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Introduction 

Located at the edge of the Arctic Circle, the area of Melrakkaslétta in northeast Iceland is the 

northernmost part of Iceland. The area’s natural environment and its biodiversity reflect the northerly 

location and the area is the most arctic of all the lowland areas in Iceland. This, along with the area’s 

good accessibility, makes it very feasible for arctic ecosystem research to be carried out, with an 

emphasis on climate change and its impact on the southern edge of the arctic ecosystem.  

In light of the possible opening of new arctic shipping routes, along with the current prospection of 

new oil drilling on the Jan Mayen ridge, ideas of building up a large shipping harbour in the northeast 

of Iceland have emerged. Such development plans should always take into account the fragile 

environment of the arctic. Therefore, monitoring of the direct and indirect impacts of man on the 

area’s fragile ecosystem should be a priority.  

The Rif Field Station will be located in Raufarhöfn which is a small fishing village on the northeast coast 

of Melrakkaslétta. It’s the northernmost village in Iceland, located just south of the Arctic Circle. Only 

the Grímsey Island is further north. Raufarhöfn is not only located in a fragile environment but is also 

very fragile socioeconomically. Built up around fishing, it reached a maximum of 600 inhabitants in the 

1980´s. But those days have passed and Raufarhöfn is now a quiet little fishing village with about 180 

inhabitants, struggling for its survival. Even so, all the necessary services are available there and 

tourism is increasing, which more or less focuses on the area’s nature, especially its teaming birdlife.  

The Rif Field Station will both strengthen ongoing research projects in the area and promote new 

projects. The prospective research projects will not just benefit the science community, but also 

strengthen the foundations of decision making for human exploitation and livelihood in this fragile 

arctic environment. The research station will therefore be an important input for further knowledge 

acquisition and understanding of the arctic. 

This report will further outline the research station’s goals and objectives along with describing the 

main characteristics of the area’s natural environment, history and human dimension.  
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Station name and owner 

The field station is named after the northernmost part of Iceland, the peninsula of Rif that is only 3 km 

south from the Arctic Circle. The Rif peninsula is 15 km northwest from Raufarhöfn village.  

The Rif Field Station will be a non-profit organisation. Therefore the station will own itself. A board of 

five to seven people will be responsible for running the station, financial commitments and research 

focus. The board will represent Icelandic research institutions and universities. 

 

Photo 1. The old and abandoned farm at Rif.   
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Location 

The station will be located in Raufarhöfn, on the northeast coast of Melrakkaslétta in Northeast 

Iceland.  

 

Photo 2. Location of the village of Raufarhöfn in Iceland (red dot). 

Goal and objectives 

The Rif Field Station has three main goals and following objectives.  

1. Promote research and monitoring projects in Melrakkaslétta peninsula, NE Iceland in 

collaboration with other nature research institutions by: 

a. Providing basic facilities and accommodation for scientists doing research in the area.  

b. Defining and implementing minimal monitoring projects in collaboration with other 

Icelandic research institutions. By doing this the station will both support ongoing 

projects and promote new ones as applicable.  

c. Participating in international collaboration (i.e. CAFF) to improve our knowledge of 

arctic nature and support our nation’s liabilities concerning nature- and environmental 

protection in the arctic. 

d. Bringing in international scientists who want to conduct research in the area by 

participating in international joint efforts such as INTERACT (International Network for 

Terrestrial Research and Monitoring in the Arctic).   

e. Encouraging students to do research projects in the area by working with universities. 

The area’s natural environment offers various opportunities for research projects and 

by providing facilities and accommodations this will definitely be an option. 

● 
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2. Provide good data management of research findings and communicate information about the 

areas natural environment by: 

a. Providing good data management from the beginning.  

b. Establishing a station webpage.  

c. Keeping track of research findings from the area and communicating them to the 

science community, sponsors, authorities and local communities. 

d. Encouraging scientists to introduce their projects and research findings in the local 

community.  

e. Publishing annual reports about the field station, its financial status, status of research 

projects and their findings. 

f. Holding annual public and consultation meetings with local authorities and 

communities.  

3. Support the local community by: 

a. Ensuring that all information and knowledge, provided from research findings, stays 

in the area for the benefits of the community.   

b. Encouraging that jobs created at the station will benefit the locals.  

c. Encouraging locals to participate in individual research and monitoring projects at the 

station.  

