided in nature is a concept that extends 

beyond entitlement to the right to roam. It can be conceived of in more extensive global 

terms concerning climate change and the responsibility of stakeholders to preserve natural 

environments with limited resources. The preliminary findings of this research also act as a 

basis for specific enquiry surrounding development in countries still in their discovery phase 

of development, namely the Faroe Islands and Greenland.  

 

Researching willingness to pay in an Icelandic context might focus more on developing 

consumer behaviour insights that examine conscious and unconscious bias, as well as 

decision-making when confronted with the information stakeholders expressed an interest in 

seeing: the revenue, profit, and general allocation of funds to projects they care about; the 

environmental impact of the infrastructure; interpretive information such as history, local 

insights and geological history; an explicit connection to international structures like 

UNESCO Geoparks; and the impact on the local community.  Voluntary as opposed to 

enforced participation rates would be of merit to study to determine how willing users of 

services are willing to pay without an enforcement measure, based solely on the information 

provided on site. This could be conducted in conjunction with tests that trial which 

information is more or less likely to incentivise people to behave responsibly or contribute 

financially to the preservation of the environment. It would also be valuable to determine the 

effectiveness of enforceability mechanisms such as parking rangers or cameras to capture 

license plates as at other sites in Iceland, such as Skaftafell in the Vatnajökull National Park. 

Research concerning consumer behaviour and willingness to pay for natural sites has 

external validity, even without the contextually specific issues attached to private land 

ownership and visitor trends in the Icelandic tourism industry as it concerns preserving the 

environment for generations to come. It is also important to note that Icelandic residents and 
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domestic tourists are distinct markets and that comparative studies between the local 

population and international visitors may vary significantly.  

 

7.2 Practical Implications 

 

This research identifies several challenges outside the scope of the long-term proposal for 

Geldingadalur. This will inform the future process when transitioning from a hazard or 

emergent site to a developed attraction. The research contributes to plans dealing with 

emergent sites either as hazards, due to publicity and popularity, or specific product 

development. The following areas require further attention in research, policy 

implementation and review. 

 

Stakeholders’ opinions on willingness to pay were similar to those expressed in the media 

and about payments at other sites. The most frequently referenced site within the context of 

problematic payment structure was Kerið, followed by Seljalandsfoss. The unsuccessful 

Nature Pass Bill, media surrounding the natural sites currently requesting payment for 

services, statements from SAF and the scepticism expressed by stakeholders in interviews 

suggests that the tourism industry requires a successful change to the current policies and 

legislation surrounding the ability for landowners to receive payment in exchange for 

services provided on their private property. There is no one technical solution that will 

appease landowners, policy makers, Icelandic residents and international tourists, but the 

current situation as outlined in the case study and addressed in the results is socially 

unsustainable. Alternate solutions using existing infrastructure in the taxation and legal 

systems could be adapted to create an incentive for landowners’ social and economic 

responsibility. In the opinion of municipal stakeholders, the system the Geopark has 

established with several of its commercial occupants has been successful in ensuring 

accountability and responsible behaviour through social contracts and a small percentage fee 

that is redistributed to the Geopark to strengthen its administration capabilities further. This 

approach could be replicated throughout territories such as the national parks and Geoparks 

around Iceland, and in areas where UST or the government manages the land. 
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Owners, administrators, and users of natural sites are less likely to act responsibly without 

an incentive or coercive mechanism (Mihalič, 2016). Vakinn, based on a quality control 

system for tourism from New Zealand, is limited in its scope and does not apply to companies 

that represent natural tourist sites. There may be scope to approach natural sites and develop 

the program to suit their needs. A specific tax for revenue collected at natural tourist sites, 

similar to the accommodation tax, which at eleven percent is reduced on the regular VAT on 

goods and services (Iceland Revenue and Customs, n.d.), might be effective at redistributing 

funds to improve infrastructure and compensate for increased pressure on the local 

community. 

