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A Definition of the European
Geopark territory
1-

Name of site applying to become a
European Geopark

2-

The name of the region for nomination as a European
Geopark is “Katla Geopark“ (KGP). The Katla Geopark
Project is named after the volcano Katla that has for
centuries had great impact on Icelandic nature and people
living in the area. Katla is one of the largest central volcanoes
in Iceland, covered by the glacier Mýrdalsjökull. The name
was chosen because Katla is probably the best known
volcano in the area but four out of nine volcanic systems
in the East Volcanic Zone are within the proposed boundaries
for the Katla Geopark Project. They are Tindfjöll, Eyjafjöll,
Katla and Grímsvötn (Lakagígar) volcanic systems. Three
other volcanic systems are located close to the boundaries,
they are Veiðivötn, Torfajökull and Vestmannaeyjar volcanic
system.

Location

Katla Geopark Project is located in the southern part of
Iceland, and it takes one to three hours to drive by car from
Reykjavík, the capital of Iceland. The Geopark consists of
three municipalities; Skaftárhreppur furthest east, Mýrdalshreppur in the middle and Rangárþing eystra in the west
(see map below). The volcanic activity of Eyjafjallajökull,
Katla, Lakagígar and Eldgjá and its widespread effect on
the landscape in the area provide the geological basis for
the Geopark but the boundaries follow the administrative
borders of the municipalities Skaftárhreppur, Mýrdalshreppur and Rangárþing eystra.
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Surface area and geographic and human
elements

After a thoughtful and full analysis and assessment of the
situation it was obvious that the next logical move was to
keep up the good cooperation between the municipalities
and start the Geopark project. Since 2008 a working
committee has met regularly in order to coordinate strategies
of the municipalities and the vision for the area. The
committee consists of one government official from each
municipality and each has one representative of the tourist
industry. Moreover there were representatives of the University Centre, regional development centre, the marketing
centre and of the University of Iceland’s Institute of regional
research centres. Katla Geopark Project was formally
established on the 19th of November 2010 and new
committee has been formed.

Administrative size

The Geopark has a total administrative area of 9542 km2
which is around 9,3 % of Iceland. The area covers three
municipalities, Skaftárhreppur and Mýrdalshreppur and
Rangárþing eystra with a total population of around 2700.
Physical characteristics and Land use

The KGP area includes relatively flat lowland areas bordering the Atlantic Ocean but mountains and glaciers demarcate the area from the north. Earlier this year a new ferry
harbour to the Westman Islands was opened but apart from
that there are no harbours in the KGP area.
In general, the soil cover in Iceland is discontinuous and
delicate and the interior is more or less barren. Much of
the lowland in the KGP area is boggy but the peat has
been extensively developed by draining. The peatlands are
both productive and well suited to mechanised farming
due to the high mineral content of the soil, both because
of individual tephra layers and volcanic aeolian matter in
the soil.
Farming has traditionally been the main economic activity
in the KGP area with the villages of Hvolsvöllur, Vík and
Kirkjubæjarklaustur serving as service centres. Traditionally,
dairy and sheep farming have been predominantly based
on the cultivation of grass for hay production; recently the
cultivation of barley is increasing. Tourism in the area is
becoming a progressively more important factor in the
local economy.

Population

Total population in the area is 2700 people as of 1st of
January 2010. Skaftárhreppur municipality has 445
inhabitants, Mýrdalshreppur 510 and there are 1745 in
Rangárþing eystra. About 47% of the population lives in
villages. The population density of Iceland is 3,1 people
per km2. However in the Geopark region population density
is only 0,3 people per km2 or around 3,5 km2 for each
person. That is mostly due to the areal size of Skaftárhreppur, 6956 km2 which is geographically the second
largest municipality in Iceland with population density of
0,06 people per km2 or 15,6 km2 per person. Next is
Mýrdalshreppur with 0,7 people per km2 and Rangárþing
eystra has just about 1 person per km2. Over the last ten
years population has increased by 13,8% in Iceland, by
11,6% in the whole of the South Iceland region but at the
same time the population has decreased in the Geopark
area by 2,6%. Even within the proposed Katla Geopark
Project area the variations in population change is huge as
Rangárþing eystra has seen a growth of population of 4,7%
over the last decade and Mýrdalshreppur 2,0% but at the
same time Skaftárhreppur suffers a decrease of 23,9%.

Holistic Geopark philosophy

The preparation for Geopark started early year 2008 with
a project led by the South Iceland University Centre and
later partly funded by the Growth agreement project for
the South region of Iceland.
The centre chose the most eastern and most rural part of
the area as a target area and decided to put much focus and
resources into building on the foundations and strengths
in the area. This part of the south of Iceland has three
municipalities all small that all are declining in number
demographically and the local population is growing in
age. From the start all three municipalities participated in
the project both by providing finance and lots of time.
Moreover, companies, organisations and individuals have
participated in the project from the start. The ultimate
aim of the project was to create jobs for people with
academic degrees in order to encourage them to move back
home after their studies.

The average age of the population of the area is around 39
years, slightly higher than that of the rest of the country
which is around 36 years. Again there is some variation
between municipalities as Rangárþing eystra has the average
age around 37,5 years, Mýrdalshreppur 39 years and Skaftárhreppur 44 years. No specific statistics have been gathered
on the status of higher education in the proposed Geopark
area but the South Iceland region as a whole has lower
proportion of people with higher education than is the
average of Iceland.
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people are asked about places they visited in Iceland, and
Vík, in the municipality Mýrdalshreppur, is the fourth
most visited place in Iceland after the renowned Golden
Circle. In terms of foreign currency tourism accounted for
about 17% in Iceland in the year 2008, while aluminium
and ferrosilicon smelters had a share of about 30% and
fisheries about 26%.
The summer is the main tourism season in Iceland although
the number of international tourists has also been increasing
in the spring and the autumn in recent years. In southern
Iceland, especially where the Katla Geopark is located,
there is great potential for winter tourism due to good
weather conditions and accessibility all year round. Moreover
the area can be reached in only 2 hours from Keflavík
international airport by car. There area is also popular for
a day trip from Reykjavík and many tourists travel to Vík
and back in a day. With the establishment of Katla Geopark
a new base is being created for tourists to stay the night
and also travel further east to Kirkjubæjarklaustur.
The nature, in its various forms, is the main attraction of
Katla Geopark. International tourists and people from
other parts of Iceland come to enjoy nature, both sightseeing
but also through various outdoor activities. There are a
few very popular hiking paths in the area, for example
Fimmvörðuháls, a 21 km long walk across a ridge between
two glaciers, Eyjafjallajökull and Mýrdalsjökull, going up
from Skógar ending in Þórsmörk. After the volcano eruption
in Eyjafjallajökull in the spring 2010 the trail is now partly
across the new lava and between the two new craters Móði
and Magni. The Laugavegur trail that is by far the most
popular hiking trail in Iceland is partly located in the KGP
area. The Laugavegur trail is a 55 km long hike from
Landmannalaugar to Þórsmörk. There are number of huts
for accommodation on the way and it is possible get the
service of truss in the area. Sveinstindur to Hólaskjól is a
40 km long hike in the eastern part of KGP, near Langisjór
and not far from Lakagígar. This trail is getting increasingly
popular as it is more remote and demanding than the other
trails. In addition to these longer routes there are many
shorter walking and hiking trails for the whole family to
enjoy. There are many local visitors’ maps available for the
area for all occasions, for example recreational maps, road
maps, hiking maps and maps for other places of interest.

Trade and industry

The Katla Geopark Project area features three small villages,
these are Hvolsvöllur with a population of 847, Vík
population 311 and Kirkjubæjarklaustur with a population
of only 117. Most towns and villages in Iceland are
distributed along the seaside but these three are among
the few that have developed as inland service centres to
the neighbouring farms. Co-operatives were influential in
these villages, running shops, slaughterhouses and other
related services. At present all the slaughterhouses have
closed down. However, in Kirkjubæjarklaustur the remains
of the slaughterhouse are being developed into a tourist
attraction with cultural operation and information on local
culture and activities. In Vík a knitwear production is one
of the biggest workplace and has turned into an interesting
tourist attraction and local souvenirs shop. Vík Prjónsdóttir
is an interesting cooperation of young designers inspired
by myth and local culture in the area and getting quite
successful in export of their wool design. Hvolsvöllur has
one of the biggest meat processing plant in the country
that is already quite forward in originality marking as a
part of promoting local food production. In all three villages
there are homes for the elderly. Hotels and guesthouses
have developed rapidly in recent years, both in the three
villages as on individual farms and homes.
Accessibility

There are two main gateways to Iceland; it can be either
reached by ship or plane. There are no trains in Iceland
but Katla Geopark can be reached by car or bus or flown
to in small private planes. The international airport is in
Keflavík and it takes no more than 2 hours to drive to the
western part of the proposed Katla Geopark area. The
international car ferry Norröna sails between Denmark,
Faroe Islands and Iceland. It arrives at the port in Seyðisfjörður in the East of Iceland and from there it´s around
4,5 hour’s drive to the most eastern part of the area. (See
more in C1: Infrastructure)
Tourism

The number of foreign tourists in Iceland has been growing
exponentially during the last two or three decades. For the
last few years about half a million visitors have entered
Iceland, and the forecast indicates about one million tourists
per year in 2016. When foreigners are asked for the reason
for visiting Iceland in surveys made by the Icelandic Tourist
board nature is always at the top of the list or usually
around 80% of tourists list it as the main reason for visiting.
Next, about 20%, answers that the Icelandic history and
culture are the main reason for visiting. In these surveys
5

towns and are run by the respective municipalities.
The Katla Geopark is an autonomous independent corporate
body. Its mission and aims are co-operation among all of
the partners with the aim of sustainable development of
the whole territory in the field of geotourism together with
the preservation of natural and cultural values. It is important
for the whole area that conservation and economic benefits
are not conflicting aspects but a holistic strategy for the
area as a whole.
Langisjór

Activities and responsibilities of the association

During the summer people from all over Iceland and from
abroad enjoy fishing salmon, char and sea trout in rivers
and lakes in the area. In the fall and winter people also
come from other parts of Iceland for bird hunting. Glacier
walks and ice climbing in Sólheimajökull are available all
year round. Trips for four wheel drive jeeps in the highlands
of the KGP area are also popular all year round on designated
routes.
The Katla Geopark area offers without a doubt a unique
experience for every type of tourist all year round.
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• promote effective co-operation between the local
governments as well as with international partners;
• co-ordination of activities to promote tourism,
including the provision of complex services,
information services and marketing;
• co-ordination, preparation and realisation of Geopark
development projects;
• fundraising for projects and association management
costs;
• the preservation of nature as the necessary prerequisite
for tourism development;
• consulting, services intervention and provision;
• organisation of activities supporting the tourism
development;
• support and development of environmental education
and training;
• publicity and presentation activities;
• information service and utilisation of information
technologies in the field of regional development

Organization in charge of the European
Geopark zone

The proposed Geopark is managed by a partnership between
the three municipalities and five organizations. Each of
the organizations will act within their own territory and
can apply for financing individually.
The partnership will be fronted by Katla Geopark Project
at international level. It will ensure continued development
of the Geopark, co-ordination and implementation of all
international relations and activities, including other
international projects. During the first two years of its
operation the Geopark’s development and activities will
be carried on by these organizations funded by the individual
municipalities but will at the same time be building up
the foundation for the Geopark institution.

Membership

The founders of Katla Geopark Project are the three
municipalities, the University Centre of South Iceland,
Skógar museum, Kötlusetur, Kirkjubæjarstofa and the
University of Iceland‘s Institute of Regional Research
Centres. The membership is open to associations, corporations, individuals and others following an application and
payment of the membership fee.

Description of the joint partnerships committee

The structure of the association

The committee consists of five members; each municipality
delegates one member, one member representing the
research and development sector and one that represents
the tourism industry.

