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On and OffI&I

visiting Iceland 
in luxury
Traveling to Iceland on cruise ships is becoming more popular every 
year. Day after day, huge ships sail into the harbors of Reykjavík, 
Akureyri, or any one of seven other towns throughout Iceland. An 
increasing number of people are selecting this convenient way to see 
more of the world in short time while experiencing the luxury of an 
ocean cruise. This summer 75 ocean liners docked at Icelandic ports 
and already about 65 are scheduled to arrive in 2008. Most cruise 
passengers use the opportunity to take various day tours or simply 
to shop or relax. c

Exhibition:

Markets: 

marathon man 
on new legs
Barely catching his breath from the London and Edinburgh marathons 
earlier this year, Team Ossur member, Richard Whitehead, a double 
amputee, successfully completed the biggest challenge he’s yet had to 
face in his three-year running career. ‘Comrades’ is the legendary ultra-
marathon which takes place once a year in South Africa, and Richard 
beat over 7,000 mostly able-bodied competitors.
His running legs are provided by Ossur, the Icelandic company that 
designs and builds quality solutions for the disabled that harness tech-
nology and improve mobility. Richard also finished a marathon in less 
than four hours this summer. His achievements show how determination 
and technology make it possible for people to achieve goals they could 
previously only dream of. c
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Innovation: 

Icelanders world champions 
in artif icial intelligence   
Dr. Yngvi Björnsson and student Hilmar Finnsson from Reykjavík University 
(RU) took home the gold medal in the international General Game-Playing 
(GGP) Competition at the AAAI Conference in Vancouver, Canada, in July. 
The conference is one of the largest and most prestigious artificial intelli-
gence conferences in the world and the GGP Competition, held for the third 
time this year, is one of several side events at the conference. Björnsson and 
Finnsson’s entry, the CADIA Player, fought for the first place against an 
entry from the University of California, Los Angeles (UCLA). UCLA placed 
second last year and won the competition in 2005. This was the first time 
RU participated in the competition. c

Innovation: 

Icelandic professor 
receives international 
award    
Thorsteinn I. Sigfússon, professor at the University of Iceland, was 
honored for his research in the area of renewable energy and hydro-
gen by Russian president Putin in June. The International Energy 
Prize is awarded each year for contribution to international coopera-
tion for the solution of the greatest energy problems of the modern 
age. The award was presented at a ceremony in St. Petersburg. Russia 
counts this prize as their “Nobel Prize for Energy Engineering”. An 
international board of 30 members selected the winners, which 
included a British and a Russian scientist. Þorsteinn Sigfússon said 
that the award was an honor and recognition for all those who have 
been doing research in energy in Iceland. c

On and Off
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Joining the European Union is not at the center of the political 
debate in Iceland. Not many candidates addressed the issue dur-
ing the run-up to last spring’s elections, and of the country’s five 

political parties, only the Social Democratic Alliance is in favor of 
becoming a member. However, suddenly a related issue has cropped 
up: should Iceland be thinking of joining the European Monetary 
Union—the “euro club”?

This new debate is not led by politicians, but rather business leaders. 
In early September, Sigurdur Einarsson, chairman of Iceland’s largest 
company Kaupthing bank, stunned the nation by claiming that the 
Icelandic currency, the krona, is no longer useful for the bank—nor 
for the Icelandic economy. He said that he expects Kaupthing to start 
using the euro for Kaupthing’s own financial reports soon, and that 
Kaupthing’s shares would be listed on the OMX stock exchange in 
euros. This statement comes hot on the heels of Straumur investment 
bank’s announcement that it will be listing its shares in euros. 

Why is the Krona no Longer UsefUL?

Those who favor ditching the krona as Iceland’s official currency cite 
a number of reasons, the main one being that the krona is both small 
and unstable. Most of Iceland’s foreign trade is with the EU. The krona 
is not pegged to any currency but rather floats according to supply and 
demand. This means, for example, that the US dollar has fluctuated 
wildly—between ISK 59 and ISK 110—in recent years. 

Other advocates say that adopting the euro would eliminate the cost 
of exchanging into and out of a currency used nowhere but on a small 
North Atlantic island. It would be advantageous for tourists from the 
European Monetary Union (EMU) area, as well as for the growing num-
ber of Icelandic firms who are expanding their business into Europe. 
Sigurdur Einarsson says that the Icelandic krona is such a small cur-
rency that few people bother to keep track of it. 