 

In terms of establishing new infrastructure that creates a standard or process for facilitating 

payment, insights could be collected regarding an alternate pass or arrangement through an 

organisation that deals with privately-owned sites, such as Parka, which is already utilised 

at several sites throughout Iceland. One of the reasons the public disagreed the original 

Nature Pass Bill with the potential effectiveness of the bill with the exclusion of privately-

owned sites (Haraldsson, 2016). Stakeholder insights from interviews indicate that absorbing 

the national portfolio of privately-owned sites under government management is 

undesirable, and so an alternative solution that addresses the arbitrary pricing and 

management of finances at the sites needs to be created.  

 

Regarding the general population’s willingness to pay to support future legislative efforts, 

this research refers to the theoretical implications that suggests further research and testing 

to be done within the Icelandic residential population and tourism industry to understand the 

motivations the population has for strengthening and supporting efforts to make the 

administration of natural tourist sites more environmentally, socially and economically 

sustainable through the collection of appropriate fees.  

 

More information needs to be made available at natural sites that educates and informs guests 

of environmental and safety hazards while incentivising responsible behaviour. There was a 

clear call from several stakeholders in interviews for more signage to support the work done 
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by rangers and landowners at natural tourist sites. In the absence of staff, signs act as a source 

of responsibly-organised information.  

 

All stakeholder groups, including two sustainability specialists, suggested more structure 

and limiting capacity as the solution to overcrowding and overconsumption of natural 

resources. One planning specialist noted that sites with determined carrying capacity, like 

Þingvellir and Silfra, are approaching the upper boundary of their capacity as judged by a 

report by Efla, authored by Yeoman et al. (2019). As the overtourism narrative pushes 

travellers to explore ‘off the beaten track’, and more sites gain exposure through social 

media, more of the lesser-known sites will experience more traffic. Fjaðrárgljúfur, known as 

the ‘Justin Bieber canyon’ in the south of Iceland, was closed in 2019 due to damage caused 

by an increase in tourists. While a ‘bit too simplistic to blame the entire situation on Justin 

Bieber… Rash behaviour by one famous person can dramatically impact an entire area if the 

mass follows’ (Guðbrandsson in Bjarnason, 2019). Daily visitors to the canyon tripled from 

2015 when it first appeared in the music video to 2019, with an eighty-two percent increase 

between 2016 and 2017 alone (‘82% fjölgun ferðamanna í Fjaðrárgljúfri’, 2018). UST 

withdrew stewardship in December 2018, and the site remained closed until June 1, with 

local municipal stakeholders critical of the government for withdrawing the rangers and 

leaving the area without someone to enforce closures and inform visitors (‘Þessi umgengni 

við náttúruna’, 2019). 

 

Several stakeholders in interviews suggested a system for visitors to book a time or a 

restricted daily limit of tourists to visit the site to control and limit potential damage to sites 

to prevent them from reaching the point of necessary closure. Multiple examples of this exist 

in the United States, where at Half Dome in California hikers are required to enter an 

electronic ballot system at midnight the night before to access a restricted track. In Arizona, 

a protected area referred to as The Wave is managed using permit system where travellers 

can apply months in advance for a permit and have a second day-of opportunity to win a 

lottery. In Arches National Park in Utah, self-guided hikers must pay for a permit and attend 

an information session prior to accessing the Fiery Furnace area. If a national park, Geopark, 

or private owner were to instate a similar system on a trial basis in Iceland, the trial would 



 
73 

 

need to be accompanied by research that studied the social tolerance in domestic and 

international tourists. The system would also need to be implemented within a research 

context that clearly establishes the environmental, economic and social status prior to 

implementation to avoid situations similar to the lack of stakeholder support shown for the 

allocation system in Vatnajökull (Úlfarsson, 2020; Guðjónsson, 2020). Reports similar to 

the one produced by Efla for Silfra in Þingvellir (Yeoman et al., 2019) are a valuable 

precedent for using an approach that examined safety and satisfaction using quantitative data 

that could be replicated at several existing sites.  