The committee is the administration Board, a statutory
organ of the association, in fact the management of the
Geopark. It has five members, who are elected for four
years. It has to decide on all of the matters concerning the
association activities, prepares the budget, submits the
financial audit, negotiates the agreements with other
subjects, submits the plan of the functioning of the association. It contacts the potential partners of the Geopark, is
responsible for fundraising and is the source of project

The three Tourist Information Centres in Kirkjubæjarklaustur, Vík and Hvolsvöllur are the main Geopark offices
and represent the visitor centre at the same time. They are
located in the main information centres in each of the
6

financing, and communicates with other partners in the
area. The committee hires a professional manager for all
of the organisational and coordinating work.

(EU funds, community programs, cross-border
co-operation, euro-regional activities etc.) or
foundations. The financing will be realised through
Katla Geopark association or through projects
realised separately in each municipality, or
through small particular projects concerning the
Comprehensive Strategy of the territory.
• Sponsorship – from various subjects.
• Direct revenues from souvenirs, advertising,
admissions fee etc.

The budget of the association is prepared by the manager

and is agreed by the committee. The budget is supervised
by the University centre, who submits the annual financial
audit.
The revenues of the association come from the following

sources:
• Membership contributions – financial means
obtained from the members of the association
(municipalities, micro regional associations of
municipalities, entrepreneurs, expert organisations,
non-governmental organisations, schools etc);
• Financial means from various programmes, funds

5-

Enclosures
a. The official application letter (duly signed and
stamped)
b. An appendix with letters supporting the application.
c. The self-evaluation document (Document A).
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B Scientific description of the
European Geopark territory
1-

Definition of the geographic region in
which the territory is located

outburst floods, jökulhlaup, occur generally in association
with subglacial geothermal areas or subglacial eruptions.
Jökulhlaup have formed outwash plains, Sandur, in the
lowlands; Skógasandur, Sólheimasandur, Mýrdalssandur,
Mælifellssandur, Markarfljótsaurar and Landeyjar.
A scarp in the topography between the lowland and highland
presents old sea cliffs formed by coastal erosions. Some
isolated ancient tuff islands (ey), as Pétursey, Dyrhólaey,
Hafursey and Hjörleifshöfði, rise up from the plains. The
morphology in the proposed Katla Geopark area is
caracterized by volcanic formations and tectonic activity,
and also by glacial, fluvial and coastal erosions. The area
represents high geological diversity and is of great geological
heritage value.

The geographic location of the nominated area for the
Katla Geopark Project is in the central South Iceland,
reaching from the south coast to the north into the
highlands. The highest point in the area was before the
eruption in Eyjafjallajökull, 1666 m a.s.l. In the west the
area stretches from the town Hvolsvöllur to the glacier
Skeiðarárjökull in the east.
The Katla Geopark Project area is within the Eastern
Volcanic Zone (EVZ), which is one of the most volcanic
active areas in Iceland. The geographic region is characteristic
with central volcanoes, eruption craters and fissures, lava
fields, SW-NE trending hyaloclastite ridges and tuff
mountains (tuyas). The glaciers are prominent in the
landscape as they cover the highest mountains, and
volcanoes, in the area. One ice sheet (jökull), Mýrdalsjökull
(~600 km2), is within the proposed area covering the Katla
volcano, one ice cap on top of the Eyjafjallajökull
volcano(~80 km2) and a small glacier (~11 km2), within
the Tindfjallajökull volcano. At the boundaries are two
small glaciers Torfajökull and Kaldaklofsjökull and the ice
sheet of Vatnajökull. In connection with the glaciers are
several glacier outlets, like Steinholtsjökull, Gígjökull,
Sólheimajökull, Entujökull and Kötlujökull. Glacial
formations like moraines and ice-dammed lakes are found
in the glacier regions. Glacier rivers are common and glacier

2-

General geological description

Mid-Atlantic rift zone and the Iceland mantle plume

Iceland is located on the Mid-Atlantic ridge and is the
only subaerial part of this ridge. Opening of the North
Atlantic began about 60 million years ago with a great
basaltic volcanism that was in association with a mantle
plume. Basaltic areas in Greenland and Scotland and the
Greenland-Færöy submarine ridge represents the plume
track through the history of the North Atlantic. During
the last 20 Ma the Icelandic rift zones have migrated
stepwise eastwards to keep their positions near the surface
expression of the mantle plume, leading to a complicated
and changing pattern of rift zones and transform fault
zones.
The crustal structure of Iceland is fundamentally different
from that of the adjacent Mid-Atlantic ridge, being
influenced by excessive melting attributed to the Iceland
mantle plume. Recent seismic data argue for a thick
relatively cold crust under Iceland, with crustal thickness
increasing from 15 km in the coastal areas towards about
40 km under central Iceland. There is little contrast in
density between crust and mantle, and the large crustal
thickness is consistent with high melt production in a
mantle plume under Iceland. The Iceland mantle plume
is currently below the Vatnajökull ice sheet and is causing
a complex and diverse volcanic activity in central Iceland

The mountain Mælifell and Mælifellssandur in northeast of the glacier
Mýrdalsjökull
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because of the interplay with the spreading of the MidAtlantic ridge. The volcanoes of Iceland occur both within
the main rift zones and in the off-rift flank zones where
little or no spreading occurs. (Trönnes, 2005; Sigmundsson
and Sæmundsson, 2008).

Simplified geology map of Iceland showing the four main bedrocks and
sediments. Map from the Geodetic Institute of Iceland.

Iceland geology

Rocks in Iceland are divided into stratigraphic series based
on climatic conditions at the time of formation,
paleomagnetic field reversals and radiometric age data.
Iceland is mostly basalts, covering about 92% of the surface
area of the Postglacial volcanic zones, 4% are basaltic
andesites, 1% andesites and 3% are dacite-rhyolites.

Curstal accretion, relocation and propagation of the Icelandic rift zones
in the last 12 Ma (numbers in Ma). The panels show map views for 8,
6, 4, 2 and 0 Ma. The 8 Ma panel shows the spreading along the
Snæfellsnes and Skagi rift zones. The 6 and 4 Ma panels demonstrate
the incipient propagation and mature development of the Western and
Northern Rift >ones after the new rift initiation at about 7 Ma. The
2 and 0 Ma panels show the soutward propagation of the Eastern Rift
Zone, initated at about 3 Ma. (From Trönnes, 2005)

In the Tertiary bedrock the stratigraphy is generally very
regular 5 – 15 m thick basalts lava pile, often separated
by minor clastic interbeds of volcanic origin. However
where central volcanoes occur the bedrock becomes more
complex with acidic rocks, hydrothermal alteration and
irregular dip. The oldest bedrock found in Iceland is about
17 Ma old in the Vestfjörður, NV Iceland. No outcrops of
Tertiary bedrock are found in the Katla Geopark area.
The lower boundary of the Plio-Pleistocene are set at the
end of the Mammoth paleomagnetic event at 3.3 Ma when
the climate cooled and glaciations began. Rocks formed
during this period include fluvioglacial and morainic
deposits as well as hyaloclastites due to subglacial volcanic
eruptions during interglacial periods. Lavas from subaerial
eruptions are found in between the subglacial formations.
The Plio-Pleistocene was characterized by alternating glacial
and interglacial periods. In the easternmost part of the
Katla Geopark, glacial and interglacial bedrocks from this
period appear. The oldest bedrock layers are found at the
base of Lómagnúpur, around 2.5 Ma of age.

Crustal thickness (km) variations across Iceland and the adjacent parts
of the Greenland-Færöe Ridge (From Trönnes, 2005)
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The Eyjafjallajökull eruption 2010

with continued volcanism. The most extensive postglacial
sediments occur along the south coast of Iceland, where
they have formed in repeated glacial outburst floods
(jökulhlaup) associated with subglacial volcanic eruptions.
In Iceland the Postglacial lavas have been divided into
prehistorical and historical lavas, a division based on the
establishment of the first settlements in the country in the
late 9th century (Sigmundsson and Sæmundsson, 2008).

The boundary between the Plio-Pleistocene and the Upper
Pleistocene is set at 0.8 Ma, at the reversal from the Matuyama magnetic epoch to the Brunhes magnetic epoch of
normal polarity. As a rule the two periods are separated by
a hiatus.
The Upper Pleistocene rock series is characterized by more
voluminous hyaloclastite formations than the Plio-Pleistocene, in addition to lavas erupted during interglacial times.
The characteristic and dominating hyaloclastite landscape
features of the Upper Pleistocence, ridges and tuyas, gave
rise to the collective term “Palagonite formation” (móberg
in Icelandic). Within the Katla Geopark there are unique
hyaloclastite ridges from this period that will be described
later.

Eastern Volcanic Zone; rock series, craters and lava
morphology

In the Eastern Volcanic Zone (EVZ) are 9 volcanic systems
defined from a petrological point of view. These volcanic
systems are more variable in structure and petrology than
in any other region of Iceland. Different rock series have
been developed in this tectonically complex region and
there are indications that the volcanic systems are in different
stages of evolution. The igneous rock series are the tholeiitic
series, the transitional alkalic series, and the alkalic series
(Jakobsson, 1979).

The lower boundary of Postglacial time is not fixed, but
is generally considered to begin with the glacial retreat
about 11.000 years ago (Preboreal). The Postglacial series
comprise lava flows and pyroclastics, unconsolidated marine
clays, fluvioglacial and fluvial outwash and soil formation.
These formations are characteristic for the Postglacial along
11

The volcanic zones of Iceland and their associated volcanic systems. All recent basaltic rocks of Iceland fall into one of three igneous rock
series and there is no grading between them. Therefore they can easily be distinguished from neighboring volcanic systems (Jakobsson, 1979)

• Cinder/spatter cone row: a volcanic fissure here the
craters are made up of both spatter and cinder, the
latter amounting to some 30-60% by estimate
• Cinder cone row: a volcanic fissure where the craters
are mainly made up of cinder, i.e. >60% by estimate
• Explosion fissure: craters of elliptical shape, maarlike; large production of cinder, and little lava; rare
in basaltic volcanism.

Two of these rock series are found in the KGP area:
• The tholeiitic series found in the volcanic systems
in the rift zone, with the following main rock types:
oceanite, olivine tholeiite, tholeiite, basaltic
icelandite, icelandite (andesite), dacite and rhyolite.
• The transitional alkalic series found in the volcanic
systems in the off-rift zone. They are mildly alkalic
and transitional basalts with the following main
rock types: ankaramite, transitional basalt, basaltic
andesite, andesite, trachyte and comenditic rhyolite.

In general the amount of potassium (K2O) increases as the
degree of explosive activity and therefore amount of volatiles
increase. In the EVZ, the examination of the basalt eruption
sites indicates that the transitional alkalic basalt magmas
contain larger amounts of volatile elements than do the
tholeiite magmas (Jakobsson, 1979).

The mildly alkaline and transitional tholeiitic volcanism
along the Eastern Volcanic Zone may possibly represent
incipient activity associated with an imminent propagation
of a new rift zone towards south (Trönnes, 2005). The
southernmost volcanic system in the EVZ are the Vestmannaeyjar (Westman islands) and here the third igneous
rock series appear, the alkalic series.

Similar relationships are observed when lava morphology
and chemistry is compared. Roughness of the lava surface
is classified using a fourfold division: smooth pahoehoe,
rough pahoehoe, smooth aa-lava, rough aa-lava. The
smoothest and therefore the most fluid lavas are the pahoehoe
lava shields, tholeiites and the alkalic lavas. The roughest
lavas are those of the transitional systems which are highest
in potassium and are close to basaltic andesite in composition
(Jakobsson, 1979).

The term eruption site or crater is used for single vents or
single eruption sites that belongs to a larger volcanic
structure, volcanic systems. The sub-aerial basalt eruption
sites in the KGP have been classified according to
morphology into four general types:
• Spatter cone row: a volcanic fissure where the craters
are made up of yielded spatters, very little cinder
12

Geology map of central South Iceland. Proposed boundaries of the KGP are the same as the boundaries of the municipalites, marked with red line.

