
1. Reduce home
energy use by 10%
2. Choose an energy-
efficient home and
appliances
3. Don’t use pesticides
4. Eat meat-free meals
one day a week
5. Buy locally grown
and produced food
6. Choose a fuel-
efficient vehicle
7. Walk, bike, carpool,
take public transport
8. Choose a home
close to work or
school
9. Support alternative
transportation
10. Learn more and
share with others

I
f any country can claim to be pitched
on the global warming front line, it is
the North Atlantic island nation of
Iceland. 

On a purely physical level, this land of
icecaps and volcanoes – and home to
300 000 people – is undergoing a rapid
transformation as its glaciers melt and
weather patterns change dramatically. 

But global warming is also having a
profound effect on Iceland economically –
and in many ways the effects have actually
been beneficial. 

Warmer weather has been a boon to Ice-
land’s hydroelectric industry, which is pro-
ducing more energy than before as melting
glaciers feed its rivers. 

Climate change, stoked by human use of
fossil fuels, has also focused attention on
Iceland’s energy innovations and created
demand for its ideas and expertise in 
fields such as geothermal energy and fuel
technology. 

Scientists from Africa to the Americas
are exploring what Icelandic universities
and energy researchers are up to. And
foreign companies are teaming up with the
small island’s firms. 

Two-thirds of electricity in Iceland is
already derived from renewable sources –
its plentiful rivers and waterfalls and the
geothermal heat that warms 90% of Ice-
land’s houses. 

Some observers say forward thinking
comes naturally on an island where
climate change can already be seen in
thawing ice and balmier winters. 

“People are already now planning for a
future that will be different from the past,”
says Tomas Johannesson, a geophysicist at
the Icelandic Meteorological Office. 

“We are in an unusual situation that
many of the changes that are happening
are maybe more beneficial than for the
worse,” he adds.  

The increase in waterflow in the
island’s rivers, because of melting glaciers,
is one example. 

“If you compare the hydrological data
about how much energy is in the water for
the last 60 years, and then the last 20 years,
you see that there is an increase,” says

Thorstein Hilmarsson of the national
power company Landsvirkjun. 

This extra energy is needed in an econ-
omy driven partly by power-intensive
industries such as aluminium smelting.  

But Icelanders know that climate
change is not a simple economic equation. 

“If something serious happens to other
nations, this can easily have an effect here.
So people are not exactly welcoming these
changes,” Johannesson says. 

Carol van Voorst, US ambassador to Ice-
land, has made the promotion of energy
ventures in Iceland part of her mission. 

“We’re on the ground, we know the
players, and we can be helpful in making
the links and connections,” she says. “You
quickly notice how creatively Iceland is
using its natural resources.” 

Among the initiatives that have caught
her attention are a deep-drilling project to
harness underground energy, technology
to convert carbon dioxide into fuel and
hydrogen-powered rental cars, which went
into use in Reykjavik last year. 

The Iceland Deep Drilling Project, a
multi-national venture including Lands-
virkjun, will start drilling a hole this year
between 4 and 5 km deep to learn about
“supercritical hydrous fluid” at tempera-
tures of between 400 and 600°C. 

It might take decades to learn how to
harness the energy, but it could radically
change the way power is generated. 

Iceland is also pushing hard to become
the first nation to break free from the con-
straints of fossil fuel – this year, the first
hydrogen-equipped commercial vessel was
due to start sailing around Reykjavik. 

Iceland hopes to convert its entire
transport system to hydrogen by 2050. 

The flip side of this innovation, how-
ever, is concern. 

Last October, Nordic nations, including
Iceland, sounded the alarm about a quick-
ening melt of Arctic ice and said the thaw
might soon prove irreversible because of
global warming. 

The UN Climate Panel says tempera-
tures are rising more rapidly in the Arctic
because darker water and land soak up
more heat than reflective ice and snow. 

Nonetheless, even with higher temper-
atures, it could take centuries for Iceland’s
glaciers to melt, Landsvirkjun says. 

The Vatnajokull glacier in southeast
Iceland is Europe’s largest and is big
enough to cover all of Iceland with 50m of
water. 

There are more immediate signs of

climate change, though, and these are
worrying Iceland’s residents. 

This winter, Reykjavik experienced
double-digit swings in temperature, as the
normally subzero conditions suddenly
turned balmy. The capital was flooded. 