Supporters of adopting the euro claim that joining the EMU would 
stabilize the stock market, foreigners would be more willing to invest in 
Iceland, the economic cycles in Iceland would be compatible with that 
of the European Union and the labor market would be more flexible. In 
addition, the potential low interest rates are very tempting. In Iceland 
they are close to 15 percent, as opposed to below 5 percent in the EMU 
area. No doubt businesses and individuals alike would be delighted to 
cut the extra cost of borrowing. 

the Case against the eUro

Opponents of joining the EMU say that it would be impossible to 
formally adopt the euro without joining the European Union itself. 
Many Icelanders are skeptical of the EU because of its joint fishing 
policy. They say that fishing is so important to the Icelandic nation 
that it would be unthinkable for the country to surrender control of its 
fishing stocks. Others say that Iceland should not join the EU because 
it already has most of the benefits and only a few of the drawbacks of 
the Union through being a member of the European Economic Area.

Those against adopting the euro claim that the tiny Icelandic econ-
omy is different from the big European market and that consequently 
Iceland needs the flexibility of its own currency, which can fluctuate 
according to the needs of the Icelandic fishing industry. However, 
this seems less relevant now since the currency exchange rate is no 
longer controlled by the Central Bank of Iceland. Moreover, the fish-

to Be 
or not to Be
Can Iceland Join the Euro Club and if so, 

Should it?

economics
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ing industry has been complaining for years that the exchange rate is 
highly unfavorable.

Some specialists have claimed that it is possible to adopt the euro 
without joining the EU. They have pointed to the fact that some 
countries or areas that do not belong to EU use the euro and some 
African nations peg their currency to the euro. The governor of the 
Central Bank of Iceland, former Prime Minister Davíd Oddsson, says 
that a thorough discussion about the euro has taken place and the 
conclusion was that there was no reason to change the current policy. 
He also said that he found it “hilarious” that some foreign specialists 
claim that pegging the ISK to a foreign currency is feasible. Oddsson 
has been a leading opponent of adopting the euro in Iceland since he 
was prime minister.

Arguments aside, at the moment Iceland does not fulfill the criteria 
for joining the EMU. Inflation has been too high and interest rates 
are far too high. Until inflation is brought under control, Iceland will 
have to stay out.

WiLL We join?

The results of a Gallup poll published in September showed that 53 
percent of Iceland’s voters want to take up the euro, 37 percent are 
opposed and 10 percent are neutral. This is stronger support for the 
euro than previous polls have shown. 

The current prime minister, Geir H. Haarde, has not voiced opposi-
tion to the euro as strongly as his predecessor, although he has made 
it clear that he does not see the euro as a short-term alternative for the 
country. He has long been skeptical of EU membership for Iceland.

It may well be that the gap between politics and business is widen-
ing on the euro issue. Sigurdur Einarsson says that he does not see a 
strong case for Iceland unilaterally taking up the euro without join-
ing the EU even if we could. “The sooner we get rid of the krona, the 
better. I think the krona is on its last laps. Maybe it will survive for a 
few more years, but it will be for the good of no one and the pleasure 
of nobody.” cP
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Every country has a road that you must drive 
before you can say that you have truly seen 
that country. In Russia it is the long railroad 
from Vladivostok to Moscow. In the United 
States it is Highway 66. Iceland has the Ring 
Road around the country.

Not too long ago there were inhabited places 
in Iceland that were not served by roads. 
The Öræfi at Skaftafell, in the shadow of 
Vatnajökull glacier, was one the most isolated 
places in Europe, blocked on all four sides by 
the glacier in the north, the Atlantic Ocean in 
the south and mighty rivers to the east and 
west. The farms could only be accessed on 
horseback or by small plane. The few visitors 
that made it were welcomed by the local farm-
ers like they were coming to a feast. You will 
still be welcomed when you come to Skaftafell, 
but you will be one of nearly 100 thousand 
visitors each year. 

In 1974 bridges were constructed over the 
wide sands south of Vatnajökull glacier and 
suddenly the trip between Kirkjubæjarklaustur, 
west of Skaftafell, and Hornafjörður, to the 
east, was cut from 1,400 kilometers to less 

than 200. You no longer needed to drive to 
Reykjavík first, then up north to Akureyri, on 
to Egilstadir in the east and finally down to 
Hornafjördur. It is an enjoyable trip to be sure, 
but the return trip a few days later might have 
made it a little less interesting. 

Those bridges were not only engineering 
marvels but also the biggest improvement to 
travel in Iceland after the invention of the air-
plane. Not only could you drive to Skaftafell, 
one of the most beautiful places on Earth, but 
the “southern road” to the East Fjords was then 
also open. It felt like the country had shrunk 
in half. In the decades that followed, roads 
were improved and shortened, and it is now 
possible to drive nearly the entire Ring Road 
on paved asphalt. 

There is something romantic about the Ring 
Road. Shortly after it was opened it appeared 
in literature. Admittedly the first book, a shady 
novel called The Love Circle, is now mostly 
forgotten. Film director and Oscar-nominee 
Fridrik Thór Fridriksson made a film about 
the Ring Road, appropriately named The Ring 
Road. He attached a camera to the bottom of 

a car and then drove around the country. The 
film is a fast forward version of that trip. It 
was not very popular.