Katla Geopark Project - volcanic systems
and eruptions

length of 78 km. The caldera, Katla, is located under the
ice sheet and is about 100 km2 and 700 m deep, filled
with ice. Three different kinds of eruptions have been
located in the Katla volcanic system:

Four of nine volcanic systems in the EVZ are within the
proposed boundaries for the Katla Geopark Project. They
are Tindfjöll, Eyjafjöll, Katla and Grímsvötn (including
Lakagígar) volcanic systems. Three other volcanic systems
are located at the boundaries; Veiðivötn, Torfajökull and
Vestmannaeyjar volcanic system. All these volcanic systems
have characteristics of tectonics, petrography and geochemistry that distinguish them from each other. The term
volcanic system covers both the terms volcanic fissure
swarm and central volcanoes (Jakobsson, 1979).

• basic explosive fissure; subglacial eruptions inside
the caldera is the most common and all historic
eruptions are of this type;
• acid explosive fissure; subglacial, about 20 eruptions
known from prehistoric time
• basaltic flood lava fissure eruptions; sub-aerial
eruption. Some of these eruptions are the largest
known in the Katla volcanic system. The Eldgjá
eruption was of this type.
The bedrock beneath the west part of Mýrdalsjökull and
in the Þórsmörk area is mostly hyaloclastite younger than
55.000 years. (Guðmundsson et.al. 2005).
The Katla volcanic system is famous for numerous subglacial
eruptions. In the Katla volcanic system, 21 eruptions are
known in historical time. The last eruption in Katla occurred
in 1918. Total amount of tephra produced in that eruption
has been estimated around 700 million m3 and glacial
outburst flood about 8 km 3 (Elíasson et.al. 2005).

Katla

The Katla Geopark Project is named after this volcano that
has for centuries had great impact on Icelandic nature and
people.
Katla is one of the largest central volcano in Iceland, covered
by the Mýrdalsjökull ice sheet. The volcanic system,
including Mýrdalsjökull area and the fissure swarm, Eldgjá,
northeast of it, is about 30 km wide in its southwestern
part, narrowing gradually to the northeast and reaches a
13

The south coast was extended by 5 km by the jökulhlaup
deposits in 1918. In 1999 and 2004 there were earthquakes
at Mýrdalsjökull associated with crustal deformation and
has been interpreted as magma intrusions at 4–5 kilometers
depth (Einarsson et.al. 2005).
The number of prehistoric eruptions in Katla is not known,
but it may approach 100.

have washed out a birch forest in the lowland. In a 2000
ha area called Drumbabót, remains of this birch forest can
be seen, tree trunks standing about 20-60 cm up from the
sandur. The trees are in situ, all dipping in the same
direction. Study of the annual tree rings show that the
forest was inundated by a jökulhlaup at this time (Eggertsson
et.al. 2004).

The Eldgjá fissure. A view from Mt. Gjátindur to southwest

Remains of the birch forest in Drumbabót, that lived 1400 years ago

Eldgjá eruption 934-940 AD, is the largest basaltic flood
lava eruption in historical times in Iceland. The fissure is
about 50 km long, extending from Mýrdalsjökull ice sheet
in the southwest, into Vatnajökull ice sheet in the northeast.
The most spectacular part of Eldgjá is a 8 km long part of
it in the southwest where the fissure is about 400 m wide
and 150 m deep. The fissure is a complex volcanic structure
of a graben, an eruptive fissure and an explosive crater row.
In the southernmost part the eruption was subglacial, and
caused a large glacial outburst flood in association with
the eruption, jökulhlaup.

One of Mýrdalsjökull glacier outlets is Sólheimajökull that
flows to the south from the main ice-cap and has formed
a fluvial plain, Sólheimasandur. Sólheimajökull occupies
an overdeepened parabolic trough, ranging from 1-2 km
in width and reaching a maximum depth of 430 m. It has
the charateristics of an active glacier that flows regulary,
is very sensitive to climatic change, and responds quickly.
The current advance is likely to reflect recent changes in
mass balance. No evidence of surge-type behaviour has
been found (Macintosh et.al. 1999). The Sólheimajökull
glacier rivers often gives a strong smell of hydrogen sulfide
indicating a geothermal area under the southern part of
Mýrdalsjökull.

The Eldgjá eruption was a catastrophic one eruption that
had worldwide impact. The Eldgjá tephra from the eruption
is widespread in the northern hemisphere. Total magma
volume produced in the Eldgjá eruption has been estimated
around 19 km3 (Einarsson et.al. 2005).
Glacial outburst floods, jökulhlaup, are incident with the
Katla volcanic eruptions. The glacial floods have three
main channels beneath the glacier outlets, Entujökull,
Kötlujökull and Sólheimajökull, depending on the eruption
location within the caldera. Six jökulhlaups are known to
have bursted out from the western part of Mýrdalsjökull,
inundating Thorsmörk and the Markarfljót delta. Four of
these jökulhlaups have occurred within the period 6200
to 1400 years ago. The youngest of these is believed to

The outlet glacier Sólheimajökull
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ascent of an intrusion toward the surface (Guðmundsson
et.al. 2010).

Eyjafjöll

The volcanic system of Eyjafjöll (or Eyjafjallajökull) lies
to the south of the Tindfjöll complex and west of the
borders of the Katla volcanic system. Two main outlet
glaciers run from Eyjafjallajökull to the north, Gígjökull
and Steinholtsjökull.
The Eyjafjöll volcanic system is a stratovolcano with well
developed 2.5 km wide caldera at the top. The complex is
covered by an ice cap above 1000 m altitude and the
summits highest point was at 1666 m a.s.l. before the
eruption 2010. The volcanic system has been active during
for the last 800.000 years but the main acticity has been
during the last two glacial periods and the accompanied
interglacial. During the last glacial period, considerable
amounts of intermediate and acidic rocks (andesite and
dacite) were produced and are mainly exposed at Gígjökull
(Jakobsson, 1979, Guðmundsson, 2005). Eruptions in
Eyjafjallajökull are rare and relatively smaller than the
Katla eruptions, but syncronic eruptions could imply
connections between these two volcanic systems. Four
eruptions in Eyjafjallajökull are known in historical times,
the years 920, 1612, 1821-23 and in 2010 (Guðmundsson
et.al. 2005).

The first eruption, at Fimmvörðuháls, was an effusive flank
eruption of basalt from 20 March to 12 April 2010. Scientist
have revealed, based up on GPS (Global Positioning System)
geodetic measurements and interferometric analysis of
satellite radar images, that deformation associated with
the eruptions was unusual because it did not relate to
pressure changes within a single magma chamber.
Deformation was rapid before the first eruption (>5 mm
per day after 4 March), but negligible during the eruption.
Lack of distinct co-eruptive deflation indicates that the
magma flowed from considerable depth. Before the eruption,
a ~0.05 km3 magmatic intrusion grew over a period of
three months, in a temporally and spatially complex manner
(Sigmundsson et.al. 2010).
The second eruption started on 14 April 2010 within the
ice-capped caldera, with explosive summit eruption of
trachyandesite, amplified by magma–ice interaction.
Gradual contraction of a source, distinct from the preeruptive
inflation sources, is evident from geodetic data.
Eyjafjallajökull’s behaviour can be attributed to its off-rift
setting with a ‘cold’ subsurface structure and limited
magma at shallow depth, as may be typical for moderately
active volcanoes. Clear signs of volcanic unrest signals over
years to weeks may indicate reawakening of such volcanoes,
whereas immediate short-term eruption precursors may be
subtle and difficult to detect (Sigmundsson et.al. 2010).

At Fimmvörðuháls, research on eruption craters and cinder
cone, indicates that at least 12 eruptions in Postglacial
time in the area (Torfason, 2005). However, no eruptions
in historical time have been recorded until the eruption of
2010.
have been found at four localities in the
Eyjafjöll complex; Hvammsmúli, Kálfshamar, Pöst and
Dysjarhóll, and in addition, several lavas and tuffs on both
the south and north sides of the complex appear to be
ankaramitic (Jakobsson, 1979).

Ankaramites

The volume of erupted material, tephra, in the Eyjafjallajökull eruption is estimated to be 140 million m 3
(http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/2010_eruptions_of_Eyjafja llaj%C3%B6kull).

The Eyjafjallajökull eruption 2010

Little is known about the deformation style at moderately
active volcanoes, such as Eyjafjallajökull, where the eruption
was preceded by 18 years of intermittent volcanic unrest.
In 1994 and 1999 occurred earthquake swarms at Eyjafjallajökull that were associated with considerable crustal deformation and were interpreted as intrusions of magma sheets
(sills) at 4–6 km depth. Large temporal and spatial variations
are evident in the surface deformation associated with the
2009–2010 earthquake swarms, but deformation signals
were of the same magnitude as previous swarms. Earthquake
rates preceding the 2010 eruption were substantially larger
than observed during previous episodes. Earthquakes
became progressively shallower over time, reflecting the
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Tindfjöll

period of 10-15 years. The most recent eruptions occurred
in 1983, 1996, 1998 and 2004 (Jakobsson, 1979, Thordarsson et.al. 2003).

The Tindfjöll volcanic system is situated in the western
part of the EVZ, south of Hekla. Very little has been
published on Tindfjöll. This volcanic system, which covers
an area of about 360 km2, is probably the oldest central
volcano still active in the EVZ. It was mainly built up
during the last three glaciations and last two interglacial.
The top of the complex is covered by a small glacier,
Tindfjallajökull, and reaches a height of 1462 m a.s.l.

The Laki cone-row is located within the Grímsvötn fissure
swarm. It has been legally conserved since 1975 as a natural
monument, and is now within the Vatnajökull National
Park and also within the proposal boundaries for the Katla
Geopark Project. It has been pointed out, on many occasions,
that it is crucial to conserve the lava fields, Skaftáreldahraun,
that was formed in the eruption 1783-84.

A caldera at the top, 7 km in diameter, was formed early
in the history of the volcano. During the last interglacial
and glacial periods a variety of rocks ranging from basalts
to peralkaline rhyolites, was produced both in the caldera
and on the flanks of the volcano. Some small eruptions
have occurred in complex during the last glaciations or
early Postglacial Time. All the lavas are basalt or basaltic
andesites, except for one acidic lava. The youngest basaltic
rocks of the Tindfjöll system are characteristically highly
porphyritic. No eruptions are known from historical time
in the Tindfjöll system (Jakobsson, 1979).
Tindfjöll is the most mature or evolved volcanic system in
the EVZ.
is wide spread over the area
Thorsmörk and it originates from a great explosive eruption
in the Tindfjöll volcanic system, around 55.000 years ago.
The ignimbrite is made up of two magma components, a
dominating salic component (comendite), and a basic
(mugearitic) component (Jakobsson, 1979, Guðmundsson,
2005).

The Thorsmörk ignimbrite

Grímsvötn

The Grímsvötn is a central volcano below Vatnajökull ice
sheet. The volcanic system is the easternmost part of the
EVZ and consists of the Grímsvötn central volcano, about
100 km long and 15 km wide volcanic fissure swarm. The
subglacier central volcano has developed a large caldera,
35 km2, in the glacier Vatnajökull with a high temperature
geothermal area. The height of the terrain rises gradually
from 300 m a.s.l. in the soutwest towards the northeast
and reaches a maximum at Grímsvötn (1749 m).

The Laki fissures. A view to southwest from the Mt. Laki

The Laki eruption 1783-1784

The Laki eruption is the second largest basaltic flood lava
eruption in Iceland historical time (after the 934-940 AD
Eldgjá eruption) and its consequences were disastrous, as
about 70% of the livestock perished and as a result 22%
of the population in Iceland died.