 

 Photo 3. Raufarhöfn village and its harbour.  
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Biodiversity and natural environment 

Melrakkaslétta is a lowland area in northeast Iceland, located on a peninsula between two wide open 

fjords, Öxarfjörður in the west and Þistilfjörður in the east. The area is on the eastern edge of the 

northern volcanic zone of Iceland. Two Holocene fissure swarms, originating from active central 

volcanoes in the interior of Iceland, extend north to the peninsula. One of them ends in the cape 

Rauðinúpur, an old volcano on the northwest coast of the peninsula. The other ends in the valley of 

Blikalónsdalur which is actually a rift valley, extending from the north coast and further 20 km inland.  

The greater part of Melrakkaslétta is built of grey basalt from the Pleistocene period but young tuff 

(palagonite) is characteristic of the westernmost part of the peninsula, especially north from the village 

of Kópasker (Kristján Sæmundsson 1977). Water penetrates easily through the young bedrock that is 

characteristic of the western part, so there is not much surface water in that area. Instead the water 

flows as groundwater and emerges as spring water close the shore or where faults and fissures cross 

the surface. The older bedrock in the north eastern part is less permeable, creating numerous 

freshwater lakes, ponds and rivers that extend from the coast and further inland, especially in the area 

close to Raufarhöfn (Kristinn J. Albertsson et al. 2003).  

 

Photo 5. The cape Rauðinúpur – an old volcano on the northwest coast of Melrakkaslétta. 

The northern part of Melrakkaslétta is very open and highly exposed to the cold northerly winds, with 

an annual average temperature of 2,0°C in Raufarhöfn (1961-1990, average temperature -2,2°C in 

January and 8,0°C in July). Annual average precipitation is 732.5 mm (Icelandic Meteorological Office 

2013). Fog is frequent along the coast, bringing humidity inland.  

Next page: 

Photo 4. Melrakkaslétta (Hjörleifur Guttormsson 2013, p 220-221).  
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The northern coast of Melrakkaslétta is characterized by algae rich, gentle sloping gravel banks, spilt 

into numerous open and land-locked bays, inlets, salt marshes and brackish lagoons which 

communicate with freshwater lakes and rivers further inland (Munda 2000). For most of the lagoons, 

lakes and rivers, only limited information exists on their environmental condition and biota. In 1960-

1970, a research was conducted in some of the brackish lagoons and inlets where the benthic algal 

vegetation was studied regarding the species distribution, biomass, and main algal associations. 

Temperature and salinity was measured as well (Munda 2000). Around 1990 the lagoons in the area 

were classified based on their different type, nature and biota. During that classification some research 

was done on their substrata and biota along with measurements on their size, depth and salinity (Agnar 

Ingólfsson 1990, 2002). In 1993, a few freshwater lakes and lagoons were studied with respect to 

several species groups, e.g. arctic char, midges and crustaceans (Þóra Hrafnsdóttir 2013).   

This arctic environment, the coastal landscape and its various wetlands create special natural 

environment for both flora and fauna.  

Low average summer temperature along with fog humidity affect the area’s vegetation, and plants of 

arctic origin are characteristic for the area (Steindór Steindórsson 1941). Lichen rich heathland is 

common, especially further inland (Kristinn J. Albertsson et al. 2003). A narrow strip of cultivated land 

is near the coast in some areas, especially in the eastern part. 

Of terrestrial mammals found in the area the Arctic Fox (Vulpes lagopus) is the only native species, 

having colonised Iceland long before any human colonization. Melrakkaslétta peninsula is named after 

the arctic fox, as “Melrakki” is one of many Icelandic names given to that species (Páll Hersteinsson 

2004).  Diverse sources of food along the coast make the area a suitable habitat for both the Arctic Fox  

 

Photo 6. The north coast of Melrakkaslétta. 

and the American Mink (Neovision vison). The mink colonized the area around 1960 after having 

escaped from mink farms in southwest Iceland in the early nineteen thirties (Karl Skírnisson et al. 
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2004). Both these species are hunted to protect eider colonies and other birdlife in the area. The Wood 

Mouse (Apodemus sylvaticus) and House Mouse (Mus musculus) inhabit the area but those species are 

thought to have arrived in Iceland with the first human settlers (Karl Skírnisson 2004).  

