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by name, are many ether friands and student colleagues in Iceland who 

helped in many ways. 

Finally, I express my gratitude to my wife Joan for typing this 

thesis. 

ii 



Note on Icelandic Pronunciation 

It is not of vital importance to understand the principal keys 

to Icelandic pronunciation in reading a paper on Iceland, although it 

might be of soma interest to know that the Icelandic alphabet bas 

soma letters which would look strange had they been used in the type-

script. They can, however, be recognized on sorne of the maps, and an 

explanation of them is therefore in arder. 

p is p roperly pronounced as the th in thing and can 
only begin a syllable. It is typed as !a in this 
thesis and can only represent the latter p, as no 
jh combination exista in Icelandic. 

d is pronounced as th in though and is most conveni
ently typed with the regular latter~. although 
this is not entirely suitable as the latter~ 
itself appears in Icelandic. (The upper case for 
d is D.) 

The two letters p and d are the only cnes which are likely tc be 

at all confusing; following are the pronunciation keys of sorne of the 

main vowel and consonant combinations. 

8.' - ow (as in plow) fn pn 
ae -ai (as in aisle) hv kv 
au oi ( diphthong) j y (consonant) 

ei & ey - ei (as in rein) 11 tl (Scottish) 
i & y - i (as in marine) fl pl 

u -u (as in ~) 

The capital city Reykjavik is pronounced Rake - ya - veek. In 

Icelandic the stress is almost always on the first syllable. 
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I 

INTRODUCTION 

The aim of this etudy is to examine the geographie bases of 

Iceland1s sea fisheries. Because of restrictions imposed by the natural 

environment Iceland is economically dependent on other countries to 

supply most of her basic goods. Climate and topography limit agricul

tural production to hay and fodder crops in addition to minor amounts 

of potatoes. turnips, and other leafy vegetables. Although barley is 

grown on an experimental basie in some of the more favorable areas of 

the south-west, bread grains will not usually ripen and therefore must 

be imported. Added to the harsh agricultural environment is the great 

lack of mineral resources and absence of trees which has ha.mpered 

induetrial growth. To finance the necessary import goods, amounting to 

a total of almost 88 million dollars or 550 dollars a person per year 

(1958), Iceland must have a compensating export trade. This is princi

pally in fish and fish products which account for over 90 per cent of 

this export trade. The total catch of fish by Iceland amounte to 

3 tons for each inhabitant annually; this represente the largest per 

capita catch in the world, over six times more than the per capita 

catch of any other country. 

It is not surprising, therefore, to find that lcel~~d has reached 

a high leval of technical development in both the catching and proces&ing 

of fish. The fisheries of different countries show strong contraste in 

method, vessels, types of product, etc: many of these fisheries have 

common geographie conditions, but few are so vital to their national 
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economy as is the Icelandic fishery. The high leval of utilization 

developed in Iceland is a model for other countries where the fishing 

industry now faces the problems of modernization and expansion. In 

many ways the fishing industries of Greenland, Newfoundland, North 

Norway and the Faroe Islands face the same problems as Iceland. In 

these areas natural conditions limit productivity on the land. Human 
livelihood, therefore, is concentrated on the pursuit of fishing or in 

occupations ancillary to the fishing industry. 

The problems of food supply and distribution throughout the world 

when related to rapid growth in world population are well-known. 

Although these problems are of vital importance, they are rarely as 

urgent as many political questions. Failure to deal effe(!tively with 

the food and population problems, however, may ultimately have resulta 

which are as disast~rous as not meeting the more immediate political 

questions. 

Through lceland 1s fishing industry it is possible to examine the 

economy of a small country which is totally dependent upon the sea for 

her export products. ln the following chapters the utilization of 

Iceland1s sea resources will be discussed by means of illustrating the 

natural conditions in Iceland, a brief history of the industry, the 

people and the developing country, modern fishing operations, the export 

trade, and concluding with a review of Icela.nd1s present and future 

problems in connection with the fisheries. Among these are the utiliza

tion of the stocks and the overfishing problem which must be considered 

in the light of soma conclusions of biological workers. 
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Recent developments in Iceland concerned with territorial fishing 

rights point up the necessity of attempting to resolve the complicated 

disputes with fairness and speed. A policy of jurisdiction must be 

decided upon by international agreement settling the fisbing disputes 

in a mannar which will protect tba smaller countries dependent upon 

fishing and whicb will also protect the traditional rights of larger 

nations who have fished for many years in various coastal waters. Per

haps auch an agreement will be impossible because of the sbarply con

trasting interests. Due consideration should be given, however, to 

protection and maintenance of the stocks of fish so that the interests 

of all fishing nations may be upheld. The timeliness of this •tù4y bas 

been increased by recent developments in Iceland. According to unoffi

cial reports, the Icelandic krona has been devaluated and the ~and 

subsidy program vastly overhauled. Time has not permitted a considera

tion of these latest developments, nor have the events of the fiscal 

year 1959 been incorporated because of the slawness with which official 

statistics become available. 



II 

NATURAL CONDITIONS AS A BASIS FOR FISHING 

Iceland 1s status in the world today and the direction she takes 

in carrying on her affaire depend both upon fundamental geographie 

factors of the country and upon powerful external influences. Let us 

then consider the country, its geographie setting and the people who 

colonized it, in an appraisal of those particular factors which led 

Iceland to become one of the foremost fishing nations in the world. 