The Grímsvötn volcanic system is tholeiitic in character
and is estimated to have erupted between 50-55 km3 of
magma during the Holocene. The volume of magma
erupted in the ice-free region of the system is 21.5 km3,
of which 15.1 km3 (or 65%) were extruded by the Laki
fissures in 1783-1784. The Grímsvötn volcano has erupted
at least 40 times since 1598 AD with an average repose

The Laki vent system is 27 km long, extending from
Úlfarsdalur valley in the southwest towards the tip of
Síðujökull glacier in the northeast. It consists of 10
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northeasterly trending volcanic fissures, which together
host more than 140 vents. Typically, each fissure is delineated
by a row of scoria and spatter cones, although two tuff
cones interrupt this pattern. Mt. Laki is an older subglacial
volcanic edifice, which coincidently subdivides the vent
system into two almost equally long segments.
The total magma volume produced by the Laki eruption
is 15.1 km3, thereof 14.7 km3 was erupted as lava, Skaftáreldahraun, and 0.4 km3 as tephra. The lava Skaftáreldahraun
is the most spectacular lava of the aa-type found in Iceland
and is unique for the country. Lava from the soutwestern
part of the fissure flowed along the river channel Skaftá,
down to the lowlands where it spread out in Meðalland
and Landbrot. Later lavas from the northeastern part of the
fissure followed the Héraðsvötn river channel to the lowlands
at Síða (Thordarsson et.al. 2003, Baldursson et.al. 2005).

hyaloclastite and interglacial lavas from Pleistocene are
dominant. Most of the hyaloclastites are unusual and
unique, as they are belived to be originally thick tephra
layers that have penetrated its way between the bedrock
and the glacier, towards southeast, until it reached out on
an ancient seafloor where it deformed into palagonite
(Baldursson et.al. 2005).
Ice-dammed lakes and Glacier Rivers

Grænalón is the largest ice-dammed lake in Iceland. The
lake area has varied from 10-15 km2 and the lake level
from 560 to 580 m a.s.l. Since 1954 jökulhlaup have
occurred when the lake lift a shallow ice barrier at the inlet
in the SE corner of the lake. These jökulhlaup have run
alongside the glacier down to Skeiðarársandur. Old coastlines
can be seen in the hills above the lake, showing the
maximum heights of the water level before the jökulhlaup
(Björnsson et.al. 1989).
Near the lake Grænalón, diverse glacial formations from
early Postglacial time occure. One of these is the huge, 23 meters deep, potholes in the hyaloclastite formations at
the river Núpsá. The potholes have been formed by glacial
fluvial erosions.

Detailed eyewitness accounts of the Laki-Grímsvötn
eruptions exist and have been used to reconstruct the
sequence of events as accurately as possible. The results
show that the 1783-1785 activity on the Grímsvötn volcanic
system included at least 14 eruption episodes. Ten of these
episodes were associated with the eight-month long Laki
eruption and linked to rifting and gradual lengthening of
the eruption fissure. Each eruption episode began with an
earthquake swarm, leading into a vigorous explosive
eruptions on a new fissure segment that was followed by
sudden increases in outflow of lava. Concurrent explosive
eruption were reported at the Grímsvötn volcano during
four of these episodes. The remaining four eruptions episodes
were confined to the Grímsvötn volcano, which remained
active until May 1785 (Thordarsson et.al. 2003).
The 1783-1784 Laki eruption and the resulting Haze
Famine caused the worst environmental and social-economic
disaster in Iceland´s history. However, the effects of the
eruption reached far and the sulfuric aerosol cloud produced
by Laki generated a persistent haze (dry fog) that hovered
over large part of the northern hemisphere during the
summer of 1783 (Thordarsson et.al. 2001).

Langisjór. A view to the north, with the outlet glacier Tungnaárjökull
in the background

Langisjór is one of the largest natural lakes in Iceland; 18,5
km long, 2,5 km wide and 73,5 m deep. Until 1965 the
glacier river Skaftá flowed into the lake coloring it with
its fine glacial sediments. Today Langisjór is the biggest
and clearest natural lake in the highlands with spectacular
blue color.
The lake Langisjór lies in between two hyaloclastite ridges
in the highlands at a height of 662 m a.s.l. The water level
is higher in Langisjór than in nearby glacier rivers, Skaftá
and Lónakvísl, because of the consistence of the hyalocalstite
ridges on both sides of the lake (Baldursson et.al. 2005).

Katla Geopark Project - other interesting
geological formations
Oldest bedrock

The easternmost part of the Katla Geopark Project contains
the oldest rock series, 2.5 Ma, found in this area. The
outcrops are in the lowermost part of an old sea cliff from
Late Glacial time, Lómagnúpur, that is also the highest
sea cliff in Iceland, 671 m. In this territory of the KGP,
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Hyaloclastite ridges

Within the Eastern Volcanic Zone many unique hyaloclastite
ridges are present, most of them formed by subglacial
fissure eruptions during the last glaciation. These
hyaloclastite ridges are the subglacial manifestations of
subaerial fissure eruptions like the Laki eruption of 17831784. The ridges are characteristic for the EVZ between
the glaciers Mýrdalsjökull and Vatnafjökull. Dominant
rock type in the ridges are tuff and breccias, and some of
them include pillow lava. The hyaloclastite ridges are
multiple and of different age, but they all have the same
SW-NA direction. Grænifjallgarður is 34 km long and is
located at the NW bank of the lake Langisjór. Skuggafjöll
is about 44 km long ridge and covers a part of the
Grænifjallgarður ridge. Fögrufjöll is very continuous ridge,
about 30 km long. These are the most spectacular
hyaloclastite ridges in Iceland. They have no resemblance
elsewhere in the world and therefore should be protected
(Baldursson et.al. 2005).

In the jökulhlaup of Skaftá the river banks become covered with fine
glacial mud

Skaftá is a glacier river that flows from the glacier
Skaftárjökull. Since 1955 the river Skaftá outbursts with
jökulhlaups, Skaftárhlaup, every one or two years. These
jökulhlaups are associated with geothermal area under the
glacier Vatnajökull, NW of Grímsvötn. The largest
jökulhlaup are of the magnitude 350-395 million m3 and
bringing on the average outwash sediments of 1.7 million
tons, with max. of 6.6 million tons in the year 1995.
During the jökulhlaups the the river banks of Skaftá are
covered with mud causing damage to the vegetation and
gradually filling and covering lavas from the Laki eruption
1783-1784 (Baldursson et.al. 2005).

Fossiliferous xenoliths

Fossils are not common in the KGP area, but fossiliferous
xenoliths are found in the hyaloclastite formation in
Skammadalskambar. Skammdalskambar lies north of the
coastal plain in Mýrdalur, and about 200 m high scarp of
hyaloclastite formation rises over the plain, covered with
interglacial lava. The xenoliths originate from an underlying
sediment sequence and have been toured up in a subglacial
explosive eruption and then deposited with the tephra.
The xenoliths are both found as blocks of lithified sediments
containing marine organisms and volcanic bombs with
basaltic crust and an inner core of sediments. Over 30
species of marine organisms have been recognized from the
xenoliths. The fossils indicate warmer water conditions
than prevails today around Iceland and the sediments are
believed to be deposited in Plio-Pleistocen time, around
3 Ma ago (Áskelsson 1960).
Pseudocraters

In both the eruptions of Eldgjá and Lakagígar, pseudocraters,
or rootless vents, formed when the lava flows interacted
with surface or near surface water. This interaction caused
mild explosions and accumulated scoria and spatter into
small constructs. The Landbrot pseudocraters, formed in
the the Lakagígar eruption, when lava flowed in the
floodplain of the river Skaftá. These pseudocraters are
closely spaced and commonly are 50-60 m across by <10
m high. The Álftaver pseudocraters, formed in the Eldgjá
eruption and are widely spaced and form concave-up cones
with very small or no summit craters. The structures

The hyaloclastite ridge Grænifjallgarður to the right, extending 34 km
in SW-NA direction, as the rift zone
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typically have an inner cone grading into an outer apron
of ash deposits. The Álftaver structures form several clusters,
most of which are associated with the floodplain of the
river Skálm. The inner cone diameters of the Álftaver
pseudocraters average about 10 m and the craters average
about 7 m. The outer flanks of the structures can be up to
10 times larger than the inner cone diameter. Pseudocraters
from these locations have been compared to similar features
observed on Mars (Fagents, 2001).

The eruption history in Iceland for the past 11 centuries
is fairly well known. Over 200 eruptions have been verified
by analysis of their eruption products and/or by trustworthy
written sources. The eruption history of the four most
active volcanic systems, the Grímsvötn, Katla, Veiðivötn
and Hekla, has been revealed through studies of tephra
layers and written records. The prehistoric eruption history
is less well known, but the best known record is that of
the Katla volcanic system (Larsen, 2006).

Tehprachronology

Individual tephra layers can be used as isochrons or timeparallel marker-horizons in soil within the tephra deposit
area, which may cover several thousand square kilometers.
Once a tephra layer has been dated that particular dating
applies to all the area where the tephra layer is found.
In the 1930s the geologist Sigurdur Thorarinsson began
his pioneering research to develop tephrochronology as a
tool for dating, a method now used worldwide in various
branches of environmental sciences as well as in geosciences.
In Iceland, tephrochronology and eruption history are
closely tied.
References
Allen, R.M., Nolet, G., Morgan, W.J., Vogfjord,
K., Nettles, M., Ekström, G., Bergsson, B.H.,
Erlendsson, P., Foulger, G.R., Jakobsdottir, S.,
Julian, B., Pritchard, M., Ragnarsson, S., and
Stefansson, R., 2002. Plume-driven plumbing
and crustal formation in Iceland: J. Geophys.
Res., 107.
Áskelsson, J. 1960: Fossiliferous xenoliths in the
móberg formation of South Iceland. Acta Naturalia
Islandica, Vol. II-No. 3. p. 30, plates 1-3.
Baldursson, S., Sveinn P. Jakobsson, Sigurður H.
Magnússon og Guðmundur Guðjónsson, 2006:
Náttúrufar og náttúruminjar suðvestan
Vatnajökuls. NÍ-06008. Skýrsla
Náttúrufræðistofnun Íslands.
Björnsson, H. and Finnur Pálsson, 1989: Rúmmál
Grænalóns og breytingar á stærð og tíðni
jökulhlaupa. Jökull, No. 39, p. 90-95.
Eggertsson, Ó., Óskar Knudsen og Hjalti J.
Guðmundsson, 2004: Drumbabót í Fljótshlíð –
fornskógur sem varð Kötlu að bráð? Fræðaþing
landbúnaðarins 2004. p. 337-340.
Einarsson, P., Heidi Soosalu, Erik Sturkell,
Freysteinn Sigmundsson, Halldór Geirsson, 2005:
IX. Virkni í Kötlueldstöðinni og nágrenni hennar
síðan 1999 og hugsanleg þróun atburðarásar.
Ríkislögreglustjórinn. Háskólaútgáfan. p. 151158.
Elíasson, J., Gúðrún Larsen, Magnús Tumi
Guðmundsson og Freysteinn Sigmundsson, 2005:
VIII. Líkindi eldgosa, hlaupa og færslu eldvirkni

