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      Halló, og velkomin til Íslands!

      

      That means “hello, and welcome to Iceland”, in case you hadn’t guessed.

      For centuries, we Icelanders have enjoyed welcoming guests to our beautiful country, of which we are duly proud. What’s not to love? The landscapes are stunning, the geology is amazing, the history is fascinating, it is clean, it is safe (provided you use your common sense), and it is one of the few places in the world where you can totally get away from the hordes.

      Or at least that was the case, until a few years ago. Now it seems the whole world has discovered Iceland, a place that used to be frequented primarily by eccentrics who didn’t mind navigating the rough terrain and rudimentary infrastructure outside the capital. Seemingly overnight, visitor numbers have exploded. Little old Iceland now draws hundreds of thousands of tourists a year from all over the world—each with their own set of hopes and expectations.

      At the time of writing this, the population of Iceland is around 360,000 people. In 2010, when the tourist boom started in earnest, just short of half a million visitors came to the country. At the height of the tourism boom prior to the outbreak of the Covid pandemic (the years 2017-2019), the number of foreign guests exceeded two million per year, approximately six times the population of Iceland. As this is written in 2022 tourism is once again in full swing, after a predictable lull during Covid.

      Needless to say, this gives rise to a plethora of issues and challenges. The Icelandic people struggle to come to grips with this massive influx over so short a period and the resulting changes to their lives. Meanwhile our esteemed visitors are often largely unaware of the wide-reaching impact that their presence is having—both positive and negative. Many of them care deeply about Iceland, have made repeated trips to the country, and are very concerned about the effect that tourism is having on a place so close to their hearts. They want to know how to interact with locals in a way that is respectful and unobtrusive. They are curious about what Icelandic authorities are doing to protect Iceland’s environment and culture. They are indignant on Iceland’s behalf when they hear stories of the reckless and irresponsible behaviour of other tourists, and they want to help facilitate conscientious tourism. And they are curious about how the Icelanders feel about this invasion into their day-to-day lives.

      The topic of tourism is expansive and very complex. It touches all facets of daily life. There is not a single Icelander that is not affected by it, yet everyone is affected in their own way, depending on their own personal circumstances. I harbour no illusions of being able to illuminate every corner of the subject in this book. What I can do is to try and touch upon some of the major issues, address the questions that I most often receive from people outside of Iceland, and give examples that may provide some insight into the various problems and challenges that the Icelanders are facing.

      A caveat: writing about the subject of tourism in Iceland anno 2022 is a tricky business. New questions and challenges arise constantly, and responses to them are still very much in flux. Regulations are being amended, measures being implemented, government policies constantly changing, and so on. I ask for your understanding that some of the details in this book may be out of date by the time you read it. I have tried my best to omit facts and data that are very changeable and to focus on the broad strokes, yet there will be cases where figures and facts will have changed by the time you, the reader, hold this book in your hand. Where I do cite figures, I have done my best to find the most recent ones possible.

      In writing this book, I have drawn on questions, observations and gripes from both Icelanders and non-Icelanders. As an author of several books about Iceland who has been fairly active on social media for a number of years, I am in the privileged position of being in perpetual dialogue with the group for which my books are primarily written—the Icelandophiles, expats, and others who care about Iceland and are interested in Icelandic affairs. As an Icelander, I also enjoy the advantage of going behind the language barrier and observing the discussions and debates that take place in Icelandic—a barrier, I might add, that is very high for most outsiders, given the obscurity and complication of the Icelandic language.

      All that being said, I am not an expert in the tourism field. I am a layperson, a casual observer, discussing this expansive, overarching subject as it appears “from the doorway of my farmhouse”, to borrow an old Icelandic idiom. Also, I apologize in advance if it seems I am being judgmental or negative about tourists … it is certainly not my intention. Yet sometimes the truth needs to be spoken, and some people may take personal offense where none is intended. At times I get irritated when tourists do stupid things that infringe upon other people’s lives or cause them discomfort. At the same time I can get massively annoyed at Icelanders when they do stupid things, like waffle and vacillate on important issues such as protecting Icelandic nature or improving safety for our visitors.