Tourists have not traveled the Ring Road as 
much as they should. It takes a few days to 
drive the entire circle, which is between 1,300 
and 1,400 kilometers long. One could probably 
make the entire trip in 24 hours but it is not 
recommended. If you take less than a week 
you are missing a lot of the beautiful places, 
such as the mesmerizing waterfall at Skógar; 
Dyrhólaey in the south, a magnificent rock 
with a hole in the middle; Europe’s largest gla-
cier, Vatnajökull; Lake Mývatn, with many of 
the strangest landscapes in Iceland surround-
ing it; or Akureyri, the romantic town in North 
Iceland. The list could go on and on.

In the past, many people felt that the old 
dirt roads were one of the more charming 
things about Iceland. If you are looking for 
gravel roads you will still find plenty of those. 
However, you will no longer need to be driv-
ing a large jeep to make it from one end to the 
other. So get into your Polo or Yaris and get on 
the road. You will not regret it. c

Travel

Circling iceland
The Ring Road
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In the summer of 2004, Icelandic society and politics were rocked by 
the so-called media legislation. Althingi, Iceland’s parliament, had 
passed a law banning controlling ownership in the media by a single 
company or individual. Iceland’s President Ólafur Ragnar Grímsson 
subsequently used his power of veto for the first time in history and 
the legislation was withdrawn. 

The landscape has become somewhat simpler since then. Some of the 
wealthiest people in Iceland now own large shares in newspapers and 
television stations.

There is no lack of media in Iceland. Five newspapers are published 
on most days and there are five television stations (actually many 
more, if you count channels with special broadcasts such as Althingi 
sessions). Numerous general-interest magazines are published, as well 
as many for special interest groups. There are close to ten radio sta-
tions and a host of interesting websites offering news and blogs. And 
this is not counting all the international radio and television stations 
available. 

Considering this vast interest in running media outlets, one might 
assume that they delivered large profits. Yet this is not so: almost all 
lose money, year after year. Then what’s the appeal? Perhaps it’s the 
glamour, perhaps the need to keep the public informed—or might the 
owners want to control what is written or said? This was the main fear 
and argument used for passing the 2004 media legislation.

the different CongLomerates

For many years, Morgunbladid was the most powerful newspaper in 
Iceland. It is a daily paper distributed through subscriptions and is 
bought by almost 50 percent of Icelandic households. In the past it 
was owned by a number of families, none of which held a major-
ity. Some of those are still shareholders, but investor Björgólfur 
Gudmundsson, chairman of Landsbanki bank, now controls about 
half the shares in the paper. The same company also publishes the 
daily Bladid, which is distributed free to all households in the capital 

Are Several Media Power Houses Forming in Iceland?

media moguls?
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area and other larger towns around the country. In addition, the com-
pany operates the most visited website in Iceland, mbl.is.

365 media publishes Fréttabladid, the most popular daily paper in 
Iceland. It also runs Channel 2, a subscription television station, and a 
number of other television channels, as well as visir.is, a popular news 
website. 365 is the only media company listed on the Iceland Stock 
Exchange. Its biggest shareholder is Baugur Group, led by chairman Jón 
Ásgeir Jóhannesson. In 2006, 365 media reported a loss of more than 
ISK 6 billion (USD 100 million). 

In addition to 365, Baugur owns the daily DV, a tabloid that used 
to have considerable circulation but has lost many subscribers. Daily 
publication was suspended for a year and resumed this spring. Baugur 
also owns the publishing house Birtíngur, which publishes numerous 
popular magazines on various topics. 

The business paper Vidskiptabladid, which derives most of its sub-
scriptions from the business sector, is published four days a week. 
Its main owners are Exista, led by the brothers Lýdur and Ágúst 

Gudmundsson. Exista also owns Iceland Telecom, which in turn owns 
Skjár 1, a television station focusing on entertainment.

The last giant in the field is The Icelandic National Broadcasting 
Service. Owned by the state, it runs the most popular radio station 
and the most popular television station in the country, respectively. 
Privatization seems unlikely, with some politicians claiming it is the 
nation’s final insurance against potential distortion of news by the 
other media. 

Criticism citing media abuse is occasionally heard, but there is no 
widespread consensus in Iceland that the media is being exploited. 
Differences in news reporting can probably be detected, but this has 
always been the case. In the past this reflected political interests, but 
today seems to reflect primarily business interests. 

With a new coalition government in power, it seems unlikely that 
the coalition parties will introduce a new media bill, as they were on 
opposing sides of the media issue in the past. c
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 Looking for a Worthy opponent

If you watch badminton, Ragna Ingólfsdóttir is 
a name you might want to commit to memory. 
For the last five years she has been the undis-
puted queen of badminton in Iceland. She has 
also done well in international competitions 
and has won almost every other tournament 
she has participated in. She is currently the 
number 43 badminton player in the world.