The eruption history in KGP can been told from the tephra layers

milli svæða innan Kötluöskjunnar. Ríkislögreglu- Sigmundsson, F. and Sæmundsson, K., 2008:
Iceland: a window on North Atlantic divergent
stjórinn. Háskólaútgáfan. p. 135-150.
plate tectonics and geologic processes.
Fagents, S.A., 2001: Volcanic Pseudocraters on
Sigmundsson, F., Hreinsdóttir, S., Hooper, A.,
Mars: Icelandic analogs. Lunar and Planetary
Árnadóttir, T., Pedersen, R., Roberts, M.R.,
Science XXXII.
Óskarsson, N., Auriac, A., Decriem,J., Einarsson,
P., Geirsson, H., Hensch, M., Ófeigsson, B.G.,
Guðmundsson, M.T., Jónas Elíasson, Guðrún
Larsen, Ágúst Gunnar Gylfason, Páll Einarsson, Sturkell, E., Sveinbjörnsson, H. & Feigl, K.L.,
Tómas Jóhanneson, Kristín Martha Hákonardóttir 2010: Intrusion triggering of the 2010
Eyjafjallajökull explosive eruption. Nature 468,
og Helgi Torfason, 2005: I. Yfirlit um hættu
426-430 (18 November 2010).
vegna eldgosa og hlaupa frá vesturhluta
Mýrdalsjökuls og Eyjafjallajökli.
Trönnes, R.G., 2005: Geology and geodynamics
Ríkislögreglustjórinn. Háskólaútgáfan. p. 11of Iceland.
44.
http://www.evropusamvinna.is/Apps/WebObje
Guðmundsson, M.T., Pedersen, R., Vogfjörð, K., cts/HI.woa/1/swdocument/1006551/Introducti
Thorbjarnardóttir, B., Jakobsdóttir, S., Roberts, on+to+Geology+and+geodynamics+of+Icelan
M.J., 2010. Eruptions of Eyjafjallajökull volcano, d+-+Reidar+Tr_nnes.pdf
Iceland. Eos, Vol. 91, No. 21, 25 May 2010, p.
Thordarson, T., Larsen, G., Steinþórsson, S., and
190-191.
Self, S., 2003: The 1783-1785 A.D. LakiJakobsson, S.P., 1979: Petrology of Recent basalts Grímsvötn eruptions II: Appraisal based on
contemporary accounts. Jökull No. 53. P. 11-48.
of the Eastern Volcanic Zone, Iceland. Acta
Naturalia Islandica, 26. Icelandic Museum of
Thordarson, T. and Stephen, S., 2001: Real-time
Natural History.
observations of the Laki sulfuric aerosol cloud in
Larsen, G. 2006: Tephra layers as part of Holocene Europe during 1783 as documneted by Professor
S.P. van Swinden at Franeker, Holland. Jökull
volcanic history.
http://www.theochem.org/Raunvisindathing06 No. 50. P. 65-72.
/abstracts/gul-en.pdf
Torfason, H. og Höskuldur Búi Jónsson, 2005:
Mackintosh, A.N. Dugmore, A.J. and Jacobsen, II. Jarðfræði við norðvestanverðan Mýrdalsjökul.
Ríkislögreglustjórinn. Háskólaútgáfan. p. 45-73.
F.M. 1999: Ice-thickness measurements on
Sólheimajökull, southern Iceland and their
relevance to its recent behavior. Jökull, No. 48.
p. 9-15.
19

3-

As regards importance, the sites can be ranked as

Listing and description of the geological
sites present on the territory of the
Geopark

follows:

1. sites of International importance (INT) – recognised
as of international interest by scientific communities;
2. sites of National importance (NAT) – protected by
national laws or regulations;
3. sites of Regional importance (REG) – recognised with
local regulations or of aesthetic or recreational value.

There are several sites with touristic interests within the
Geopark.
The borderline between the classified groups below is quite
flexible and changes within the enlisted sites are likely to
occur and new ones can be added in the future.

From the point of view of usage, the sites can be
The basic classification of the sites consists of three

divided into the following groups:

main categories:

1. sites without access – our main policy is to have all
sites open to the public but there are some that are partly
or temporarily closed because of safety reasons or their
vulnerability. Also, some sites of private properties are still
closed to the public;
2. scientific sites – sites that have been identified as being
of geological, biological, archeological or cultural value.
These sites are all subject to some kind of national
preservation;
3. educational sites – sites with geological, natural,
cultural – historical importance and suitable to interpretation
for all target groups;
4. tourist sites – sites assigned for recreation, with or
without any special scientific or aesthetic value.

1. geological sites or geosites (G) – representing the
geological heritage of the Geopark;
2. natural sites (N) – representing the richness of living
nature (fauna, flora) or uniqueness of the landscape;
3. cultural – historical sites (C) – places with
archaeological, historical and cultural value.
Some sites belong only to one of these categories, the others
are mixed and they can have the combination of all three
kinds.
Some sites have some kind of protection, natural,
local or archeological:

A development plan for the proposed geosites can be found
in the last column of the geosite list. An empty cell in the
last column means that the site is already developed.

1. National Parks (NP)
2. Nature Reserves (NR)
3. Natural Monuments (NM)
4. Site of Natural Interest (SI)
5. Local Regulations (LR)
6. Archaeological Protection (AP)

no.

Geological sites

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13

Alviðruhamrar
Álftaver
Bleiksárgljúfur
Djúpá
Drangurinn í Drangshlíð
Drumbabót
Dverghamrar
Dyrhólaey
Dyrhólaós, Loftsalahellir
Dýralækjasker
Eldgjá, Ófærufoss
Eldgjárhraun
Emstrur, Fjallabak

Type

G/C
G
N
N
N/C
G
G
G/N/C
N/C
N
G/N
G
G/N

Importance Protection No access

REG
INT
NAT
REG
NAT
REG
NAT
NAT
NAT
REG
INT
NAT
NAT

NM

SI
LR
NM
NR
SI
SI
SI
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Scientific

X

Educational Touristic Remarks

X
X

X

X
X

X
X
X

X
X
X
X
X
X

Part of year

X
X
X
X

2012
2012
2013
2013
2012

X
X
X
X

2011-2012
2011
2012
2012
2014

no.

Geological sites

14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44
45
46
47
48
49
50
51
52
53
54
55
56
57
58
59

Eyjafjallajökull, Gígjökull, Steinsholtsjökull
Eyjarhóll, Pétursey
Fagrifoss
Fimmvörðuháls, Magni & Móði
Fjaðrárgljúfur
Foss á Síðu
Hafursey
Hjörleifshöfði
Hólmsárfoss
Hrafnar, Svartinúpur
Hvammsmúli, Pöstin og Dysjarhóll
Hverfisfljót við Eldvatnstanga
Katla, Mýrdalsjökull, Mýrdalssandur
Kirkjugólf
Kúðafljót
Kvernugil
Lakagígar
Landbrotshólar
Langanes, Djúpidalur, Vallarnes,
Langisjór, Fögrufjöll, Grænifjallgarður
Leiðólfsfell
Lómagnúpur
Tjarnir, Tjarnarnes
Markarfljótsgljúfur, Markarfljótsaurar
Meðallandssandur
Merkjárfoss
Mögugilshellir, Þórólfsfell
Nauthúsagil
Reynisfjall, Reynisdrangar, Reynisfjara
Rjúpnafell, Atley
Seljalandsfoss, Gljúfrabúi
Skaftá
Skaftáreldahraun
Skaftárós
Skammadalskambar
Skógafoss
Sólheimajökull, Sólheimaheiði
Steinahellir
Stjórnarfoss
Stóra-Dímon, Litla-Dímon
Systrastapi, Klausturheiði, Systravatn
Tindfjallajökull, Tindfjöll
Tröllshylur, Grenlækur
Vatnsdalshellir
Þórsmörk
Öldufell

Type

G
G/C
N
G
G/N
N
G
G/C
N
N/C
G/C
N/C
G/C
G/C
G/N/C
N
G
G
G/N
G/N
G
G/C
N
G/N
G/C
N
G/C
G/N/C
G/N
N
G/N
G/N
G/N/C
N/C
G
G/N/C
G
G/C
N
G/N/C
N/C
G
N
G/C
G/N/C
G/N

Importance Protection No access

INT
NAT
REG
NAT
NAT
NAT
REG
NAT
REG
REG
NAT
REG
INT
NAT
REG
NAT
INT
REG
REG
INT
REG
NAT
NAT
NAT
REG
NAT
REG
NAT
NAT
REG
NAT
NAT
INT
REG
NAT
NAT
NAT
NAT
REG
NAT
REG
REG
NAT
NAT
NAT
NAT

LR
SI

Temporarily

Scientific

X
X

X
X

X

X
X

SI

X
X

AP

SI

X
X

NM
SI
NP, NM

X
X

LR
LR
LR

X
X
X

SI
LR

X

SI
Partly
SI
SI

X

SI
X
X
SI
NM

Educational Touristic Remarks

X
X
X

X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X

AP
SI
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LR
SI

X

SI

X

X
X
X
X
X
X
X

X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X

X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X

2011
2011-2012
2013
2011
2014
2011-2012
2011-2012
2013
2013
2014
2011
2011
2011
2011
2012
2011
2012
2013
2013
2013
2013
2014
2011
2011
2011
2011-2012
2014
2011
2011
2011
2014

X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X

2011-2012
2012
2014
2011
2013
2012
2012
2011
2012

4-

Details on the interest of these sites

the Laka eruption that changed the topography in
the area considerably by filling up present river
channels, and flowing over farmers land and houses.
This lava flow is one of the largest in historical time,
15 km3, and was well documented of eyewitnesses
that also make these lavas of great interest. The
other geosite with lava of international interest is
a part of the Eldgjá lava from 934 AD, which flowed
over wetland and formed large number of unique
pseudocraters or rootless vents.
• The unique hyaloclastite ridges formed by
subglacial fissures eruptions in Upper Pleistocene.
These ridges have been considered to be nominated
to the UNESCO World Heritage list. The ridges
are usually over 40 km long and clearly show the
volcanic rift zone in the area, as they all stretch in
the SW-NE direction, same as the rift zone.

Inside Katla Geopark Project there are seven geosites that
are considered of international scientific interest and all of
them are connected with volcanism. These geosites are
being constantly researched by scientists and have great
educational value for geosciences. The diversity of the
geosites is great and they are geologically interesting. The
sites of international interests include:
• Two ice-capped central volcanoes, Katla and Eyjafjallajökull. Katla one of the famous volcanoes in
the world with a well recorded eruption history in
tephra layers. Eyjafjallajökull that in the spring of
2010 reminded Europe how nature can take control
and cancel all flights. Included in these geosites are
also glaciers and outlets. Both Katla and Eyjafjallajökull are monitored constantly with GPS and
seismic stations.
• Two largest volcanic fissures in historical time,
Eldgjá and Lakagígar, that erupted in 934 AD and
1783-84. These eruptions had also great impact on
climate conditions all over Europe, and even in
Japan.
• Two different lava formations. Skaftáreldahraun from

Considering scientific research there are several areas that
are still lacking more detailed research, for example the
central volcano Tindfjöll and the Plio-Pleistocene formations.
Then there is never-ending research in monitoring the
active volcanoes below the glaciers.
Geosites of educational value are many and diverse in the
22

area is managed by the two Icelandic tourist associations
Ferðafélag Íslands and Útivist. During weekends in the
high season the number of tourists in area is close to the
maximum the infrastructure can bear.

area. With a good organization it will be interesting for
different educational levels. There are endless opportunities
for geosciences interpretation in the area, as the force of
nature can be seen everywhere, for example in the glacier
areas (Sólheimajökull), the fluvials (Skaftá) and at the coast
(Reynisfjara).
There are not many geosites in the world where it is possible
to read the eruption historic chronology in the soil using
tephra layers. This will be possible at Leiðólfsfell geosite,
where around 30 well documented tephra layers can be
studied and traced in the area.
In addition, one can always expect an eruption or jökulhlaup,
which definitely wakes up the humans to consider and
think ...Why? How? Katla Geopark Project will be the
source of information.
Over the years many artists have been inspired by the
spectacular landscape, the colours and the contrast in the
nature. The work of the artists is one way of interpreting
nature. Hopefully there will be lots of new projects,
scientifical, educational and artistic, inspired in the future
by Katla Geopark.

5-

From September 2008 to August 2009 73.000 tourists
visited Dyrhólaey, one of the most visited places in the
lowland area of the proposed Geopark. According to a new
report from the Environment Agency, Dyrhólaey is on a
red alert list. The area is sensitive to tramping, infrastructure
is limited and safety arrangements are considered insufficient
along the dangerous cliffs. The area is closed during the
bird nesting season as the tourists are considered to disturb
the birds.
There are ideas about a road tunnel through Reynisfjall
and a new road through the wetlands in Mýrdalur that
would affect Dyrhólaey and Reynisfjall and birdlife in the
area.
In the western part of the area there are ideas for hydroelectric
power plants and dams in the Markarfljót river that if
realized would affect the canyon Markarfljótsgljúfur and
Emstrur.

