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_ 1. Geography

f,

1) Location and Land

=Location

Officially REPUBLIC OF ICELAND, Icelandic LYDHVELDIDH ISLAND, island
country in the North Atlantic Ocean , near the Arctic Circle, lying between Norway and
Greenland , and covering an area of 39,699 square miles (103,000 square km). The
capital is Reykjavik. Pop. (July 2008 est. ) :304,367. Monetary unit: Icelandic krona,
with (Nov. 15,2008) a free rate of 135 krona to U.S. $1.

Iceland is bounded by latitudes 66°30’ and 63°15’ N and is about 220 miles
(350 km) long from north to south; it is bounded by longitudes 24°15" and 13°45’ W
and is about 335 miles (540 km) from east to west. Iceland’s nearest European
neighbour is Scotland in the United Kingdom, lying about 500 miles (800 km) to the
southeast. Its rugged coastline, of more than 3 ,000 miles (4,800 km) , meets the
Greenland Sea and the Arctic Circle on the north, the Norwegian Sea on the east, the
Atlantic Ocean on the south and west,and the Denmark Strait which separates it from
Greenland by about 200 miles (320 km) on the northwest.

1=The Land

Iceland may be divided into four regions that are defined by climate and coastal
characteristics. The island’s three northern regions are generally colder and have drier
weather conditions, with rugged coastlines characterized by fjords; the southern region
experiences higher precipitation and temperatures and has smoother coastlines,
characterized by sandy beaches and lagoons formed by extensive offshore sandbars. Of
the northern regions, the northwestern region is a peninsular plateau that is heavily
dissected by steep valleys; the north-central region is characterized by broad valleys

and grassy lowlands; and the northeastern region has numerous fjords, providing
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xce]lent harbours. The southern region is qulte varied in its landscape, rangmg from
xtensu?e lowlands to the country’s highest peak.

Of Jceland’s total land area,less than 1 percent is considered arable,and forests,
‘.evwerL after reforestation programs in the decades of the 1960s and 1970s , amounted to
; "Mly slightly more than 1 percent of the total land area. Grazing land , however, exists in
practically every coastal valley and accounts for more than one-fifth of the land area.
Most of the remainder is either glaciated ,covered with peat bogs,or lava desert.
Geographic table of Iceland.

Total area:103,000 sq km.

Cultivated : 1% .

Pastures :20% .

Lakes:2% .

Lavas:11%.

Glaciers:11%.

Sands :4% .

Other non-arable land :50% .

2) Terrain

Mostly plateau interspersed with mountain peaks and ice-fields; coast deeply
indented by bays and fiords. \

Geologically Iceland is a very young country,and the process of its formation is
still going on. Iceland’s interior consists entirely of mountains and high plateaus, devoid
of human habitation. Its average height is 500 m above sea level.

1= Volcanic Activity

Iceland has some of the most active volcanoes in the world. There are about 200
volcanoes, at least 30 of which have erupted since the country was settled in the 9th
century AD. On the average there is an eruption every fifth year. Nearly every type of
volcanic activity found in the world is represented in Iceland,the most common being
fissure eruptions. One of these, the 30 km-long row of craters, Lakagigar, with about
100 separate craters, erupted in 1783. The gases and ashes from this eruption poisoned
the grasslands, causing tremendous damage in the countryside. It brought widespread
famine and resulted in the deaths of tens of thousands of people through starvation. The
lava flow from this eruption is the largest known in the world ,covering 565 square km.

The most famous Icelandic volcano is Hekla. Since its first recorded eruption in
1104, which destroyed vast areas, Hekla has erupted 17 times in historic time

continually bringing damage to the surrounding countryside.
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~u=Geothermal Activities
Ic\é‘land is richer in hot springs and high-temperature geo-thermal activity than
iny othq‘r country in the world. Low-temperature areas with hot springs are found all
r Iceland. There are about 250 geothermal areas of this type with a total of about
0 hot springs.
N T The largest hot spring in Iceland, Deildartunguhver in Borgarfjorour, has a flow of

h about 250 litres of boiling water per second. Some of the hot springs are spouting
“ springs or geysers, the most famous of which is the Great Geysir in Haukadalur in
South Iceland , from which the international word geyser is in fact derived. It has been
known to eject a column of hot water to a height of about 60 meters.