According to Ragna, she has a chance to 
really climb up the world list if she gets to play 
in Asia. Her eyes are set on the Olympics in 
Beijing next year. She traveled to Australia and 
New Zealand in July and did well in numerous 
competitions, winning a silver medal at the 
Australian Open. So does she want to become 
a professional player?

“No, becoming pro has never appealed to 
me very much. I feel best here in Iceland, 

where I have a good trainer and good people 
around me.”

Ragna started to play badminton at the age 
of nine and since then has won almost every 
badminton title in Iceland. She practices hard, 
twice a day, and says that she is constantly 
improving. 

“Badminton is a game of skill and under-
standing. Players are so different from one 
another. Even though you may be much better 
than your opponent you should never assume 
that you’ll win easily. You have to think fast 
and discover his or her weaknesses. Plus, of 
course, you need strength in your feet and a 
good strategy.”

Ragna won titles at the Nordic champi-
onship this spring and has caught national 
attention with her string of victories. Does 

she have a chance at winning the European 
championship?

“Of course that would be fun, but many of 
the Asian players who used to be the best in 
the world move to Europe when they are no 
longer the very best. They tend to dominate 
the game.”

But does she have anyone to practice with 
here in Iceland? After all, she has dominated 
the sport for a long time. “I play against the 
boys a lot, or against two girls at the same 
time. This is of course not ideal because the 
boys play the game a bit differently. But I can’t 
complain because I have had many opportuni-
ties to play in international tournaments. I can 
always set new goals for myself and I think I 
am improving my game.” c
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Ragna Ingólfsdóttir is a Rising Star in the World of Badminton



1�I&I

Outdoors

in overdrive
River Rafting – not for the Faint at Heart 

If you are seeking an adrenalin kick (and who 
isn’t?), river rafting might be just the thing 
for you. You could be floating down the river 
in apparent safety when you suddenly see 
rocks that you must avoid. Next you might 
be caught in the current, floating towards 
a waterfall. River rafting is a comparatively 
new sport in Iceland but you can now enjoy 
it (if you very much like being scared) in most 
parts of the country. Rafting on glacial rivers 
is extremely popular, since they run through 
unique and spectacular canyons that encour-
age more and more people to undertake this 
dramatic experience. 

River rafting is popular and provides action-
packed fun for the entire family. Floating 

down a calm river like Blanda in the North 
suits the youngest and oldest members best, 
so rafting on Blanda is a highly suitable 
activity for families with young children. The 
landscape along the river is beautiful and the 
currents are not too strong, providing a new 
perspective on the surroundings, as viewed 
from the river. 

The more adventurous may wish to try a 
river like Hvítá in Borgarfjördur or Hvítá in 
southern Iceland. The Hvítá rivers are only 
about an hour’s drive from Reykjavík. While 
floating down them, you will see plenty of 
interesting locations and exciting scenery. 
Both rivers have a perfectly balanced mix 
of serene canyons and adrenaline-generating 

waves and rapids – a wonderful mixture! 
Everyone on the raft is bundled up in safety 

vests with helmets on, so even if you fall in the 
river – and many people do – you should be 
safe. Experienced guides accompany the rafts 
to ensure safety. Sometimes there are places 
where you can jump into the river from a cliff 
five to ten meters above it. If you are brave 
you will enjoy both the fall and the freezing 
temperatures when you hit the water. Don’t 
worry, the guides will fish you out!

You are not likely to forget your time on the 
billowing waves of any of these glacial rivers. 
Just remember – don’t go if you have a weak 
heart or a soft mind. c
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Icelanders have enjoyed a long economic boom

in early september it was announced that iceland is among 
three countries in which computer giant microsoft is consider-
ing establishing a so-called data center —a collection of com-
puter servers usually maintained by an enterprise to accomplish 
server needs far beyond the capability of one machine. it is also 
considering setting up a research and development centre in the 
country.

the fact that one of the most powerful enterprises in the world 
has selected iceland as a potential location for such a center 
indicates that iceland is ideal for such an establishment. indeed, 
a benchmarking study conducted by PricewaterhouseCoopers in 
Belgium confirms this (see below).