Current or potential pressure on the
territory and these sites

There are also ideas about a number of hydro power plants
in the Skaftárhreppur area, in Skaftá and Hólmsá, which
would if realized affect the rivers Skaftá and Hólmsá and
possibly the lake Langisjór.

The Environment Agency of Iceland is responsible for
protected areas. Unfortunately the Agency has limited
resources and this is reflected in the amount of infrastructure
and limited supervision.

Power plants are accompanied by electrical power lines
that are generally considered to affect the experience of
tourists.

According to article 37 of The Nature Conservation Act
No. 44, 22 March 1999 the following types of landscape
shall enjoy special protection and their disturbance shall
be avoided if at all possible:
a. volcanic craters, rootless vents (pseudocraters) and lava
fields;
b. freshwater lakes and pools, 1000 m2 or more in area;
c. bogs and fens, 3 hectares or more in area;
d. waterfalls, hot springs and other thermal sources, as
well as surfacial geothermal deposits (sinter and
travertine), 100 m2 or more in area;
e. salt marshes and mudflats.

6-

Current status in terms of protection
of the sites

Protected sites of natural interest are grouped according
to the following classification:
a. national parks
b. nature reserves
c. natural monuments
d. protected organisms, habitats and ecosystems
e. country parks

Tourism is increasing in the area but generally the pressure
from tourism is well within acceptable limits. There are
though a few places where the tourism carrying capacity
is near its upper limits with present infrastructure and
management.
Þórsmörk is very much visited by Icelandic tourists. The

The Environment Agency of Iceland oversees, operates and
supervises nature conservation areas.
Lakagígar, a part of Vatnajökull National Park, is the only
area with national park status within the area of the proposed
23

later that year. According to the Act there are three planning
levels: regional, municipal and local, and plans covering
the same area have to be consistent to each other. It is the
responsibility of local authorities to prepare the plans but
the Minister for Environment has supreme control over
planning, assisted by the Planning Agency, and both
municipal and regional plans are subject to the minister’s
approval. Regional and municipal plans approved by the
minister and local plans adopted by local authorities are
legally binding.

geopark. Dyrhólaey is the only nature reserve. There are
a number of national monuments: Gervigígar in Álftaver,
Kirkjugólfið at Kirkjubæjarklaustur, Dverghamrar and
Skógafoss. There are several “Sites of natural interest“:
Núpsstaður, Núpsstaðarskógar and Grænalón, Fjaðrárgljúfur,
Grenlækur, Steinsmýrarflóð, Grænifjallgarður, Dyrhólaós,
Loftsalahellir, Reynisdrangar, Reynisfjall, Skammadalskambar, Vatnsdalur in Dalsheiði, Eyjarhóll, Kvernugil,
Drangurinn in Drangshlíð, Þórsmörk, Bleiksárgljúfur,
Merkjárfoss (Gluggafoss), Litla- and Stóra-Dímon, Nauthúsagil, Tjarnir and Tjarnanes, Seljalandsfoss, Gljúfrabúi,
Skúmsstaðavatn, Kálfshamar, Pöstin, Dysjarhóll, Emstrur,
and Fjallabak.

The local level

All municipalities are obliged to have an approved municipal
plan, covering all land within its borders. The plan describes
the policy of the local authority regarding land use, transporation and service systems, environmental matters and
the development of settlements during a period of at least
12 years.
The regional level

There is no regional administrative level in Iceland but
two or more municipalities can, at the initiative of the
relevant local authorities or the Planning Agency, prepare
a regional plan where the aim is to co-ordinate the policy
of local authorities on development of settlement and landuse over a period of at least 12 years (article 12 in 73/1997).
The regional plan becomes legally binding when all the
municipalities involved have adopted the plan and the
Minister of Environment has approved it.

Dyrhólaey

The national level

7-

Data on the management of these sites

There is no formal land-use planning at the national level
but the Planning and Building Act does, though, include
an article about “plans and land use at national level” where
it says that the Planning Agency shall have access to and
preserve plans prepared by public entities, which apply for
the whole country. This applies for example to plans for
transportation, power structures and nature conservation.

Although the responsibility for managing protected sites
lies with the Environment Agency many of them are in
fact managed by the local municipalities as for example
Skógafoss and Seljalandsfoss. Many smaller sites are protected
by local regulations (hverfisvernd) set by the local authorities.
These sites are managed by local municipalities. Vatnajökull
National Park, of which Lakagígar is a part, is managed
by a special board of governors appointed by the national
government and the surrounding local municipalities.

8-

All protected areas whether protected by national or regional
authorities are subject to planning regulations. The Icelandic
administrative system is divided into two levels of government, central government (national) and municipalities
(local). The current planning system is based on the Planning
and Building Act No.73 /1997 which came into effect in
the beginning of 1998 and planning regulations issued

Listing and description of non-geological
sites present in the territory that may
be linked to the sites of geological
interest

KGP has much to offer in addidion to geological sites. In
the area you can experience culture, history and nature on
the same day. Various cultural and historical sites are listed
below but they sometimes also have strong natural
connection.
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Same classification is used as in chapter B-3.
no.

Non-geological sites

Type

Importance

Protection

Scientific

Educational

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22

Bjarnargarður
Efra-Hvolshellar
Eldmessutangi
Fellsheiði
Granahaugur
Hellur (Jón Steingrímsson)
Hrútafell, Hrútshellir
Höfðabrekka /Höfðabrekkuheiði
Karkháls
Kirkjubæjarklaustur
Kúabót
Laufskálavarða
Núpstaður
Orrustuhóll
Paradísarhellir
Sauðahús í Álftaveri
Seljavallalaug
Skálmarbær
Tólfahringur
Vík (older part of the village)
Þríhyrningur
Þykkvabæjarklaustur

C
C/N
C/N
C
C
C
C/N
C/N
C
C
C
C/N
C
C/N
C/N
C
C/N
C
C
C
C/N
C

REG
NAT
REG
REG
REG
NAT
NAT
REG
REG
NAT
REG
REG
NAT
REG
REG
REG
REG
REG
REG
REG
REG
NAT

LR
AP

X

X

X

X

X

X
X

Touristic

X
X

NR
AP

AP

X
X

SI&AP
LR

X
LR
AP
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X

X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X

X
X
X

Remarks

2011
2011
2011
2011-2012
2013

2011-2012
2011
2012

X
X
X
X
X

X
X

2012
2011
2012
2011
2012
2013
2013+
2012
2014

C Arguments for nominating the
territory as a European Geopark
1-

Comprehensive analysis of the
territory's potential for the development
of geotourism

Tourism is an important and growing economic sector in
the Katla Geopark area, especially during the summer.
Over the past few years the number of companies offering
different types of services for tourists in the area is increasing.
Statistics for 2009 show that in these three municipalities
the overnight stays are distributed quite evenly, around
65-70.000 overnight stays per municipality or around
200.000 in the whole area. If we look at the development
of overnight stays in the Katla Geopark area in the period
2002-2009 the growth each year is around 9,4%. The
growth varies between municipalities with yearly growth
of 5,9% in Skaftárhreppur, 15,2% in Mýrdalshreppur and
8,6% in Rangárþing eystra. In 2008-2009 data on the
number of visitors was collected in a few places to shed a
light on the approximate number of guests, both foreign
and Icelandic visitors in the area. In Skógafoss (waterfall)
the approximate number of guests was around 227.000,
Seljalandsfoss (waterfall) around 178.000 guests, Hvolsvöllur
(village) around 150.000 guests, Þórsmörk (site of natural
interest, only accessible by bus, four-wheel drive car or
hiking) around 69.000 guests, Vík (village, numbers from
summer 2008) around 236.000 guests and Lakagígar
(craters, numbers from summer 2007) around 8.500 guests.
In the year 2005 a survey was carried out among tourists
in Skaftárhreppur to find out what kind of interest guests
have in getting information and education about the nature
and history of the area. Over 86% of tourists would like
to have information about volcanic activity and glaciers.
Other categories that rated high were glacier outbursts,
how people live/lived in the area, flora and fauna, history
of monasteries and geology. Based on this information we
believe that tourists will come to KGP and stay longer in
the area when the Geopark becomes established and
information will be more widely accessible.

Skógafoss

the whole area with emphasis on geology and geosciences
but also biological, ecological, archaeological, historical
and cultural heritage of the area. The KGP area is an
important agricultural area which means that the Geopark´s
emphasis on local food fits well within the strategic development in Iceland for the past years. In southern Iceland
people are working together in a group called “South
Iceland – local heritage - local food”. It is a combination
of fresh local food, modern cooking and culinary heritage.
Another project is also ongoing that has special emphasis
on the production and creation of new local food products
in the KGP area and developing new distribution channels
for it. There is already a Farmers market in Hvolsvöllur
and a number of restaurants in the area serve local food. In
the Eyjafjöll region under the Eyjafjallajökull glacier an
information centre and souvenirs shop, with emphasis on
local food will open in the next few months. Geopark is
also seen as an opportunity for local handcraft, there are
already some small companies producing knitwear in the
area and there is a long tradition for various handcrafts in
Icelandic homes. Therefore quite a few individuals design
and produce their own products and sell it in various
farmers markets or in local hotels in the area.
One of the main goals of the municipality plan of Mýrdalshreppur is to increase jobs that require further education
and more specialization. Geopark opens the doors to many
new specialized jobs of different varieties which will bring
young people back to the area. In the municipality plan
of Skaftárhreppur joining the European Geoparks Network

Regional strategy

In the strategic plans for each municipality tourism is seen
as an important part of the economy, nature and culture
tourism being especially important. The municipalities
see Geopark as an opportunity to make a holistic plan for
27

is seen as a great benefit that will increase cooperation in
the tourism industry in the area and provide a better
opportunity in worldwide marketing of the area and for
marketing local food and handcraft.

encourage more strategic marketing for the region and we
would probably get a more diverse tourist population.
Before the three municipalities made the decision of
establishing a Geopark in unison there had been an extensive
analysis of the strengths of the area. The main strengths
are without a doubt the unique volcanic activity and
formation of the land because of it. We strongly believe
that tourism companies, food producers, farmers, craftsmen,
artists and the general public will benefit from the
establishment of the Geopark. We moreover see great
potential in winter tourism and the activity of servicing
school groups at all school levels to prolong the tourism
season.

Catchment area

About 2700 people live in the KGP area itself. Within a
radius of 2 hours travel from the Geopark area, a day tour
distance, the population is more that 250.000 people. If
the travel time is increased to 7-8 hours the catchment
area covers the whole population of Iceland, around 318.000
people. From the international airport in Keflavík the
flight time to Europe is around 3-5 hours, depending on
what destination in Europe, and around 5 hours to the east
coast of North America.

2-

Infrastructure

As mentioned before Iceland can only be reached by a plane
or a ship (See A-3, Accessibility) but KGP is in a good
road connection to the rest of Iceland.
Car-ferry: There is one harbour in KGP which was opened
in July 2010. From there a car ferry sails to Vestmannaeyjar
(Westman islands). The Westman islands have a population
of just over 4100 people and the islands have a great history
of volcanic activity, the Surtsey eruption in 1963 and
Heimaey eruption in 1973 where all the population had
to be evacuated to the mainland.

Overview of the existing geo-institution
and geo-activities in the region of the
Geopark

As mentioned earlier in A-4 the KGP does not operate a
special office for the operation and activities on its own.
However it is working in good cooperation with a number
of privately owned companies and with the municipalities
in the KGP area.
KATLA Geopark Project staff

KGP has one staff member as a project manager and experts
working with the organisation in part time positions.
Part time staff:
- The marketing and PR representative for
Rangárþing eystra
- Project manager for the Development Centre of
South Iceland
- Geologist
- Two specialists in education and research

Road connections: In Iceland we have a so called ring road
(road number 1) which lies through KGP. Road nr 1 is the
main road for visitors coming to the area but in the summer
some visitors may come through some of the highland
roads that begin or end in the area, depending on where
you want to go. In the area there are many scenic roads for
enjoying nature and the rural landscape.
Accommodation: In the proposed Katla Geopark area it is
possible to enjoy various accommodation; in hotels, farmers
guesthouses, hostels, cottages, mountain reserves and
campsites. At several of these places visitors can enjoy
horseback riding, farm visits, fishing, golfing, super jeep
tours etc.