 

While distributing tourists over sites is generally accepted to be more sustainable, it poses a 

challenge to the vulnerable physical environment at sites that are yet to be developed. More 

research will need to be conducted around emerging sites to determine the right level of 

infrastructure for a perceived and anticipated demand without overinvesting and 

overdeveloping natural attractions. There is no prospective measurement done on emerging 

sites, despite rising popularity and general concern for sites becoming the newer popular site 

to visit. Municipal, regional and federal-level plans identify at-risk areas on a longer three-

to-five-year basis, but no formalised system connects emergent popularity with a system that 

monitors and identifies risk. Stakeholders acknowledge the influence media and social media 

had on influencing visitors’ decisions and that social media was responsible for increased 

participation at sites. Active monitoring of the incidence of sites appearing on domestic 

social media may act as a reliable indicator of what will gain popularity with an international 

market in the coming years. An active response to sites utilised in media such as films, music 

videos, and promotional materials will also inform assessments on sites likely to become 

popular and require investment and additional infrastructure. Múlagljúfur in South East 

Iceland is a candidate for further research and development as a result of increased 

prominence in search engine results in the last two years. The use of existing digital media 

monitoring infrastructure in cooperation with Business Iceland, municipal stakeholders, 

local residents and tour operators may assist in developing a plan to ensure future activity in 

the area is sustainable.  
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The perceived communication breakdown and lack of structure in the initial stages of the 

development may be connected to the natural disaster rather than to its emergence as a tourist 

destination. However, one point made by several stakeholders was the lack of an apparent 

plan, guidebook, or transfer of knowledge from previous developments and natural disasters. 

Although the progress of the development has not been extensively publicly documented at 

the time of writing, aside from periodic reporting in Icelandic- and English-language media 

in Iceland, this research has documented stakeholder perspectives during the development 

period. It has captured sentiments with broader relevance to the development of natural sites 

in other locations. Future stakeholders have the timeline, and the challenges and objectives 

of this current working group to draw upon when approaching a new site.  

 

Finally, the working group consultation model has proven successful in research such as 

Ólafsdóttir et al. (2018) and, by the accounts of stakeholders interviewed, at the 

Geldingadalur eruption site. Developing a response and framework that identifies all 

potential stakeholder candidates, their roles and potential capacities to act would improve 

upon the Geldingadalur example where key stakeholders were left out of initial 

consultations. Rather than build new groups based on every unique site, a streamlined 

framework from which unnecessary stakeholders are removed may serve to facilitate a 

smoother response in the future.  

 

7.3 Limitations 

 

This research was conducted in a short period of time June - July 2021, where key actors had 

a limited ability to respond due to their direct involvement with the development. Of the 

desired twenty interviews, only fifteen were able to be completed. This was due to the 

organisational demands of the ongoing eruption, changes to COVID-19 regulations and 

border controls increased the workload in the tourism industry. Icelandic summer holidays 

also meant many administrators and those working in non-tourism-related fields were 

unavailable mid-June until August, further decreasing the window of opportunity for 

interviewing key stakeholders. 
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Of those involved directly in the working group, the data collected through interviews did 

not involve the Grindavík municipal, meteorology, or UST stakeholders. Their perspectives 

could have added to data on the environment, quality of life and infrastructure, and scientific 

approach to planning in conjunction with the MET office Veðurstofa and Háskóli Íslands. 

The civil defence stakeholders, although predominantly directly involved in the working 

group, did not involve police. Overall, the small sample size (an average of three people per 

group) could be improved in subsequent studies with a longer time frame and in a less 

transitory moment.  

 

Interviews were conducted in English to simplify the interview process as it is the 

interviewer’s first language. Although this did not appear to affect the content that was 

discussed in the interviews, it is unknown whether this had a substantial impact on the 

interview content and the transparency of the respondents. 

 

8. Conclusion 
 

The general stakeholder perception was that there are several underlying issues that will 

negatively impact the environmental, social and economic sustainability going forward if 

stakeholders in positions of authority do not utilise the appropriate tools to responsibly 

manage the eruption site in Geldingadalur. Landowners, UST and municipal actors were all 

nominated as preferred managers of the new attraction in the interest of maintaining 

environmental, social and economic sustainability. Due to concerns over responsible 

management of funds, transparency around restrictions, and the resources available to act 

efficiently, none of these stakeholders had unanimous support. 