Why iCeLand?

iceland offers clean, renewable energy at very competitive prices, 
and the study showed that iceland offers a lower cost for data 
centers than the Usa, UK and even india. this makes iceland a 
very attractive location for such centers, even more so consid-
ering that the need for cooling is substantially less in iceland 
due to a cooler climate. studies have shown that half of a data 
center’s energy costs stem from cooling. furthermore, iceland 
provides only hydroelectric and/or geothermal energy, which is 

renewable and therefore environmentally friendly, does not con-
tribute to global warming and requires no carbon credits.

iceland is perhaps perceived by some to have high natural 
disaster risk and is still regarded as the land of ice and fire by 
many. fact remains that the risk of natural disaster is consider-
ably lower in iceland than in the Usa, UK or india, and the risk 
is isolated to specific unpopulated areas far away from all major 
infrastructure 

earthquakes are frequent but in such a modest scale that they 
are hardly ever noticed in the habited areas. same applies for 
volcanic activity. it is limited to unhabited areas only.  

icelandic telecommunications and software companies have 
proven their unequivocal ability to undertake the task of interna-
tional cooperation and service with whoever wishes to utilize this 
untapped opportunity. 

iceland is currently improving its secure telecommunications 
links to europe and Usa. in its latest Policy declaration, the 
icelandic government stated that a new telecommunications cable 
will be installed in 2008. on 22 june, the minister of communi-
cations, transport and tourism, mr. Kristján L. möller said: “the 
board of [telecommunications company] farice has decided to 
auction off the research and installment of the cable this fall, so 
that a new cable will be operational come fall 2008”. c

iceland: 
an outstanding Location 

for data Centers

computing
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an extract from the benchmarking study by 
PricewaterhouseCoopers, belgium for Invest in 
Iceland agency, in association with the companies 
Teymi, Hitaveita Sudurnesja, reykjavík Energy, 
Farice, Iceland Telecom and landsvirkjun.

• “In the search for cost attractive locations catering 
to the power intensive industries, Iceland is the single 
country in the world that provides the best in class envi-
ronment conditions in combination with an attractively 
priced green power supply.” – PwC 

• “By almost any international comparative assessment 
focusing on IT competitiveness of the society and the IT 
use of the population, Iceland scores best in class.“ -PwC

• Fully capable, high quality telecommunications- and 
software companies in Iceland 

• “Existing telecommunications services throughout 
Iceland are plentiful and reliable. These are in the pro-
cess of constant improvement and of the highest modern 
standards.”

• Digital stored information will increase by approxi-
mately 50% every year 

• Data centers use 1% of total energy used today 
• Energy cost is 50% of operation cost for data centers 
• Half of energy cost is for cooling 
• Iceland offers low cost and clean energy 
• Iceland has natural cooling 
• Farice-2 operational fall 2008



Writer

It can be very hard for a young writer to fol-
low in big footsteps, and in Iceland they do 
not come much bigger than those of Nobel 
laureate Halldór Laxness. His granddaughter, 
Audur Jónsdóttir, had her first short story, 
The Wedding, published in a literary journal 
in 1997. She was 24 at the time. In 1998 
she published her first novel, Stjórnlaus 
lukka (Bliss), which was nominated for the 
Icelandic Literature Award. She did not win 
on that occasion, but in 2004 took home the 
coveted prize for her novel The People in 
the Basement. That coup was followed by a 
nomination for the Nordic Council Literature 
Prize in 2006.

The People in the Basement is the story of a 
young couple struggling to lead a normal life 
while dealing with grotesque neighbors in 
their basement of their house. It is her most 
popular novel so far and has been trans-
lated into Danish, to substantial acclaim. 
The literary critic for major Danish paper 
Jyllandsposten wrote: “There is something 
about those Icelanders! Audur Jonsdottir 
is no exception to the rule. Her [novel] is 
a tale of glorious proportions. Grand in 
its ambition and precise in its expression. 
Absurd, because reality is absurd, and seri-
ous, because life is incredibly serious.”

The People in the Basement has also been 
translated into Swedish and will be pub-
lished in Sweden in the fall of 2007.

Audur grew up next door to her grandfa-
ther Halldór Laxness and wrote a portrait of 
him in her book One Self is the Strangest of 
All, published in Iceland in 2002. The book 
is a sort of biography for children, where 
Audur’s own memories of her grandfather as 
an old man alternate with her stories of him 
as a little boy. In between she introduces his 
major works, interests and philosophy. 

In an interview about her grandfather she 
was quoted as saying that she had thought 
being a writer was a very lonely job, but 
when she herself started to write she discov-
ered how rewarding it can be. She says that 
she has, of course, read all of her grandfa-
ther’s books, but personally she thinks that 
novels like The Master and Margarita by 
Michael Bulgakov are closer to what she 
wants to write.

Audur’s most recent novel is Tryggdapantur 
(Depositum), published in Iceland in 2006. 
That novel was also nominated for the 
Icelandic Literature Award.

Audur now lives with her husband in 
Barcelona, Spain, and together they 
write weekly columns in Icelandic daily 
Morgunbladid. c

Literature 
in the Blood
Audur Jónsdóttir is a Major Young Talent
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a new Way with history
The Settlement Center in Borgarnes is a Different Kind of Museum

Sometimes an idea seems so good that you 
wonder why nobody had it before. The 
Settlement Center in Borgarnes is one such 
phenomenon. Icelanders have very few relics 
from the first days of the country’s settle-
ment, but instead have very vivid descriptions 
in the sagas. Why not use this imagery in an 
exhibition?