“I don’t think it’s even a question,” says
Asta Gisladottir, asked whether the freak

weather was caused by global warming.
“We’re so close to the North Pole,” the 36-
year-old says. “It’s just in our backyard.” 

Gisladottir recalled winters during her
childhood in the village of Siglufjordur, on
the island’s north, as very different. Then
there was snow from November to April.  

Now, it is mostly rain. 

Johannesson, who has studied climate
change since the early 1990s, says the
evidence is not just anecdotal. 

“What we see here is an overall warm-
ing from a rather cold 19th century. As a
general rule, this is sufficient for us to have
many significant changes in the environ-
ment.” – Reuters
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Icelanders know that it’s not a simple economic equation, but forward thinking comes naturally where climate change can
already be seen in thawing ice and balmier winters, write Adam Cox and Kristin Arna Bragadottir from Reykjavik 

Life on global warming’s frontline

COOLING: Bathers swim in hot springs at Iceland’s Blue Lagoon. The country is undergoing a rapid transformation as its glaciers melt and weather changes. PICTURE: REUTERS

10 simple
things you

can do 
to make 

a real
difference

DR DAVID SUZUKI

D
avid Suzuki, one of the world’s
leading environmentalists, is not
optimistic about the future. His
Commonwealth Lecture in Lon-

don is titled The End of the Line, and he’s
pretty sure we’ve reached it. 

Suzuki has been banging on about the
environment for decades in his native
Canada and the rest of the world.

Scientists long ago concluded that
human activities are the major contri-
buting factor to global warming. Despite
this, we are taking very little heed of the
evidence that points to the destruction of
the planet. “There was never a time when
we needed to look ahead more and act on
it than today,” says Suzuki. 

Suzuki, Canada’s David Attenborough,
is 72 and has been a national hero since the
60s. He was recently voted one of Time
magazine’s 60 Visionaries and Leaders. 

He still has the immensely youthful,
handsome telegenic looks that propelled
him to media stardom. As a child he was
enraptured by fruit flies and was brilliant
enough to be made professor at 33, going on
to become Canada’s premier young
geneticist. 

Most Canadians were weaned on his
environmental TV programme The Nature
of Things, though he has gone global – an
author of more than 40 books, with a string
of international awards, plaudits and
degrees. Nor has he lost any of his passion

or passion for straight talk.
Over the years he has referred to him-

self as Cassandra or Chicken Little whose
catchphrase was “the sky is falling, the sky
is falling”, but he believes his predictions
of planetary doom are coming true and we
are heading right down the chute at a phe-
nomenal speed. 

“A lot of my colleagues say we are past
the tipping point. There is no question we
have added over 30% more carbon dioxide
to the atmosphere than there was 150 years
ago. To right that is going to take hundreds
of years, well after the lifetime of our
grandchildren’s grandchildren. Mean-
while we’re adding even more carbon diox-
ide to the atmosphere.” 

He adds: “To go from a cold period to a
warm period or a warm period to a cold
one would constitute a change of one
degree every 1 000 years. We’re almost one
degree warmer now and we’re talking
about going up another two degrees this
century, and every indication is that we
will be going way beyond this.”

Suzuki’s concern is that we have been
ignoring this information for 40 years. 

Politicians rationalise this by saying it
will cost too much or that it will destroy the
economy. He likes to remind people that the
leading scientists in the US predicted for 30
years that New Orleans was a disaster
waiting to happen, a big city built in the
midst of a hurricane path. 

“Then everything they predicted hap-
pened. So we need to use that foresight.”

Suzuki makes simple, effective sugges-
tions so we as individuals can reduce our
carbon footprint in three key areas – food,
transportation, housing. If you eat meat
give it up once a week – that is a start. 

In ice hockey-mad Canada 600 star play-
ers have signed up to reduce their carbon
emissions, as has the national ski team. 

They were shocked at how slopes were
getting higher and higher as the ones
below were depleted of snow. 

Is it time for SA’s rugby, cricket and soc-
cer players to also lead the way? Africa
may seem remote from Canada’s melting
tundra, but the impact is global.

Behaviour will affect many generations after usOpinions of
Canada’s globally
renowned
environmentalist
echoes the warnings
already sounded 
by many scientists,
writes Heidi
Kingstone 