 

To transform Geldingadalur into a sustainable and responsibly managed attraction there 

needs to be: measures and infrastructure that takes responsibility for tourists rather than 

letting them make their own decisions, including responsible marketing and communication; 

development needs to reflect the needs of a diverse range of markets without compromising 

the experience of the general visitor population; a restriction of visitors on site to limit the 

impact on the environment; more responsible behaviours such as accountability and 
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enforceability taken by those in positions of authority; a system and structure in place 

surrounding fees paid to access natural attractions, and accountability measures to 

incentivise responsible behaviour; and continued cooperation and communication between 

stakeholders involved in or affected by the development of natural tourists sites. 

 

Continuing to engage stakeholder groups over how best to develop attractions on privately-

owned land is essential to developing responsible management practice. Ólafsdóttir et al.’s 

(2018) approach involved several follow-up consultations with local stakeholder groups 

invested in the developing a particular attraction. However, this model could be expensive 

on a national scale. The perceived issues with developing the site at Geldingadalur were not 

limited to the specific site and stemmed from deeply held values around the right to access 

land while also protecting it for future generations to do so as well. A scepticism or distrust 

of those with authority without transparent behaviours or the ability to be held accountable 

also continues to limit the success or sustainability of efforts to develop and maintain 

emergent attractions.  

 

More research into consumer behaviour, willingness to pay, social tolerance and predicting 

emerging sites based on their presence in digital media is required to document sites before, 

during, and after they emerge as attractions. Research is required to formally establish the 

values and approaches that are likely to be most effective when developing a model to 

transition and maintain natural attractions in Iceland successfully. The common goal that 

transcends issues of authority, funding or enforceability is preserving the environment so 

that contemporary and future residents and travellers can enjoy it. There is a significant 

amount of social and economic infrastructure that exists to facilitate this, stakeholders just 

need to establish significant community support in order to move forward with any 

significant changes to the current status quo.  
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Appendix A - Interview Questions 
 

What are the perceived issues with transforming emergent Icelandic tourist sites into 

sustainably managed destinations? A case study on Geldingadalsgos, Iceland. 

 

Name_________________ 

Date/time__________________ 

Type of interview (zoom/in person/phone)______________________ 

Type of stakeholder_____________________________ 

 

1. What has your experience of the eruption at Geldingardalur meant to you in the 

context of your work? 

 

2. How do you think the management of visitors to the eruption has gone so far? 

(Positive or negative) 

 

3. How have you been involved in the management of visitors to the eruption site?  

3a. Is there anyone missing in the management of visitors so far? 

 

4. What specific strategies have been used to manage visitors at the site?  

a. Who has been in charge of each strategy? 

b. Who has benefited from these strategies? 

c. Which have been most successful? Why? 

d. Are they sustainable? 

 

5. What is your biggest concern about the management of visitors to the eruption? 

 

6. Do you think it is important to manage visitors to the eruption site in the future if it 

keeps erupting? In the future if it stops erupting? 

6a: If yes, who should be involved? If no, why not? 

6b. If yes, what would you like to see done, and by whom? 
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7. How do you see charging fees within the context of almannaréttur?  

7a. Positives and negatives of charging fees to access natural attractions? 

 

8. Positives and negatives of the government managing access to natural attractions?  

 

9. Have you felt the voice of the (stakeholder group) has been heard and has power in 

discussions about visitor management and the development plan that was proposed 

for the eruption site? 

9a. Have you read the plan? Where are you getting your information about the site? 

9b. What are the positive aspects of the plan? Challenges? 

9c. What are your biggest concerns about the plan? 

 

10. Anything else you would like to share about sustainable visitor management of the 

eruption at Geldingardalur? 