The founders of the Center, actor and 
playwright Kjartan Ragnarsson and his 
television-reporter wife Sigrídur Margrét 
Gudmundsdóttir, decided several years ago to 
leave Reykjavík where they had been living 
and working and to start a new life in the 
town of Borgarnes, West Iceland, a little less 
than an hour’s drive from the capital. 

They needed to find a place for their new 
museum and were in luck. A warehouse that 
was one of the oldest buildings in Borgarnes 
was the perfect place. 

On entering the center you already sense 
an unusual combination of a man-made 
structure and nature, as one of the walls is 

missing and in its place is barren stone with 
water trickling down.

The warehouse houses two major exhibi-
tions: The Settlement of Iceland and The 
Saga of Egill Skalla-Grimsson. In addition, 
the upper floor of the old warehouse houses 
a performance space, the Saga Loft, in which 
storytellers perform and theatrical events are 
staged. Audiences have flocked from far and 
wide to attend performances there by actor 
Benedikt Erlingsson, writer Einar Kárason and 
musician KK. 

Adjoining buildings house a friendly res-
taurant catering to groups or individuals, as 
well as an outlet for souvenirs and merchan-
dise. The center also hosts a variety of events 
and entertainment for visitors. The play Mr. 
Skallagrímsson has been running there for 
the past two years. Adapted by actor Benedikt 
Erlingsson from Egil’s Saga and directed by 
Peter Enquist, the show has proven both enter-
taining and informative.  

On the main floor of the center is an exhibi-

tion entitled The Settlement of Iceland. It 
shows how Iceland was discovered, how the 
Vikings navigated the open seas, and gives 
reasons why they abandoned their homes 
in Norway. It relates stories of the first 
people to set foot on the island and how the 
land was settled, up to the establishment in 
930 AD of the world’s first parliament, the 
Althing, at Thingvellir. Based on The Book of 
the Icelanders, outlines of the stories of the 
main settlers are told. It pioneers activities 
of Skalla-Grímur Kveldúlfsson, one of the 
original settlers who claimed large areas of 
land in the vicinity of Borgarnes. His son, 
Egill Skalla-Grímsson, was one of the great-
est heroes of the Icelandic Sagas. Egill was 
a Viking who became a famous warrior in 
Norway and on the British Isles. He is also 
one of the greatest Icelandic poets. In the 
basement of the Settlement Center his story 
is told in a special exhibition based upon 
Egil’s Saga. c



Poet

Icelanders have respect for many of their 
poets, but they don’t really love them—with the 
exception of Jónas Hallgrímsson. Jónas was 
born in 1807 and this year the Icelandic nation 
celebrates his bicentennial. 

Jónas studied natural sciences in Copenhagen 
and even though he never finished his studies 
he can rightly be called the first Icelandic sci-
entist in his field. However, he would only be 
a footnote in history were it not for his poetry. 
Jónas was a romantic poet and a master of 
many styles. He could write happy poems and 
sad poems; he told stories, painted pictures 
with words, and his love poems are among the 
most beautiful ever written in Icelandic. He 
was a fierce nationalist and wanted Iceland to 
rise from the inactivity of the Middle Ages to 
become an independent nation again. Together 
with his comrades he published Fjölnir, a mag-
azine of vast importance to Icelandic literature 
and history. Jónas’s poetry gained national 
recognition through Fjölnir, yet he was not a 
fortunate man. His health was poor, he never 
married, he perpetually lacked money and he 
drank too much. And yet in spite of all this, he 
has been loved by the nation to this day. 

Jónas died in 1845 after breaking his leg on 
his way home from a pub. He did not want to 
trouble people by waking them up in the night, 
and when he finally got to the hospital it was 
too late to save his life. c

Jónas 
Hallgrímsson
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I Send Greetings!

Serene and warm, now southern winds come streaming
to waken all the billows on the ocean,
who crowd toward Iceland with an urgent motion ---
isle of my birth! where sand and surf are gleaming.

Oh waves and winds! embrace with bold caresses
the bluffs of home with all their seabirds calling!
Lovingly, waves, salute the boats out trawling!
Lightly, oh winds, kiss glowing cheeks and tresses!

Herald of spring! oh faithful thrush, who flies
fathomless heaven to reach our valleys, bearing
cargoes of song to sing the hills above:

there, if you meet an angel with bright eyes 
under the neat, red-tasselled cap she’s wearing,
greet her devoutly! That’s the girl I love.