Institutions in cooperation with KATLA Geopark Project

• Information centres in Hvolsvöllur, Vík and
Kirkjubæjarklaustur
• The Skogar museum; exhibitions and research centre
of culture and folklore
• Kirkjubæjarstofa; exhibition and research centre of
nature and culture
• Katla centre; exhibitions
• The University Centre of South Iceland
• The Development Centre of South Iceland

Tourism potential: The KGP area already gets many tourists
to the area and we see it as our greatest potential to develop
more theme-based tourism and quality service. The Geopark
concept is ideal for developing geotourism in the area.
Aside from providing explanatory material for tourists that
will make the stay more enjoyable, the Geopark will
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Katla Geopark activities

Lakagígar is a part of both the KGP and the Vatnajökull
National Park. The Vatnajökull National Park committee
has made a proposal of a management plan for the whole
park that has been committed to the Ministry of Environment for validation.

Number of activity companies offer shorter or longer tours
with local guides in the KGP area:
• South Iceland Adventure
• South Coast Adventure
• Katlatrack
• Tour tonight
• GT travel
• Geirland
• Horse trekking companies (x6) all provide guided
nature tours to specific areas with local guides.

3-

In Iceland there is one planning stage called a regional
plan where two or more municipalities can draw up a joint
policy for special land use and development of the area for
at least 12 years. KGP will work with the municipalities
to make a regional plan for the area in coming years.

Policies for the protection,
enhancement and economic
development of the geological heritage
present in the territory. Existing policies
and those under preparation, existing
and future actions.

4.

The territory's interest in joining the
European Geopark Network

The Katla Geopark territory interest in joining the EGN
is an attempt to answering the quest of the modern tourist.
In well defined geological territory that has everything to
offer in the sense of geology the area is working towards
fulfilling the need of the visitor by offering local food and
entertainment. There is a growing interest in accessible
knowledge about our geology, geography, nature, habitation,
population development and culture and as a result the
three municipalities decided to join hands and work towards
a holistic strategy for the area, following a grand plan that
has resolved in the Geopark project.
We are shaping the Geopark so that it will present fresh
opportunities for outdoor life and recreational activities,
which we believe will have impact on the general welfare
of the inhabitants. The expansion of the various Geopark
activities will be in co-operation with a number of partners
although in the not so distant future we believe that the
park itself will provide well grounded edutainment programs
of various sorts. We consider that our aims towards sustainable innovation and tourism would be considerably
strengthened by membership of the European Geoparks
Network/UNESCO Global Network of Geoparks.

Every municipality in Iceland is required to have a
municipality plan for each 12 year period. This is a strategic
plan that includes area planning for housing, schools,
industrial plan, agricultural plan, development within the
tourism sector, outdoor activities and should list up nature
areas and historical/cultural site with legal protection. The
municipality can then use a special protection for areas
that do not have legal protection but can be given what is
called a local regulation (hverfisvernd). This is an opportunity
for each municipality to call upon a protection for relics
of special old settlements and other cultural sites, natural
sites or forests that they see fit.
Two of the municipalities, Mýrdalshreppur and Skaftárhreppur, are members of the Local Agenda 21 which is a
policy with emphasis on sustainable development where
environment, community and economic development are
all taken into concern. The third municipality, Rangárþing
eystra, has a special localised environmental policy.

We are aware of the commitments that we would be undertaking by joining the European Geoparks Network, and
we believe that we can contribute positively to further
development of this important international network. We
wish to join the European Geoparks Network in order to
be able to collaborate with other Geoparks, and to expand
our own Geopark in accordance with the principles of the
European Geoparks Network.

The initiative “Moving Iceland Forward 2020”, a governmental strategy for Iceland is an integrated developmental
action plan for the regions of Iceland with the aim of
strengthening the commercial sector along with the living
standards in each region. The idea is to develop programmes
for the advancement of employment, education and public
services inside each region. The Geopark project has already
been identified as a key project in South Iceland in this
context and fits therefore well into the national plan of
“Moving Iceland Forward 2020”.
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D General information
on the territory
1-

Economic activity and structures for
sustainable development policy in the
territory

which in turn have the local tourist industry as their clients.
UCSI is a founding partner of KGP. Skaftárhreppur has a
small knowledge centre, Kirkjubæjarstofa, which is a
founding partner of KGP. In Mýrdalshreppur a new knowledge centre has recently been formed, Kötlusetur, also a
founding partner of KGP. In Rangárþing eystra there is a
thriving heritage museum, Skógar museum, that is also a
founding partner of KGP. Finally, The University of Iceland‘s
Institute of Regional Research Centres is a founding partner
of KGP, giving it a strong link to the national university
in Iceland.
Traditionally, livestock farming has been the most important
economic activity in the region. The three municipalities
have on average maintained their share of cattle in the
country, but in sheep and horses it has lost ground considerably. In terms of population it has also been losing ground
in Skaftárhreppur and Mýrdalshreppur in numbers, but
proportionally in Rangárþing eystra.

The three municipalities of the KGP area belong to the
Development Centre of South Iceland (DCSI) which is a
public company established in 1980 and owned by all the
14 municipalities in South Iceland. It is partly financed
by the Regional Development Office in Iceland and partly
by the municipalities. The company´s overall role is to
increase the area´s competitiveness, quality of life and
overall attractiveness as a place for living and investment.
In 2007 DCSI was instrumental in forming the University
Centre of South Iceland (UCSI), also owned by the municipalities in the region. Together, DCSI and UCSI, initiated
a pilot project in the KGP region in 2008 in an effort to
develop the local economy. Together with the three
municipalities in question they form the backbone of KGP
Number of cattle

Skaftárhreppur
Mýrdalshreppur
Rangárþing eystra
Iceland

Number of horses

1999
1.619
1.573
7.599
12.790
74.534

2009
1.780
1.321
7.566
12.676
73.498

% change
10
-16
0
-1
-1

Skaftárhreppur
Mýrdalshreppur
Rangárþing eystra
Iceland

Number of sheep

1999
Skaftárhreppur
22.608
Mýrdalshreppur
5.802
Rangárþing eystra 20.047
48.457
Iceland
490.538

1999 2009
957 601
513 266
6.971 5.629
8.441 6.496
77.33077.158

% change
-37
-48
-19
-23
0

1999 2009
585 450
520 511
1.667 1.744
2.772 2.705
278.702317.593

% change
-23
-2
5
-2
14

Population

2009
19.555
5.381
14.576
39.512
469.429

% change
-14
-7
-27
-18
-4

Skaftárhreppur
Mýrdalshreppur
Rangárþing eystra
Iceland

There are many farm guesthouses, hotels and different
types of accommodation in the rural area of the three
municipalities and quite a few places that offer various
types of activities. The three municipalities have been
working for some time now towards unifying their strategic
plans for tourism in the area and they all agreed upon
developing geotourism plans, that led them towards the
Katla Geopark Project. The three municipalities are also
in good cooperation with several organisations.
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Mýrdalshreppur is a municipality located in southern
Iceland. Population of the area is around 510 with a total
geographical area of 755 km2. Vík, the main town of the
municipality, has developed as an important local
commercial centre and service for the travel industry.
Mýrdalur is the southernmost district of Iceland, bordered
by the glacial river Jökulsá to the west and the river
Blautakvísl to the east. Its northern border is the
Mýrdalsjökull glacier, which caps the volcanic Mt. Katla,
while its southern limits are black sands and the rolling
Atlantic waves. Vík and its surroundings is one of the main
bird life areas in Iceland. Just east of Vík is one of the
largest colony of Artic terns in the country, and huge
colonies of puffin, kittiwake and fulmar inhabit the cliffs
sheltering the village to the west. Fulmar nests in cliffs
and mountain gullies all along Mýrdalur. Visitors will find
a wide variety of leisure attractions in the majestic nature
of Vík and its surroundings in Mýrdalur, including bird
watching, walking, trout fishing, jeep safaris and sightseeing
by an amphibious landing craft.

The three municipalities

Rangárþing eystra is a municipality located in southern
Iceland in the region Suðurland, between the river Eystri
Rangá in the west and the river Jökulsá á Sólheimasandi
in the east. The northern border is the Emstur area,
northwest of Mýrdalsjökull. The population of the area is
around 1750. The main livelihood of the community is
within agriculture and tourism. The area is well known
for its tourism attractions; waterfalls, glaciers, Þórsmörk
as a protected site of natural interest, and now the latest
volcano eruption in Eyjafjallajökull. It also has to offer a
wide range of accommodation and activities for guests
visiting the area.
The largest settlement is the town Hvolsvöllur (population
850) which is one of the few inland located towns in Iceland.
It started developing in 1930 and is now the main service
centre for the agriculture and tourism in the area. The
town is situated in one of the most important Saga regions
of the country, with some of the main stages of the renowned
Njal's Saga.

Reynisdrangar

Klaustur village is centrally located in the municipality of
Skaftárhreppur. Roads radiate from Kirkjubæjarklaustur
in many different directions; The Ring Road runs through
the district. The Laki road, just west of Kirkjubæjarklaustur,
leads into the highlands. The circular Landbrot-Meðalland
road serves the southern part of the district. The Fjallabak
roads (north and south), lead from the ring road into the
interior via Skaftártunga. The Álftaver road is a circular
road serving Álftaver close to Mýrdalssandur.
There is a good all year Icelandair hotel at Kirkjubæjarklaustur as well as a nice camping area, shop, car mechanics
gas station, café and grill. A horse rental is located in the
village. The village is the trade centre of a for the local
farming community. Well sheltered with the low mountains

Seljalandsfoss
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regional university with four walls and professors – but to
use the strengths of the area to build on and to build
bridges between the municipalities, the universities and
research centres in Iceland and the rest of the world.
The southern area of Iceland offers unique knowledge in
many fields – in agriculture, earthquake engineering,
tourist behaviour and perceptions, public health, food
production construction and so forth. A part of the strategy
is based on the triple helix model of innovation. There are
many academic institutions in the area already working
with the industry and governmental institutions – but the
aim is to strengthen these projects and more over to explore
fully the possibilities of working relationship between the
academic institutions themselves.
This unique knowledge could then possibly be explored
in Higher Education project, led by the company.
Furthermore, the aim is to be a switchboard for domestic
and foreign research groups and students.
It is important that academic results are translatable and
transferable to practical use, not least in the rural areas of
Iceland. That is where UCSI believes it can boost innovation
and job creation.
The more practical results the rural academia gives to the
area they work in the less alien they become in the eyes of
the general public– which in turn creates trust and more
opportunities.

of the plateau edge at its back with wooded slopes and a
picturesque small waterfall behind. In front there are views
over the river and the lava beyond. It was the site of a
Benedictine nunnery from 1186 to the Reformation, the
grass-covered insignificant remains of which can be seen
a little to the east of the farm. The modern chapel with
slanted walls commemorates Jón Steingrímsson, the pastor
of the parish during the Haze Famine. In the home field
is Kirkjugólf, a small area, with the ends of regularly
jointed basalt, looking like a pavement of stone slabs.
Nearby is Systrastapi, a prominent knoll of moderate high,
but the view from the top is of charm and interest. Wooded
slopes and rough grazing land rise behind
Kirkjubæjarklaustur. This hinterland is in many places of
great scenic interest and ideal for hill walking. There are
also many attractive walks and possibilities for trout fishing
in the neighbourhood.