Hot springs are one of the country’s major natural resources; Reykjavik, for

example, is heated entirely by hot water piped from nearby geothermal springs.

3) Climate

It is influenced by the location of the country on the broad boundary between two
contrasting air currents,one of polar and one of tropical region. The climate is affected
also by the confluence of two ocean currents,the Gulf Stream, from near the Equator,
and the East Greenland Polar Current. The latter sometimes carries Arctic drift ice to
Iceland’s northern and eastern shores. *

The weather in Iceland is on the whole quite changeable and depends mostly on
the tracks of the atmospheric depressions crossing the North Atlantic. The passage of a
depression some distance south of Iceland causes relatively cold and dry weather, while
one passing northeastward between Iceland and Greenland brings mild weather,
moderately dry in the north. Although its northernmost tips nearly touch the Arctic
Circle, Iceland is much warmer than might be expected.

Mean annual temperatures for Reykjavik, on the west coast, for Akureyri, in the
north,and for Vik,in the south, are, respectively,41°F (5°C) ,39°F (4°C) and 42°F
(6°C). Mean January and July temperatures for the same locations are 31°F(0°C) and
52°F(11°C) ,29°F ( - 2°C) and 52°F, and 34°F (1°C) and 52°F. In the northwest ,
snow falls on about 100 days a year; in the southeast, on about 40. Annual
precipitation ranges from 16 inches (410 millimetres) on some high northern plateaus
to more than 160 inches on the southern slopes of some ice-capped mountains. In the
south it averages more than 80 inches. Gales are frequent, especially in winter, and
6ccasionally heavy fogs may occur, but thunderstorms are rare. Reykjavik averages a
bit more than 1,300 hours of bright sunshine a year. Often the aurora borealis
appears, especially in fall and early winter.
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4) Mountain, Rivers and Lakes

[r:rjlountain and Glaciers
.4‘,]}7 _The country’s highest peak is Mount Hvannadals, which rises to an elevation of
6,952 feet (2,119 m). The peak is situated on the southern edge of Vatna Glacier.

Among the most distinctive features of Iceland are its glaciers that cover about
11,260 square km,11% of the total area of the country.

Almost all types of glaciers are found in Iceland, ranging from the small cirque
glaciers to extensive glacier caps reminding one of the inland ices of Greenland. These
latter are drained by broad lobe-shaped outlets or by valley glacieries of the alpine
type.

By far the largest of the glacier caps is Vatnajokull in southeast Iceland with an
area of 8,300 square km,equal in size to all the glaciers on the European mainland
put together. It reaches a thickness of 1,000 m.

The Icelandic glaciers are exciting goals for hard adventurers,but many of them
are dangerous to cross owing to rifts and crevasses in the ice.

r=Rivers and Lakes

Rivers are numerous in Iceland and relatively voluminous due to the heavy
rainfall and abundant glacial meltwater, none of them has been considered navigable
owing to swift currents. But in the last few years rafting has become very popular. Most
of the rivers originate from the glaciers and are consequently heavily laden with
debris , which make them turbid and often yellowish-brown in colour. The longest river,
Jorsa in the south,is 230 km long and has an average discharge of 390 cubic meters
per second.

Lakes in Iceland are abundant,but most of them are rather small. Some of these
lakes are formed by subsidence, other fill glacier-eroded basins, still others are lava-
dammed, while a few are ice-dammed. The five biggest lakes in Iceland are
Singvallavatn (83 sq km) ,which is 114 m deep,Sérisvatn (70 sq km) , Lgurinn (52
sq km) ,the lagoon lake Hép (45 sq km) ,and Myvatn (38 sq km). Lake Myvatn is

world renowned for its fascinating scenery and incredibly rich bird life.
5) Drainage and Soils

Heavy rainfalls feed the numerous rivers and lakes in the glaciated landscape.
Many of the lakes are dammed by lava flows or glacial ice. The presence of numerous
waterfalls is typical of the young,geologically faulted landscape. The rivers are mainly
debris-laden streams of glacial origin or clear streams formed by springs from

underground water. In the regions not drained by glacier rivers (with their heavy loads
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