Suitable habitat for the Common Seal (Phoca vitulina) is to be found within the numerous open and 

land-locked bays, and the species pups along the coast. The pups used to be hunted for their skin but 

those days have more or less passed.  

Birds 
The birdlife of Melrakkaslétta is varied thanks to the diversity of wetland types, rich shores, a harsh 

climate which reflects in the vegetation of the area and last but not least its geographical location. At 

least 53 species of birds have been found breeding in the area, of which 47 nest on an annual basis. 

Seabirds, waterfowl and waders are characteristic for the area. Some breeding species have 

disappeared from the area in the last few decades, e.g. Slavonian Grebe (Podiceps auritus) (Ólafur K. 

Nielsen 1998), while others have colonised the area, e.g. Common Shelduck (Tadorna tadorna) (Yann 

Kolbeinsson & Guðmundur Örn Benediktsson 2013).  

 
Photo 7. Waders on the north coast of Melrakkaslétta. 

Most of the birds are to be found along the coastline, where water-, sea- and shorebirds dominate by 

far. Rock Ptarmigan (Lagopus muta) and Purple Sandpiper (Calidris maritima), which are characteristic 

for the area, are found breeding in some of their highest densities in Iceland (Ólafur Einarsson 2000). 

The only seabird cliffs are located at Rauðinúpur, which holds one of two colonies of Northern Gannets 

in North Iceland. It held 459 breeding pairs in 2008 (Arnþór Garðarsson 2008). All other typical cliff-

nesting seabirds are also found at Rauðinúpur; Northern Fulmar (Fulmarus glacialis) (2450 AOS), Black-

legged Kittiwake (Rissa tridactyla) (5180 AON), Common Guillemot (Uria aalge) (2100 pairs), 

Brünnich’s Guillemot (Uria lomvia) (760 pairs) and Razorbill (Alca torda) (840 pairs) (Arnþór Garðarsson 

1995, Arnþór Garðarsson 2011, Arnþór Garðarsson et al. 2013). 
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The geographical location of Melrakkaslétta and its rich shorelines are particularly important for 

migrating waders on their way to breeding sites in Greenland and arctic Canada in spring. The birds 

use the shores to rest and refuel by putting on fat reserves for their continued migration farther north. 

Most conspicuous of those are the Ringed Plover (Charadrius hiaticula), Red Knot (Calidris canutus), 

Sanderling (C. alba), Dunlin (C. alpina) and Ruddy Turnstone (Arenaria interpres), with the Red Knots 

and Ruddy Turnstones being by far the most numerous species. It has been estimated that as many as 

20.000 high arctic waders use the shores of Melrakkaslétta, in addition to the locally breeding birds. 

Therefore it is safe to assume that the shores of this area are the most important area for waders in 

spring in northeast Iceland. It appears however that much fewer birds go through the area on the 

southbound migration in autumn (Whitfield & Magnusson 1987, Arnþór Garðarsson & Guðmundur A. 

Guðmundsson 1991). 

The birdlife is much reduced during the winter months and little was known about it until recently. 

Counts have been carried out on the whole shoreline surrounding Melrakkaslétta as part of the annual 

Christmas Bird Count organised by the Icelandic Institute of Natural History. Those counts suggest that 

certain species winter in the area in significant numbers such as the Common Eider (Somateria 

mollissima) (22.000 ind.), Long-tailed Duck (Clangula hyemalis) (>2100), Mallard (Anas platyrhynchos) 

(>800) and Red-breasted Merganser (Mergus serrator) (200). Those populations account for about 2-

3% of the estimated total wintering population around Iceland for each species. Purple Sandpipers are 

also present in good numbers with nearly 2300 birds found during these winter counts (Arnþór 

Garðarsson 2009, Icelandic Institute of Natural History 2014).  