 



Appendix B - Central Themes Within the Interview Data

Main Themes Deductive codes Inductive codes

Authority Trustworthy Timing and speed of reaction; trustworthiness; distance / 
oversight on issues; drawing on previous experience; 
almannavarnir hazard control; framework and 
transition/future planning; non-capitalist management; 
working group; specialists; leadership

Specialists
Leadership
Management

Responsibility Communication Communication/collaboration between stakeholders; 
communication to the public; branding/image of Iceland 
and attractions; enforceability; government regulation 
required;  local residents; environmental and social 
sustainability; transperancy, sustainable planning; legal 
basis for decisions

Branding
Accountability
Enforceability

Safety Security Attitude to safety changing; ICE-SAR (rescue); hazards; 
infrastructure; ranger/ICE-SAR (monitoring); type of 
tourists; signage; need for education; accidents; 
responsibility of companies

Accident Prevention
Personnel 

Access Carrying Capacity Companies; almannaréttur; carrying capacity; legality of 
'free access' by operators; landowners (and heir ability to 
restrict access/charge for access); value of  access to 
nature; entitlement to access

Right to Access
Value of nature

Funding Services
A delayed or reduced capacity to act; 
responsibility of bearing the financial risk; income streams 
for development; Infrastructure; willingness to pay 
(services provided); redistribution of income

Income
Government
Willingness to pay (WTP)
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Appendix C - Responsible Management Summary

M - Municipality           CD - Civil Defence

(X) indicates no one has assumed responsibility
(X) indicates no one is empowered, or one stakeholder group does not agree with 
the self-empowerment or appointed authority of a group with assumed 
responsibility

C - Companies                 L - Landowners

G - Government             (--)  indicates who commented

Issues that need a response Issues where someone has assumed responsibility Stakeholders feel empowered to respond/act on issues

Environmental (Natural environment and safety)
The government as an authority figure is slow to respond, funds are limited. 
(M) → Stakeholders indicating control/responsibility by developing the physical 

infrastructure (M,G) → The government empowers landowners to proceed with their own funds if they 
want to move at a faster pace (G)

Lack of leadership or responsibility for tourists' actions. (M) →

Can't ban people from walking on the lava but they need information to 
support their choices in nature. (CD,G) → (X) Do rangers onsite have any authority to prevent people from causing harm to 

themselves or the environment? (C)

UST responsible for off-road driving fines (G) → UST has the power to fine people for off-road driving, not the landowners (L, CD, 
C)

There are still environmental hazards that require some form of control. 
(CD, M) → ICE-SAR is ready to respond to ensure safety and security when the lava 

runs into the ocean, ICE-SAR presence extended through summer  (CD,G) → (X) Without limited Ranger presence, a visual aid may be useful to alert people to 
danger. (M)

Someone to be physically present and check equipment / readiness. Take 
responsibility for assessing abilities. (M) →

ICE-SAR are not the police and have a limited capacity to act. They 
support rather than enforce. UST are taking over from ICE-SAR as main 
custodians. (CD)

→ (X) Company stakeholders want more concrete information about manned hours 
and services provided so they can provide their clients with better service.  (C)

Companies are mitigating risk through guided trips, some with small group 
sizes (C) → Companies are empowered to manage the safety of their clients. (CD)

More signs, directions and communications to guide people to reduce 
impact. (C) → Using common knowledge of winter/general weather conditions to begin 

building appropriate infrastructure and response now. (CD) → Travel agents, car rental services and resellers to pass on safety information in a 
top-down approach. (C, M)

Maintaining the natural experience is still important and not everything 
needs to be developed in the name of safety. (CD)

→ Being responsible means using the tools available to specialists within the 
scientific/environmental field. (G) →  (X)

Consider the diverse needs and wants of the markets they are developing 
infrastructure and services for to ensure there is no unnecessary impact on 
the TBL. (C, M)
Infrastructure protects the land, but too much infrastructure may result in 
visitors who do not value the environment. (G)

Design and pricing to reduce the social and environmental impact of 
development. (L, C, CD)

Controlling the tourist type and numbers by limiting infrastructure 
development  (L,C) →

With their legal right to oversee permits for driving on private roads, Landowners 
are empowered to control carrying capacity as far as access by motorised vehicle. 
(L)

Charging to access the environment and limiting the number of tourists is 
fine. (M, L, CD, C, G) →