                                 Jónas Hallgrímsson
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a diary 
of Business and Politics 

may 26 The Hotel Nordica in Reykjavík will 
become part of the Hilton chain of hotels this 
fall and renamed “Hilton Reykjavík Nordica,” 
under an agreement signed in Düsseldorf, 
Germany. Hilton will provide an image of qual-
ity and various marketing and promotion oppor-
tunities worldwide. About 500 Hilton hotels are 
in operation around the world. 

may 30 Over 100 nations out of the UN’s 192 
have pledged their support for Iceland in the 
country’s application for a seat on the UN 
Security Council. Iceland needs support from 
about 28 more countries to secure a seat on the 
council. Iceland is applying for a seat on the 
council in 2009 and 2010. Elections will take 
place in October 2008. 

june 6 The Competition Authority of Iceland 
confiscated documents stored in the facilities of 
the dairy producer Mjólkursamsalan ehf. (MS) 
and in the facilities of related companies, due to 
suspicion of violations of competition regula-
tions. A statement from MS claimed the com-
pany had complied with competition regulations 
and notified the Competition Authority about 
changes to its business, even though it was not 
obliged to do so. 

june 9 Gnúpur Investment announced that the 
company had become the largest shareholder in 
the investment company FL Group. Other large 
shareholders in FL Group include Baugur and 
Oddaflug, owned by Hannes Smárason, CEO 
of FL Group. Those three largest shareholders 
each own close to 20 percent in the company. 
Oddaflug has since increased its share in FL 
Group and is once again the largest shareholder.
June 12 Century Aluminum, which operates 
the Nordurál aluminum plant at Grundartangi, 
announced that the company would be listed on 
the First North Iceland stock exchange. Century 
Aluminum is also listed on Nasdaq. 

june 23 Novator, an investment company 
owned by Björgólfur Thor Björgólfsson, issued 
a takeover bid for pharmaceutical company 
Actavis. The bid amounted to ISK 303 billion 
(USD 5 billion) and the takeover was the largest-
ever involving an Icelandic company. Novator 
was the largest shareholder in Actavis prior to 
the bid with a 40 percent share. The other share-
holders got approximately ISK 180 millions (USD 
3 billion). Björgólfur Thor has been chairman of 
the company for a number of years.

june 29 Árdegi, owner of a number of Icelandic 
stores in the fashion and music industries, 
bought out Baugur’s share in Danish electronics 
chain Merlin. Árdegi is now the majority share-
holder in Merlin, with a 65 percent share.

july 6 Minister of Fisheries Einar K. 
Gudfinnsson announced that the cod-fishing 
quota for the next fishing season will be cut by 
60,000 tons down to 130,000 tons, as per rec-
ommendations by the Marine Research Institute. 
The minister said new quota regulations would 
enter into effect for the 2007/2008 fishing 
season, with the fishing quota then being 20 
percent of the size of the cod stock, yet not less 
than 130,000 tons. 

july 14 After a minor battle for shares in the 
Hitaveita Sudurnesja utilities company, an 
agreement was reached between private firm 
Geysir Green Energy, owned by FL Group, 
and Glitnir Bank, Reykjavík Energy (Orkuveita 
Reykjavíkur) and the town of Reykjanesbaer. 
Hitaveita Sudurnesja was previously owned by 
the state and a number of municipalities.

august 1 Sund Investment Company acquired 
the B&L car dealership, which had been owned 
by the same family for 53 years. B&L imports 
BMW, Range Rover and Renault. Sund already 
owned Ingvar Helgason, a car dealership that 
imports Subaru, Opel and Nissan automobiles. 

august 15 The Icelandic commercial banks 
announced profits for the first half of 2007. 
Kaupthing had net earnings of ISK 46.8 billion 
(USD 730 million), Landsbanki had profits of ISK 
26.3 billion (USD 410) and Glitnir made ISK 16.5 
billion (USD 250 million).

august 15 Icelandair announced losses for the 
first six months of the year, amounting to some 
ISK 1 billion (USD 15 million). The first half of 
the year is traditionally the most difficult for 
Icelandair.

august 15 Kaupthing bank announced that it 
had acquired Dutch bank NIBC for ISK 270 bil-
lion (USD 4.2 billion). Through the acquisition, 
Kaupthing grows by 30 percent. The takeover is 
the largest-ever for an Icelandic company, even 
bigger than the Actavis deal a month earlier.

august 16 The stock market fell in Iceland fol-
lowing a downturn on most world markets. The 
index fell by some 16 percent between July 18 
and August 16. The market has been bumpy ever 
since. In mid-September the market index was 
just below 8,000 after peaking at about 9,000 
in mid-July. At the beginning of 2007 the index 
stood at 6,500, so there has been an increase of 
22 percent in spite of the fluctuations.

august 21 The owners of the Reykjavík Savings 
Bank (SPRON) decided at a meeting that the 
company should be turned into a limited liabil-
ity company. The decision requires the approval 
of the Financial Authority. The move is designed 
to strengthen the company for competition on 
the Icelandic financial market.