Development Centre of South Iceland (DCSI) is an
institute owned by 14 municipalities in South Iceland.
Operating funds are provided by the Municipalities from
The Icelandic Regional Institute and interest income. DCSI
is located in Selfoss which is in South Iceland.
The purpose of the Association is to support development,
employment and business life in South Iceland, for example
by working with local communities, companies,
organisations and individuals. DCSI principal field of
activity is working towards strengthening the employment
sector and the competitiveness of communities in South
Iceland. DSCI has expertise in rural development, consulting
businesses and innovation. The DCSI has five full time
employees besides temporary specialists for individual
projects. DCSI is part of a network of eight development
agencies located around Iceland that are run in co-operation
with The Institute of Regional Development in Iceland.
DSCI has strong connections and cooperation to the research
sectors, universities, Ice Tec, The Icelandic Regional Institute
and The Trade Council of Iceland.
There are members in the DCSI from local authorities,
firms, organisations and institutions in South Iceland. With

Kirkjugólf

is a limited
company owned by 13 municipalities in South Iceland.
The main purpose of the company is to improve the quality
of life, economically and socially, in South Iceland. It is
intended to provide the highest level of training and
educational development for its residents. Its underlying
purpose is to provide a ladder of achievement for all the
citizens of the region with easy access to upper levels of
university education.
The full extent of the curriculum should enable residents
of South Iceland to have easy access to learning at whatever
levels they desire in the context of contemporary social and
economic opportunities of Iceland and measured against
the best international standards of achievement and
provision.
The aim of the company has never been to build up a

The University Centre of South Iceland
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members both from the private sector and the public sector
the DSCI has strong links into the community.

The Katla Geopark Project staff will have the overview of
needed protection, monitoring critical areas and have a
strategy plan to deal with in different situations.
In the Geopark a management and scientific research plan
is an important tool to manage the area and to protect the
territory. A diverse education programs for students of all
ages is a long term project to increase knowledge and
respect for the environment.

South Iceland Marketing Office is responsible for tourism,
marketing and promoting events in South Iceland. The
goal is to strengthen the image of South Iceland and
promote it as the ideal tourist destination for visitors to
Iceland. The office cooperates closely with the main Tourist
Information Centre for South Iceland which is located in
Hveragerði and provides service for visitors to the region.

3-

Brief analysis of the present status of
protection for the territory

The areas subject to national and regional protection have
already been listed (B-3 and B-6). It has also been mentioned
that most exceptional geological formations are protected
by the Nature Conservation Act.

The University of Iceland‘s Institute of Regional

was founded in 2003. The Institute
is a venue for the University‘s collaboration with local
authorities, institutions, businesses and individuals in rural
areas. Its objectives are to meet the demand for research
and education all over Iceland, to provide facilities for
research projects dealing with local environmental and
societal conditions, to provide facilities for students’ field
work, to increase access to research based education in rural
areas, and to strengthen the University’s ties to local
enterprises and daily life in rural areas. Eight Regional
Research Centres are currently run by the Institute.
Research Centres

4-

Existing facilities (museums, sites open
to the public, marked trails, etc...)

In the Katla Geopark region there are existing facilities
for the visitors of the Katla Geopark Project area.
Museums and Culture centres

The Centres have had a positive impact on local societies
by encouraging – and enabling - young researchers with
families to make a career in research outside the capital
area, by channelling research activities and research funding
to rural areas, and by increasing the University’s cooperation
with local research initiatives.

in Hvolsvöllur. The Saga Centre offers
visitors a unique opportunity to explore the vast and
fascinating world of the Sagas and most fascinating sagas
of them all, Njals saga. The museum also lets visitors take
a glance back in time and explore the life and work of past
generations through the Co-Op Exhibition. The display is
conceived as a walk back through time and traces the
history of trade, commerce, and the co-operative movement
in Southern Iceland spanning a period of more the 100
years. Visitors interested in the saga can also travel around
the area self guided or with local guides to see where Njals
saga takes place.

The Saga centre

In 2008, the Centres employed forty-three people,
permanent staff, part-time staff and students. The majority
of the Centres’ turnover is generated by research funds.

2-

The provisions for the protection of the
territory

The Skogar museum (Skógasafn) opened a little over half

a century ago, on 1. December 1949 and has steadily grown
to become one of the leading museums in Iceland with
around 45.000 visitors every year. Skogar Museum is a
unique collection of artefacts preserving the history and
culture of South Iceland, including old buildings,
agricultural implements, boats and other relics of the local
fisheries, art, handcrafts, books, manuscripts etc. A recent
addition to the Skogar museum site is the Museum of
Transportation.

It is crucial that unique international geological formations
in the KGP, for example the long hyaloclastite ridges
Grænifjallgarður, Skuggafjöll and Fögrufjöll at Langisjór,
and the unique formations for the country, the lava Skaftáreldahraun, will be legally protected as soon as possible.
Katla Geopark Project activities and operation will without
doubt strengthen these issues. The Geopark has the tools
for coordinating information and education regarding the
areas that need special attention and action.
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in Vík is situated in one of
the oldest houses in town and mainly houses two exhibitions
and a tourist information centre. One of the exhibition
tells the history of the town as a fishing village and the
other one is connected to the geological site of the volcano
Katla, its surroundings and informs visitors about the
danger in connection to the floods that follow the eruptions.
Katla centre (Kötlusetur)

in Kirkjubæjarklaustur was founded as
a reasearch- and culture center and has been opperating in
good cooperation with the University of Iceland and other
reasearchers. It is now also an information centre and houses
one of the main offices for the Vatnajokull National Park.
Kirkjubæjarstofa

Hiking trail in lava field
Facilities open to puplic in the KGP area
Other sites with facilities, accessible and open for
Marked trails

the public:

(Thorsmork) is a site of natural interest where
visitors can easally explore by foot on shorter and longer
walking or hiking trails. In Thorsmork there are three well
equipped mountain reserves which offers facilities for
guests. Two of the most popular long distance hiking trails
lead to and from Thorsmork; Laugavegur trail to Landmannalaugar to the north and Fimmvörðuháls trail towards
Skógar in the south. The first erupton in 2010 happened
on that hiking trail and it has now been marked and is
open for trekking again.

– open for public during summer, lavatory
Reynisfjara – open for public, short walking trails, lavatory
Seljalandsfoss – open for public, short walking trails,
lavatory
Skógafoss – open for public, short walking trails, lavatory
Þakgil – open for public, walking trails close to the volcano
Katla, mountain reserve
Lakagígar – open for public but only accessible by bus or
four wheel drive jeep, shorter and longer walking trails,
lavatory
Eldgjá – open for public but only accessible by bus or four
wheel drive jeep, short walking trails, lavatory
Hólmsárfoss – open for public but only accessible by bus
or four wheel drive jeep, short walking trails, lavatory
Skaftárós - open for public but only accessible by bus or
four wheel drive jeep, short walking trails, interpretation
panels, lavatory
Núpstaður

Þórsmörk

Eyjafjöll. The hiking trails in the Eyjafjöll area have been
marked by the landowners and tourism industry in the
area and information can be found in the information
centres, guesthouses and on www.eyjafjoll.is
Vík. Around the village Vik are

a few marked hiking trails
up to the mountains; Reynisfjall, Grafargil and Hatta.
Landbrot area in the sorroundings of Kirkjubæjarklaustur.
Marked trails in the lava fields.
Fjaðrárgljúfur

– hiking trail along the canyon.
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fauna of the area. The website of the Geopark will also
contain the description of all geosites and sites of other
significance to be fully accomplished in 2011.
Sports facilities and recreation services

For those not well exhausted after visiting the geological
sites of the Geopark, the area offers three open air swimming
pools and fitness centres. There are five riding companies
that offer tours or lessons, associations for hiking, angling,
fowling, shore fishing and mountaineering. During winter
the snow activities include skiing, snowmobiling and
glacierwalking or climbing. The rivers in the KGP area
are very popular for angling and in 2009 and 2010, the
river Eystri-Rangá in the western part of the area was
chosen nr. 1 for Iceland.
Management

Future development and management of KGP is worked
in good cooperation with the municripalities in developing
a coordinated plan for the whole area based on the research
and strategy formulation of previous years. Every year a
reevaluation will take place concerning the geosites and
further development on site regarding visitors accessibility.
The overall management plan for the whole territory of
the KGP will be validated within two years.
Columnar basalt in Reynisfjara

Sites open to the public (with any kind of public

Staff

interpretation)

The KGP has one project manager and experts have
been working with the KGP as members of the project.
Organisational development is planned as part of future
investment and educational projects.

Apart from the museums, exhibitions and specially marked
trails mentioned above, the majority of the geosites
mentioned in chapter B.3. and the non-geological sites in
B.8. of the nomination dossier are open to public via trails.
In addition to these lists there are numerous places with
limited access, because of protection value, some areas
otherwise open by arrangement, and outdoor recreational
areas, well known by the locals, have not been marked.
However many of them are in the plans for the near future.
In the plans for the municipalities are listed numerous
places of great value to the area. Around 50 public buildings
(including churches and other community buldings), nearly
200 places of interest of local historic importance await
visitors.
At more frequently visited geosites, information boards
and interpretation panels provide better understanding of
the sites. It is a permanent task to give all panels at geosites
a unified Geopark-identity. The KGP has in 2009 and
2010 regularly sent out newsfeeds and information on the
project, informing local people and the tourism industry
about the concept of the Geopark and the sights, flora and

Financing

In order to be able to apply for funding, own contribution
must be provided. It is coming from Association member
fees, private equity and also public sources (municipality
financing). Projects are implemented using national
and EU funding.

Development projects currently running

• Katla center in Vík
• Volcanic and highland exhibition and information
centre in Hvolsvollur
• Kirkjubæjarstofa
• Skógar museum
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5-

Future facilities planned

Train management resources and tourist guides on various
approaches and skills to implement and promote Katla
Geopark.

One of the primary focus will be to raise awareness of the
geology and geography of the area in the local primary and
secondary schools. Moreover plans are already developing
to creating and forming courses and diplomas in local
geology and environmental and cultural studies as well as
Geography curriculum related fieldtrips.

Create new nature tourism products, with regards to
geotourism, biotourism and culture tourism and formulate
strategies for better public participation in geopark activities.
Increase research efforts toward characterization and
assessment of geoheritage, geodiversity, biodiversity and
cultural heritage for conservation and sustainable tourism.

Before summer 2012 Katla Geopark Project plans to have
a team of well trained guides to offer tours, hiking, biking
and driving in the Geopark area.
Work is already well on the way in designing unified look
of road maps and interpretation of the geological sights.
We already have a logo of the Katla Geopark Project and
we plan to have a customised logo for local food and
handcraft production already in use in the year 2011.

Implement long-term infrastructure development that is
needed to strengthen the establishment of Katla Geopark
area as member of the European Geoparks Network; such
as Skógar Natural History Museum, Kötlusetur, Kirkjubæjarstofa, several focused galleries, interactive centres and
other infrastructure for geo-conservation and bioconservation.

As a part of the promotion of Katla Geopark the logo will
be used on t-shirts, postcards and other souvenirs alongside
pictures and other productions from the area.

Set up a monitoring system, particularly on conservation,
environmental degradation, carrying capacity, and other
environmental issues. This system will furthermore be used
for focusing the marketing strategy.

The members of Katla Geopark already publish a number
of maps for many purposes for the area but it is anticipated
that future publication for the area will all be in the hands
of Katla Geopark that will have unified look and
information.
By May 2011 there will be available a 3-5 years business
and strategy plan as a unified roadmap for the 3
municipalities and their businesses including a long term
future vision and fundraising plan for permanent staff of
Katla Geopark. – The possibilities of funds from the
international community will be explored to the fullest.
The members of the proposed Geopark area already follow
a development plan for proposed geosites as can be seen in
the list of sites in the application form.

Have a dynamic webpage with a list of upcoming events,
courses, new facilities and changes in the environment –
what is new within the Katla Geopark area – new trips
available etc.
Start an auspicious Geopark Week that will grow in size
and popularity each year to promote Katla Geopark and
demonstrate the possibility of improving quality of life in
the area.

Katla Geopark Project
2010

www.katlageopark.is
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