Decreasing the number of tourist on site (or emissions), encouraging people 
to carpool, reducing the need to further disrupt land with parking lots, by 
charging a higher amount for parking (L)

→ (X) Landowners are still answerable to UST for off-road driving on roads that 
aren't approved by the municipality, must apply for access and control (G)

Promotion of sites on social media might also cause damage, risk safety so 
infrastructure needs to guide people's decisions. (G) →

Want to pre-empt sites before they are destroyed. (G) →  (X) There is currently no mechanism in place for identifying at-risk areas. The 
government does not want to unnecessarily develop sites. (G)

Assume responsibility for marketing, setting expectations and safe 
travelling (M)

→ Travel agents, car rental services and resellers to pass on safety information in a 
top-down approach. (C, M)Coordinating information from civil defense and ICE-SAR straight to 

companies and individuals (CD, G)

Companies should take responsibility for their actions (Corporate Social 
Responsibility) and should be held liable for the impact of their commercial 
activity on the environment. (M)

→

Reykjanes Geopark takes small fees, has relationships with companies in 
the Geopark (M) → Empowered to develop the Geopark without micromanagement from UNESCO, 

but no legal mechanisms to hold companies accountable. (M)

 (X) →
(X) Missing instrument for the government to hold landowners/companies 
accountable for the condition of the services they provide / landowners concerned 
about liability  (C, L)
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Appendix C - Responsible Management Summary

M - Municipality           CD - Civil Defence
(X) indicates no one has assumed responsibility

(X) indicates no one is empowered, or one stakeholder group does not agree with 
the self-empowerment or appointed authority of a group with assumed 
responsibility

C - Companies                 L - Landowners
G - Government             (--)  indicates who commented

Issues that need a response Issues where someone has assumed responsibility Stakeholders feel empowered to respond/act on issues

Social

Tolerance of the government's actions relies on their cooperation with the 
community. (M, C)

→

Acknowledged they couldn't lock down the site and are cooperating with 
other stakeholders to ensure safety (G,CD)

→ Municipal stakeholders represent the interests of the local population. (M)
→ Communication has been open between stakeholders (G, M, L)

→
(X) Companies do not feel adequately involved in decision-making at this stage. 
Municipal stakeholders are happy with progress after initially (accidentally) left 
out of the working group. (M)

Call for accountability for those in a position of power to make decisions. 
(C)

The government has refrained from unnecessarily restricting access 
because it values the social impact of unnecessary closures (G, CD, C) → Stakeholders empower the government to make the appropriate decisions 

regarding fees, and lead the creation of a structure. (M, C, L)

Restrictions and regulations need to be imposed with evidence, and by 
authorities that people trust. (C) →

Working closely with the government and ICE-SAR to ensure safety. (C) → (X) Civil defense stakeholders felt the Icelandic population did not treat ICE-SAR 
as an authority.  (CD) but the government is trusted to act in a natural disaster (M)

Reykjanes Geopark working with companies in the Reykjanes 
municipalities on CSR goals (M) → (X) The municipalities don't have any tools for enforcing regulations or behaviours 

so they have to rely on the good behaviour of companies and visitors. (M)

Needs to be more of a transfer of information between events and 
developments. (CD) → Act responsibly based on protocols developed from other sites and natural 

disasters. (C,CD,G)

→ Companies call for and welcome more enforceability form the government, but 
also more accountability for their own rulings as well. (C)

→ (X) There could have been a more effective transfer of information from previous 
eruptions and natural sites (CD,G)

Need to understand the limits of control mechanisms such as closing the 
site, enforcement and fees (CD) →  (X)

→ (X) CD do not feel they should continue to manage the site. (CD)

→ (X) Municipal stakeholders would like a transfer from Almannavarnir to the 
municipality and Reykjanes GeoPark (M).