      Finally: this is not a guidebook. It will not inform you about the best restaurants, the most inexpensive tours, where to observe the northern lights, or suchlike. There is an abundance of books, websites and forums to help you with those sorts of questions. I hope instead to help facilitate some understanding of the massive changes that tourism is having on the social fabric of Iceland.
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      THE GOOD, THE BAD AND THE …

      If you were to ask an Icelander about the positive and negative aspects of the tourism boom, most would probably say something along these lines:

      
        
        GOOD
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        Tourism rescued our economy when it needed rescuing the most. We are super happy to have all these people coming in and spending their money here.
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        My parents are renting out their basement to tourists. My sister started a business servicing Airbnb units for landlords. My best friend is conducting walking tours downtown. People are finally making some money around here.
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        Iceland needs foreign currency coming in so we can buy stuff from abroad. We also need to have a reserve for the lean years. The tourism boom has given us both.
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        After the economic crash, downtown Reykjavík was like a ghost town. Empty storefronts, no people. These days it is filled with tourists and new restaurants and cafés seem to be opening every day. Lots more choice for us locals, too. It’s great!
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        Remember the days when Icelandair was basically the only way to get off the rock because there were no other airlines? You couldn’t go abroad without breaking the bank because of their damn monopoly. We Icelanders subsidized their cheap flight tickets for foreign passengers because we didn’t have a choice. Now? So many airlines flying to Iceland, so much competition. Finally we can have reasonable airline tickets like everyone else!

      

      

      
        
        BAD
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        All our natural sites are overcrowded now. I went to Jökulsárlón last week and there were around 100 cars in the parking lot. Only a few years ago I would go there and there would be, like, five cars besides ours. It’s too crowded. I want my country back.
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        The path up to my favourite waterfall is now a muddy mess, and people have started going outside of it so pretty soon that will be trampled, too. And the moss around the riverbank is almost all gone. Our nature is being destroyed by foot traffic, and I can’t see how the smaller municipalities will be able to fund the construction of boardwalks or make improvements to protect natural sites in their area.
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        I never go into downtown Reykjavík anymore because everything is so overpriced. All the tourist areas are so expensive. And can we talk about the Blue Lagoon!? They’ve jacked up their prices by something like 80 percent in the past few years. Taking a five-person family to the Blue Lagoon costs about the same as flying abroad for two people. It’s insane.
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        I belong to a hiking group and every year we would do a four-day trip somewhere in Iceland. We would stay in sleeping-bag accommodation, which was easily affordable. Now, there is no way for us to do that anymore—not only have prices soared, everything is totally booked in the summer. As a result we have had to give up our wonderful annual hikes in Iceland, and we are discussing going abroad, some place where our budget allows. We can’t afford to travel in our own country anymore.
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        I went downtown last weekend and of the three places we went, none of the service staff spoke Icelandic. I can’t even go out in my country these days and speak my own language.
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        I just came back from a hike and there was toilet paper everywhere along the trail. At one point I veered off to the side and just barely avoided stepping into a big pile of shit that someone had left there. I know there are no toilets around, and the local authorities should probably put up some port-a-potties near the parking lot, but this trail used to only have a few people on it, up to a couple of years ago. In all the years I have been hiking there I have never seen toilet paper anywhere, and now I see it all over. It’s gross.
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        What really bothers me is how some Icelanders are screwing people over and taking advantage of them. They take tourists up on the glaciers, which is so dangerous, without even a proper license. And what about all the people who ask for “volunteers” from abroad to come work in Iceland in return for, say, getting to go on free horse riding tours or whatever, but basically treat them as slaves and pay them nothing. It’s disgusting, and makes me ashamed to be Icelandic.

      

      

      I should tell you that these are not direct quotes. I adapted them based on the things I hear constantly from Icelanders all around me. As you can see, opinions differ, but one thing everyone can agree on is that the tourism issue is complex and, right now at least, a tad overwhelming.

      SO HOW DID IT COME TO THIS?

      In late 2008, the Icelandic nation was plunged into a nightmare of epic proportions. Its three commercial banks collapsed in quick succession, the Icelandic króna plummeted in value, and the country teetered on the edge of national bankruptcy. People lost their jobs, their homes, their livelihoods; inflation and private debt soared, and the national deficit became a big, black hole. Imported goods (which in Iceland means practically everything) doubled or tripled in price, virtually overnight. Worse, there was not enough foreign currency to buy basics like food, gasoline or prescription drugs from abroad. Things started running out in the stores. It was terrifying.

