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It’s been nearly three years since I first 
set foot on this beautiful volcanic rock 

in the North Atlantic. I am grateful for 
it but equally concerned for its future 
in light of its fast-rising popularity. 
Iceland, an island with a population 
of roughly 330,000, welcomed 1.28 
million visitors in 2015, mostly from 
the USA, China and the UK. When 
tourism booms, it’s inevitable that 
some visitors will not respect the land. 
It doesn’t take many to make an impact 
here. People leave behind litter, walk 
where they are asked not to and take 
ignorant risks in nature that bring out 
the volunteer rescue squads at great 
cost to them and the Icelandic people. 

It is true that toilet stops are infre-
quent on Icelandic roads, but a little 
respect wouldn’t go amiss. At times 
tourists have taken to defecating at the 
side of the road, and in one case, for 
lack of a better idea, setting toilet pa-
per on fire. This set the neighbouring 
lava field of dry moss ablaze. I sup-
pose tour buses could carry a supply 
of Ziploc baggies until either tourist 
numbers are under control or the fa-
cilities have caught up. Joking aside, 
how many visitors can Iceland take 
before the land and the quality of life 

of its people are seriously damaged? 
The culture of downtown Reykjavík 

is slowly being replaced by hotels and 
tourist shops, displacing residents as 
rents soar. Some are predicting that 
tourism will be the next bubble, which 
if mismanaged could be catastrophic. 
This time, instead of trading paper, Ice-
land is trading its most valuable, irre-
placeable resource – its land. So long 
as those in power remain focused on 
the value of money as opposed to the 
value of life – including natural resourc-
es – we will be in danger of destroying 
something very precious, something 
that cannot be reinstated by clever 
mathematical equations and emailed 
across a network for credit. 

Culture is the way of life of a 
particular group of people at a 
particular time. Though we live in 
a globalised world, we still enjoy 
a rich tapestry of many different 
cultures. With culture comes a code of 
conduct that natives learn to abide by. 
Icelanders generally have the utmost 
respect for the land. If you grew up 
here in this beauty, you would too. 
When you visit a foreign culture, 
you bring with you your own code of 
conduct, including your habits.
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But to integrate into the culture you 
are visiting, even for a week, you 
must learn about and respect it. You 
must make room for it. Your ability 
to do this largely determines whether 
you act as a tourist or a guest. 

Substitute the word culture for 
home. The word tourist has come to 
have negative connotations around 
the world for obvious reasons. 
Tourists are feckless and either lack 
the ability or simply choose not to 
show respect towards the “home” 
they are visiting. They can be 
dangerous to an ecosystem as small 
and fragile as Iceland. Guests by 
contrast take care to respect and learn 
about the “homes” they visit. If you 
come to Iceland, make the effort to 
learn about and respect the Icelandic 
“home”. Better to be their welcomed 
guest than a dreaded tourist. Or else 
that which you came to visit might no 
longer be there in the splendour that 
lured you to it in the first place. 
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