→ (X) Lack of confidence in UST to respond ensure safety, respond to issues, 
adequately staff on a government budget (C)

More concerned with safety than the right of free access. (M, CD) → Multi-stakeholder declaration of no tolerance for injury in the tourism 
industry (M) → (X) Still finding the line between too controlling and not taking enough 

responsibility for helping tourists make good choices (M,C) 
Need to find the willingness to pay to access attractions (L)

→  (X) →
Stakeholders support charging fees as they have seen it work in other countries 
and feel visitors are comfortable with that level of control and development.  (M, 
C, L, CD, G)Fear of foreign commercial ownership of Icelandic land (L)

Concern for the quality of life for local residents with the increased tourism, 
and the threat of losing key services such as road access, water, electricity 
and internet due to the lava flow. (M, G, L)

→
Municipalities making a plan to respond to loss of amenities (G, M)

→ The need for both plans relies on the outcome of the continued eruption. No plans 
were specifically mentioned in interviews. Bulldozers contracted to build barriers to test slowing down lava flows (G, 

L)
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Appendix C - Responsible Management Summary

M - Municipality           CD - Civil Defence
(X) indicates no one has assumed responsibility

(X) indicates no one is empowered, or one stakeholder group does not agree with 
the self-empowerment or appointed authority of a group with assumed 
responsibility

C - Companies                 L - Landowners
G - Government             (--)  indicates who commented

Issues that need a response Issues where someone has assumed responsibility Stakeholders feel empowered to respond/act on issues

Economic

There are existing and successful models in other countries that Icelanders 
are happy to participate in. (CD, L, M)

→

Assume responsibility of the revenue through the parking lots (L)
→ Building infrastructure isn't a risk free or altruistic act, it has a business and 

financial aspect that cannot be overlooked (L)

→ Landowners have authority and resources (assistance from the government) to 
develop. (G, M)

Acknowledge almannaréttur but also, the practicality of an income stream to 
provide for protecting nature. (M, CD) Accepting responsibility for funding infrastructure for safety (G)

→
(X) Landowners believe the government should be the one to take the financial 
risk given the long-term uncertainty for landowners, but short-term gain for the 
country's tourism industry. (L)

→ (X) The civil defense nominates the landowners to build up the site if they want it 
done quickly and if they want to benefit from it. (CD, M)

Advocate for charging based on services provided to strengthen existing 
infrastructure. (M, C, CD, G) → Recruiting someone to manage finances, business structure and specialised 

construction responsibly. (G, L) → Stakeholders acknowledge landowners have the right to build infrastructure and 
services and benefit from the revenue. (M,C,CD,G,L)

Benefits from charging fees or taxes may go beyond what people anticipate. 
(CD) → Requesting a small percentage of revenue be distributed to the Geopark in 

order to benefit all members impacted by increased tourism. (M) → (X) The municipality feels they are financially limited to act within the bounds of 
projects. (M)

Ask that there is accountability and oversight on the fee structures and 
transparency about its use. (C, L) →

Not going to hold landowners or the government accountable for funds by 
demanding reports, but will monitor the progress by observing physical 
improvements (M, C)

→ Municipal stakeholders recommended to oversee projects relating to economic 
sustainability due to their financial separation from operations. (M, C)

→

Companies are happy for landowners to manage the sites as long as there is 
transparency and accountability. Stakeholders also said that if the government 
were managing the finances of the site they would want the same level of 
accountability. (C)

→ (X) Landowner stakeholders not interested in actively or transparently holding 
themselves publicly accountable

→
(X) Municipal stakeholders recommend structure and accountability for 
landowners charging fees for access or services, but also don't want the 
government as the sole decision-maker. (M)

A lack of awareness of who is paying for what. The impetus however, stems 
from concerns for the environment and safety. (C, G) →  (X) → (X) Landowners are asking for more structure and pathways for development for 

an emergent site. (L)
Accepting hiring additional staff to monitor the site and manage information 
flow is economically viable  (M) →  (X) → (X) Someone needs to be allocated resources to build or improve and monitor a 

communication platform. (CD)
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	Owners, administrators, and users of natural sites are less likely to act responsibly without an incentive or coercive mechanism (Mihalič, 2016). Vakinn, based on a quality control system for tourism from New Zealand, is limited in its scope and does ...