august 31 Finnur Ingólfsson, chairman of 
Icelandair, announced that he and related 
partners were selling most of their shares in 
Icelandair. Buyers include a coalition of the 
owners of the N1 oil and car service com-
pany and Milestone Investment. Gunnlaugur 
Sigmundsson, former CEO of Kögun software, 
took over as chairman of the company at a 
shareholders’ meeting in September.

september 12 Bjarni Ármannsson, former CEO 
of Glitnir bank, will take over as chairman of 
Reykjavík Energy Invest, a new company formed 
by Reykjavík Energy (Orkuveita Reykjavíkur) 
and others. The goal of the company is to have 
ISK 50 billion (USD 780 million) in equity. 

september 12 Goldman Sachs announced that it 
would be buying an 8.5 percent share in Geysir 
Green Energy. The largest shareholders in Geysir 
are FL Group and Glitnir bank.  

september 12 A group of Icelandic and foreign 
businessmen led by Gísli Reynisson announced 
that they were buying a Danish hotel chain 
which includes the famous Hotel d’Anglaterre, 
Copenhagen’s flagship hotel.
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Changes in stoCk priCe, May 23, 2007 - septeMber 13, 2007  (top and bottom)

   
Company                                       % change
atorka Investment                                24.1 %
nýherji (Software and computers)                                              22.2 %
alfesca (Food)                                                                               21.2 %
tryggingamidstödin (Insurance)                                          18.3 %
marel hf  (technology)                                                                16.1 %

bakkavör Group                                                                           -11.9 %
Icelandic Group (Food)                                                     -13.0 %
FL Group Invest                                                                            -15.6 %
Flaga Group                                                         -35.6 %
365 - media                 -36.0 %
                                                                                              

Vital statistiCs      

number of inhabitants July 1, 2007           311.396    
gDp increase 2006            4.20%    
gDp                                                         1.163  billion isk   18.2  billion UsD 
gDp per capita                                         58,356  UsD   
total export 12 months august 2006 - July 2007         260.1  billion ISK   4.1  billion USd 
total import 12 months august 2006 - July 2007        373.4  billion ISK   5.8  billion USd 
balance of trade12 months august 2006 - July 2007 -113.4  billion ISK  -1.8  billion USd 
rise of stock index 12 months (to sept.13, 2007) 28.5%    
stock market turnover 12 months (incl. aug. 07) 3.087 billion ISK  48.2 billion USd 
bond market turnover 12 months (incl. aug. 07)  2.302  billion ISK 36.0  billion USd 
Wage increase 12 months (July 2007)                      8.3%    

inf lation, 12 months (sept 07)                              4.2%
Unemployment (Q2 2007)                                    3.2%    
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Business

Although Karl Wernersson is not well known 
among the general public in Iceland, he has 
been one of the country’s foremost business-
men over the past few years. His ascent in the 
business sector has been extremely swift. His 
father, pharmacist Werner Rasmusson, was 
one of the earliest investors in the Icelandic 
stock market. By the year 2000 the family 
had started to build up the Lyf og heilsa chain 
of drug stores. It also owned a sizeable share 
in a drug manufacturing company that later 
became Actavis. 

Karl Wernersson soon took the lead in 
investments for his family. In 2004 he attracted 
the attention of the business community when 
he acquired a large share in Íslandsbanki bank 

(now Glitnir). The timing seemed perfect and 
little by little the family’s share grew to about 
20% of the bank’s equity. 

A year later, the family’s investment company, 
Milestone Group, acquired Sjóvá, the largest 
insurance company in Iceland. In the two years 
that Milestone has owned Sjóvá it has shown 
very good profits, especially from investment 
operations. In 2006 Milestone established invest-
ment bank Askar Capital, which despite its 
young age already has about 70 employees. 

In spring 2007, Milestone sold most of its 
share in Glitnir and began focusing on other 
investments. Around the same time it acquired 
Swedish finance group Invik, which has a broad 
product profile focusing on insurance, bank-

ing and fund management. On that occasion, 
Wernersson said: “We are delighted to begin a 
chapter in the development of Milestone Group. 
Invik is a major strategic step in our expansion 
outside Iceland and brings some of the best tal-
ent in Nordic financial services with it.”

In September 2007, Milestone joined forces 
with other investors to increase its share in 
Icelandair group to almost 40%.

Profits for Milestone group for the first half 
of 2007 were ISK 32.2 billion (about USD 500 
million). 

Karl Wernersson is known as a savvy busi-
nessman who is quick to make difficult deci-
sions. Those who have worked with him describe 
him as honest, reliable and straightforward.  c

The Quiet Investor 
Karl Wernersson is Turning Milestone Into an International Investment Company to be Reckoned with
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Hallormsstaðarskógur Forest, East Iceland.Photo: Páll stefánsson
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