Avian research has in the past been limited to certain key species, rather than looking at the birdlife of 

the area as a whole and how they use the area. This research includes an annual monitoring of the 

Rock Ptarmigan and Gyrfalcon population conducted by the Icelandic Institute of Natural History, 

regular seabird counts at Rauðinúpur by the University of Iceland and annual monitoring of the 

Common Shelduck population by Northeast Iceland Nature Center. Several studies on the migrating 

high-arctic waders and some of the area’s key breeding species (such as the Purple Sandpiper and Red 

Phalarope) have been carried out by both foreign and Icelandic researchers in the past (Wilson 1986, 

Whitfield & Magnusson 1987, Summers et al. 1988, D. Philip Whitfield et al. 1989, Whitfield 1990, 

Gudmundsson & Gardarsson 1993, Whitfield 1995, Summers et al. 2004, Gunnar Thor Hallgrimsson 

2010, Hallgrimsson et al. 2011a & 2011b, Wilson et al. 2011, Yann Kolbeinsson 2011).  

In more recent years, local inhabitant Guðmundur Örn Benediktsson has done a number of 

observations and counts on birds in the area. His focus has been on finding colour-ringed birds but he 

has also counted several species at regular intervals, especially during the migration period. He has 

also noted arrival dates for migrants since the spring of 2001 (Guðmundur Örn Benediktsson 2014). 

Such information can be invaluable in future years to study the effect of global weather changes on 

northern ecosystems. 
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Conservation 

Melrakkaslétta has for many years been listed as an important area for conservation in Iceland, 

especially as a habitat for many bird species. Even so, the area has never been protected according to 

the Nature Conservation Act (Environment Agency of Iceland 2013).  

The master plan for Norðurþing municipality defines five conservation areas in Melrakkaslétta and 

surroundings, each with certain terms and condition according to the plan (Photo 7, Table 1). One of 

the areas is a narrow strip of the northern coastline with its inlets, salt marshes, brackish lagoon and 

lakes. These areas have no legally binding protection status (Norðurþing 2013).  

 

Photo 8. Five conservation areas in Melrakkaslétta and surroundings according to Norðurþing Master Plan 2010-

2030. 

Table 1. Conservation areas in Melrakkaslétta according to Norðurþing Master Plan 2010-2013. 

Area (photo) Description Conservation goals  

Hv9 Glacial remains from end of Pleistocene 

period. 

Area with a regional conservation value. Protected for 

its unique glacial remains. 

Hv10 A rather barren palagonite ridge where the 

northernmost remains of a birch forest can 

be found in Iceland. 

Area with a regional conservation value.  

Hv11  Northern part of Melrakkaslétta. A lowland 

coastline with brackish lagoons and salt 

marshes connecting to lakes further inland. 

The cape Rauðinúpur, an old volcano from 

last glaciation.  

Area with a global conservation value. Protected for its 

diverse birdlife, cultural landscape and cultural 

resources.   

Hv12  The valley of Blikalónsdalur – a rift valley 

extending from the north coast and further 

20 km inland.  

Area with a regional conservation value. Protected as a 

unique geological formation.  

Hv 13  Lakes and wetland areas in north eastern 

part of Melrakkaslétta.  The wetlands are 

rich in organic soil.  

Area with a regional conservation value. Protected for 

its importance for birdlife and carbon binding.  
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The northern part of Melrakkaslétta has also been listed as an internationally Important Bird Area 

(IBA) by BirdLife International (BirdLife International 2013). 

Facilities 

To start with, the Rif Field Station will be housed in a three-floor, privately owned building that is now 

partly run as a guesthouse. Accommodation is available for 5 - 8 persons. This includes two bedrooms, 

a kitchen, a living room and a bathroom. Laboratory and storage facilities will be located in the 

basement. Accommodation for larger groups can be available in the guesthouse. Meals are either 

prepared by the visiting scientists themselves in the kitchen or can be obtained from the nearby hotel 

and guesthouses in the village. Telephone and Internet access is available. All the necessary services 

are available within 10 min walk in Raufarhöfn. The available services include: 

 Grocery store. 

 Bank. 

 Post office. 

 Swimming Pool. 

 Hotel, guesthouses and other accommodations.  

 Restaurant and coffee shop. 

 Healthcare Centre 

 

Photo 9. The prospective location of Rif Field Station. 

The northern coast of Melrakkaslétta, the prospective research area, is within short distance and is 

easily accessible by car from Raufarhöfn.  
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General research and databases 

The Rif Field Station‘s unique location will impact its research focus, especially the area‘s importance 

for high arctic birds. Climate change and its impact on species, populations, habitats, dispersal and 

feeding will be studied.      