      Icelandic authorities had no choice but to seek help. The International Monetary Fund came to the rescue with a big loan, and slowly the economy began to recover. Various factors helped, one of them being the favourable exchange rate. Since the króna had suddenly lost around half its value, travel to this previously costly destination had become affordable, and people who in the past had thought of visiting suddenly saw a good opportunity to go.

      Then, just as tourism was starting to work its magic, a volcano nestled deep inside the Eyjafjallajökull glacier stirred, rumbled and blew its top, disgorging a massive cloud of ash into the atmosphere. Air traffic was grounded for days, passengers became stranded, and general mayhem prevailed. If Iceland’s financial crisis had not put the country firmly on the map, the unruly volcano with the unpronounceable name most definitely did. The eyes of the world collectively turned, and saw Iceland.

      Tourism authorities panicked. No one would want to visit the country now. Not only was it a financial mess, it was obviously far too dangerous. The eruption, they concluded despondently, would snuff out a fledgling industry that had held so much promise for the economic recovery of the nation.

      But Icelanders have never been known to surrender without a fight. With (literally) a huge dark cloud looming, tourism authorities went on the offensive. They hired a savvy British PR firm to create a video that featured people bopping around in amazing scenery and getting naked out in nature, all set to the jaunty sounds of Emiliana Torrini’s Jungle Drum. The battle plan: get every single Icelander to share the hell out of that video on social media, and to get their friends to do the same. Make it go viral. Make Iceland great again.

      It worked. Before the ash had settled from Eyjafjallajökull’s final belch, the “Inspired by Iceland” campaign had taken off like a racehorse with a firecracker up its butt. In 2010, the year Eyjafjallajökull erupted, there were some 490,000 visitors to Iceland. In 2019, the last year prior to the Covid pandemic that might be considered “normal” in terms of travel, just short of two million visitors came to Iceland. In summer 2022 the tourism industry in Iceland was once again robust—the number of nights in tourist accommodation in July 2022 was the highest ever recorded, or more than 1.5 million.

      So yes, the promotional campaign delivered. That’s the upside. The downside: Icelandic authorities, eager as they were to stoke the fire, were completely unprepared for the inferno they set off. Iceland’s infrastructure was in no way equipped to handle all those visitors. Tourism brought much-needed cash to Iceland, but also greed, exploitation and slipping standards. Icelandic authorities have struggled to come to grips with the problem, but the solutions have not been straightforward. While the omissions are not as glaring as they were in the early days of mass tourism, and while much good has been done to protect natural sites and ensure the safety of visitors, there are still many areas of this huge, expansive issue that require work. After all, there are many interests at stake, and many powerful individuals who stand to profit from certain policies, or lack thereof.

      On that note, let us zoom in.

      SLEEP ’N STAY

      Over this past decade or so, one of the most urgent questions facing Iceland has been where all those people were supposed to sleep. Indeed, finding accommodation in Iceland during the high season has been like throwing dice in a craps game. You may win, but you’ll most probably lose. That is, unless you have booked months or even years in advance.

      So what to do?

      The default solution of local authorities has been to build more hotels. Indeed, in 2019 and 2020, some 1,500 rooms in newly constructed hotels became available throughout Iceland.

      Which is all good and fine, though also worrying because: Who wants to live in an area where there are only hotels? (No one, that’s who.) What is going to happen when tourists only meet other tourists, and the local flavour of the area is gone—as is already happening with certain areas in downtown Reykjavík?

      More on that in a separate section.

      As for the initial conundrum, the solution that presented itself and pretty much saved the day was one that has come to the rescue in many other tourist destinations: Airbnb. The home-sharing, home-renting platform that is loved and reviled in equal measure. Airbnb stepped in to fill the gap, and has by now firmly established itself on the Icelandic market, from which it is unlikely to retreat any time soon, especially given the fact that Airbnb rentals are usually far less expensive than hotel accommodation. In a country like Iceland where prices tend to be on the steep side (to put it mildly), finding bargains is essential for many people.

      A recent study by the Central Bank of Iceland estimated that 10 percent of all properties in the country were listed on Airbnb in 2017. After a brief reversal during the Covid pandemic, when rentals suddenly became plentiful due to the absence of tourists, we now see the same trend—so much that in May 2022 the Icelandic Tenants’ Association declared a “state of emergency” on the housing market, due to the absence of available long-term rental housing.
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