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Iceland ‐
 

showcase for both 
destruction and restoration 

of natural resources



1100 years of human settlement interacting 
 with forces of nature have created Iceland´s
 largest environmental problem



The consequences of 
unsustainable land use

Source: CDD Comics



1907 – A law on forestry and 
 prevention of soil erosion

The numerous success stories!
“An inspiration of hope”



1. The era of top‐down approaches 

• 1907‐1990 Institute staff + 
 machinery

– Little community involvement

– Low land user responsibility
• Localized work

– Curing symptoms, not causes

• Slow development of 
 community awareness and 

 engagement

Development of community engagement –

 
Lessons from the past:



2. Lack of problem acceptance

• The highly visible 
 destruction

• Reluctance to accept

– Deep agricultural roots
– Powerful land users
– “Erosion talk harmful to 

 agriculture”

Lessons from the past: Development of community engagement – Lessons from the past: 



3. The media 
• Massive coverage 

– Focus on the problems

– Antagonism towards 
 conservation

• But 
– Increased public and peer 

 pressure 

– Agricultural fear of 
 negative publicity

– Desire for better land 
 husbandry

Lessons from the past: Development of community engagement –

 
Lessons from the past:



“Farmers heal the land”
• Established in 1990

– Adapted from Australian landcare
– Collaboration and support 
– Improving management and land quality

• Participation 
– A main characteristic of soil conservation 

 in Iceland

• A real a trigger for change
– Reducing tensions 
– Joining forces 
– Win‐Win situation

A breakthrough – The Icelandic Landcare

 
flagship: 



Main reasons for participation in the 
 Farmers heal the land project

%
1.

 
Deliver the land in better condition to next generation

 
27

2.
 

To improve the image of the farmer sector 
 

18

3.
 

To improve landscape appearance
 

15

4.
 

Environmental considerations
 

13

5.
 

To aid in improvement of grazing management
 

10

6.
 

Expectation of financial benefits
 

9

7.
 

Ecologically friendly farming
 

2

8.
 

Societal pressure
 

0.2

9.
 

Other
 

5
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The initial driver for community engagement:

(Schmidt, 1999) 

60%



The origins of landcare  in Iceland
• Forestry Association founded in 1930

– The biggest NGO in Iceland, 2,5% of population 
– Brought forestry to immense popularity, but 
– “A tree only”

 
focus, lacking the broad goals

• Lions clubs, youth movement … start revegetation
 around 1968

– Parallel with growing international interest in environment

• Landcare
 

(Icel: Landvernd) NGO association 1969 
– Highly active in revegetation

 
and nature conservation

• But at institutional level 
– Top down approaches and little local involvement until 1990



The multiple roles of landcare
1.

 
Combating land degradation and desertification

2.
 

Foster farmer´s
 

and community engagement in 
 sustainable land management

3.
 

Ecological restoration ‐
 

Improve land fertility and 
 ecosystem services 

4.
 

Conserve and restore biodiversity 
5.

 
Water filtering and storage

6.
 

New services for society –
 

Climate action
7.

 
Farm profits and livelihoods

8.
 

Community understanding and engagement
9.

 
Generation and uptake of new knowledge

10.
 

Development of land literacy and conservation ethics



1.Halt soil erosion and prevent further 
 damage of Icelandic ecosystems                   

The roles of landcare

 
:



2. Foster sustainable land management
The roles of landcare: 

Grazing is the main 
 determinant of

land healt in Iceland



Tragedy of Commons



Livestock 
 grazing 

No harm if well 
 managed –

 
but ...



Grazing in area of desertificatication

Grazed

Protected



The sheep industry
• Massive governmental support

– Production oriented
• A voluntary quality verification schema  

– receive 40% more –
 

but ...
– Too relaxed criteria 
– Goals of sustainability not attained

• The government still paying at both ends
– Production 
– Damage from overgrazing

• Must change support 
– Land stewardship payments



3. Ecological restoration 
The roles of landcare: 



Iceland lost 95% of woodland 
 cover in 1100 years

 

Iceland lost 95% of woodland 
 cover in 1100 years

DeforestationDeforestation





• Lost 50%
• Desertification in a 

 humid environment

Vegetation and soils 



4. Biodiversity
• Conservation of soil and vegetation 

 continues to be largest national effort in 
 conserving and restoring biodiversity 

 – Flora and fauna 
– Complex ecosystems

• A main role of landcare, but
– Indirect and not targeted

• Forestry
– Enormous community engagement, but

– Severe biodiversity issues
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5. Water
• The effect of soil and 

 vegetation on
– Runoff 
– Storage and release
– Water quality

• Large economic 
 implications

The roles of landcare: 



6. Mitigation of climate change 
 by restoration of land quality

Carbon sequestration 
in soil and vegetation 
an important tool in 
Iceland´s

 
climate 

action plan
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The roles of landcare: 



60‐80% of C stored in soil‐permanently

jarðvegur 
gróður
Soil
Vegetation
Soil
Vegetation



7. Farm profits and livelihoods

•
 

More productivity ‐
 

higher income
•

 
A more healthy landscape

•
 

Improved image
–

 
Strenghtening the social licence to farm

The roles of landcare: 



8. Community understanding and engagement

• “Better farms”
 

evolving 
– A grassroots approach
– Fostering farmer skills in planning  

 and decision making

• Local and district levels
– Linking multiple goals and sectors

• A powerful tool 
– “Ownership”

 
encourages use

 
of 

 plans
– Awareness and land literacy

Adapted from 
Australian

 
experience

The roles of landcare: 



9. Maximizing knowledge gain and adoption 

• “Farmers heal the land”
– Power of the grassroots research 

• A quiet global revolution 
– Monitoring, research, ...
– Manifold knowledge gain
– Environmental literacy  

• Many names
– Citizen Science
– Participatory research
– Community based research
– Action research
– A profound change needed in applied 

 research approaches
• Who poses the research questions?

The roles of landcare: 



10. Fostering land literacy – ethics ‐
 

stewardship

Tell me.

I forget.

Show me.

I remember.

Allow me to do it.

Then I understand.

Old Chinese proverb (from English to Icelandic and 

 back to English!) 

The roles of landcare: 



In conclusion
• Environmental conservation 

 and restoration: 
– Participatory approaches  
– Fostering community 

 engagement  
• Landcare

– A rapidly growing international 
 movement

– Has many names globally
• New frameworks required 

– All levels 
– Science –

 
policy – action 

– Landscapes – not “spot”
 

focus 



Thank you!


	Landcare in Iceland�Building community engagement
	Número de diapositiva 2
	1100 years of human settlement interacting with forces of nature have created Iceland´s largest environmental problem
	Número de diapositiva 4
	1907 – A law on forestry and prevention of soil erosion
	�1. The era of top-down approaches 
	��2. Lack of problem acceptance �
	3. The media 
	“Farmers heal the land”
	Main reasons for participation in the �Farmers heal the land project
	The origins of landcare in Iceland
	The multiple roles of landcare
	Número de diapositiva 13
	Número de diapositiva 14
	Tragedy of Commons
	Número de diapositiva 16
	Número de diapositiva 17
	The sheep industry
	3. Ecological restoration 
	Número de diapositiva 20
	Número de diapositiva 21
	Vegetation and soils �
	�4. Biodiversity
	5. Water
	6. Mitigation of climate change by restoration of land quality
	60-80% of C stored in soil-permanently
	        7. Farm profits and livelihoods
	8. Community understanding and engagement
	9. Maximizing knowledge gain and adoption 
	10. Fostering land literacy – ethics - stewardship 
	In conclusion
	Número de diapositiva 32