 

 Photo 10. Rock Ptarmigan (Lagopus muta) is common and breeds in high densities in the area. 

The research focus will either be on in-house research projects in collaboration with other research 

institutions or on external projects. Focus areas will include but not be limited to: 

 Minimum monitoring projects including: 

o Climate - weather (a weather station is located in Raufarhöfn), sea temperature, water 

temperature, salinity, PH and conductivity.  

o Vegetation – species list and cover, monitoring feedback to climatic change.  

o Birds – spring arrivals of migratory birds, both breeding and nonbreeding birds.  

o Mid-winter bird count.  

 Continuing research on arctic species like Rock Ptarmigan, Gyrfalcon, Arctic Tern and Purple 

Sandpiper. Research on the Arctic Fox will be encouraged. 

 Research on high arctic migratory birds that stop, rest and refuel on Melrakkaslétta on their 

migration route to breeding grounds in Greenland and Canada.  

 „Back to the future“ research.  

o In 1960-1990 studies were conducted in some of the brackish lagoons and inlets in the 

area. These include measurements of size, depth, water temperature and salinity 

along with studies on benthic algal vegetation, substrata and fauna. 

o Seabird counting in the early eighties.  

See references for a list of publications arising from research in the area or in relation to the area.  
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Human dimension 

For centuries sheep farming was practised along the northern coast of Melrakkaslétta, with some small 

scale fishing by farmers, both at sea and freshwater lakes. In large eider colonies, eider down was 

collected and still is in some areas. Farmers also benefitted from the large amount of driftwood that 

washed up on the northern coast. Today most of these farms have been abandoned but some are used 

as summer houses.  

Tourism is increasing in the area as more tourist operators see the area’s uniqueness as an opportunity 

for nature-based tourism, especially bird watching. Tourism built upon bird watching has been 

increasing in Iceland and northeast Iceland is very suitable for this kind of tourism. In recent years a 

cooperative project run by tourist operators, organizations and individuals in the northeast has 

promoted bird watching and birding tourism in the region under the name of Birding trail Northeast 

Iceland (Birding trail Northeast Iceland, 2013).   

 

Photo 11. A nesting Common Eider (Somateria mollissima)  

The area’s arctic and subarctic nature, its harsh environment and abandoned farms are likely to 

become an increasing attraction for future tourists in the area. It’s important that all tourism 

development and infrastructure in the area will not cause any threat to its fragile environment.  

The village of Raufarhöfn, with its great natural harbour, was built up around fisheries. During the first 

fifteen years after the Second World War herring fisheries were slack, but a new boom started in the 

early 1960s. Herring fisheries were at their peak in the 1960s, bringing not only many residents to the 

village but also large numbers of temporary workers. This lasted until 1968 when the herring stocks 

collapsed. The main occupations rely on fishing, small scale services and the increasing tourism. In the 

village there is a kindergarten and a school for children up to 16 years of age.  
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Access 

Raufarhöfn is easily accessible by car from the towns of Húsavík and Akureyri, via roads nr. 85 and then 

the old main road nr. 870. Road nr. 85 is maintained and serviced all year round but the old main road 

(870), which runs along the coast from Kópasker to Raufarhöfn, is not serviced during winter, so access 

can be limited then.   

 

 Photo 12. Waders in the northeast. 

Distances by road are: 

Reykjavík – Raufarhöfn:  610 km 

Akureyri – Raufarhöfn:  222 km 

Húsavík – Raufarhöfn:   130 km  

Þórshöfn – Raufarhöfn:  67 km  

 

The nearest domestic airports are at Þórshöfn (67 km), 10 km south from Húsavík and at Akureyri. 

Eagle Air www.ernir.is operates flights from Reykjavík to Húsavík and Air Iceland www.flugfelag.is from 

Reykjavík to Akureyri. Norlandair, www.norlandair.is operates flights between Akureyri and Þórshöfn. 

A small airport is located 10 km south of Raufarhöfn, now only used for emergencies.  

A limited scheduled bus service is available between Akureyri, Húsavík and Raufarhöfn.  

  

http://www.ernir.is/
http://www.flugfelag.is/
http://www.norlandair.is/
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