Iceland, with an araa of 40,4J7 square miles, is the fourth 

largast island in the North Atlantic after Greenland, Great Britain, 

and Newfoundland (Fig. 1). The northern coast of Iceland lies slightly 

to the south of the Arctic Circle, while the island itself is loeated 

on a platform of the great submarine ridge which runs across the floor 

of the Atlantic Ocean from northern Scotland to the east coast of 

central Greenland. Like most northern lands, Iceland is not heavily 

populated, having 166,831 inhabitants (1957) or about 4.01 persona per 

square mile. It is a land of strong contraste and of equally strong 

anomalies for its position on the.globe. It is, geologically, a young 

land and of relatively simple structure. Virtually all of the rocks are 

of igneous origin, the earliest of which date from the Eocene. About 

Jl,OOO square miles in the interior are uninhabited, and for the most 

part uninhabitable, because of glaciers, lava fields and barran sands 

(Fig. 2). This leaves 9,500 square miles around the coasts and in sorne 

of the lowland and river valleys for habitation. 

4 
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It is probable that the first inhabitants of Iceland were of 

Celtic origin and it is more definitely known that the Irish came to 

Iceland in 795 A.D. and possibly had been visiting Iceland for centuries 

before this date. The Irish, however, were small in number, being 

mostly religious monks who came to Iceland for peace and solitude. 

The leaders of the main colonization wera Norwegians, many of whom bad 

spent two or more generations in Scotland and Ireland before coming to 

Iceland. They brought with them their slaves from Britain and so the 

national origin of the Icelanders, although mainly Scandinavian, is 

also partly Celtic. 

Colonization progressed rapidly, for already by the year 935 A.D. 

the population was 50,000. 

The Vikings f.ound Iceland a harsh land of long winters and short, 

cool summers, but even this unfavorable climate bas an average tempera

ture which is about 8° c. higher than might be expected for that latitude. 

It is largely because of the Gulf Stream that the climate is equable 

(Figs. 3, 4, and 5); Reykjavik, the capital, located on the southwest 

coast. today bas a yearly mean temperature of 5.J° C. (41.60 F.). The 

mean temperature for Reykjavik during January is 0.33° o. (32.6° F.) 

and during July 11.7° c. (53.0° F.). It is believed that the climate 

experienced by the earliest settlers was much like that of present times. 

It must be pointed out, however, that these comparable conditions have 

existed only several decades. From the 16th century until about 1890 
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1 
climatic conditions in Iceland were much cooler than at present. 

~ecause of the passage of numerous cyclones, the weather is ver.y 

changeable and, although the temperature is never extrema, the high 

average wind speed is an important factor for consideration. 

10 

Of great significance climatically is the warm ocean current called 

the Gulf Stream or North Atlantic Drift a western branch of which (the 

Irminger Current) is divided in two before reaching Iceland, one part 

continuing to the north along the w~st and north coasts of the island, 

while the other flows along the south coast (Fig. 6). Near the north-

west peninsula of Iceland the warm current flows under calder arctic 

water and continues in a clockwise direction around the island. At 

the same time a branch of the cold East Greenland Current curves south-

eastwards round the east coast of Iceland and cames in contact with 

Atlantic water off the southeast coast. The main East Greenland Current 

runa southwards along the eastern coast of Greenland laden with polar 

ica which, before 1920, used to fill the bays and fjords {mostly in 

northern and eastern Iceland ) in certain years. The boundary between 

the cold northerly and the warm southerly currents is very marked and 

very close to the northwest coast, where a boat may pass from water of 

4-5 degrees Centigrade at the surface to 0 or -1 degrees Centigrade. 

From the climatic environment of Iceland it follows that great flue-

tuations may be expected from one year to another. As previously noted, 

1There has been a decided warming of the climate in Iceland especially 
since l9JO, so that Figures 4 and 5 are somewhat out of date. Absence 
of maps showing recent isotherme precludes their inclusion here. 



FIG. 6 

ICELAND -

ATLANTIC 

OCEAN 

0 

Ml LES 

11 

LOCATION S OCEAN CURRENTS 

600 

NORTH 

SEA 

.... 

\ 

1 ..... 
" POLAN D 

'. 
~ 1 

:' .'· ... r· -'· 

en 

" 

( 1 , .... -· .... ,...J· ~ 
_.,.,, · ._/ CZECH. .-·-·7·-

.'. WEST"'· 1 i .... 1 
"'· ,, -... ,. .. -.' ·' 

"'''-. ;:.. GERMANY ·r .... •• ·"" -., ~ - .' 
1 ,,.... .l ..r: .... 
·~-r ·v·-' "· -·,, · .... _.; '.,. 

FRANCE 



12 

there are many indications that the climate, on the whole, has become 

milder especially in the past thirty years; this is most strongly 

marked in the autumn and winter. 

The Vikings settled in a land that was at once harsh and changeable, 

in addition to being subject to earthquakss, flood, and fire. The rocks 

of most of the island are of volcanic origin and at least twenty of 

Iceland1s 200 post-glacial volcanos have been active in historie times. 

Their eruptions left a wake of destruction and, if occurring in the areas 

of great ica-caps, catastrophic floods would threaten the countr.yside. 

One of the beat known of the volcanos is Mt. Hekla which has had 23 

eruptions within historical times. Volcanic eruptions also occur near 

or under ice caps (Myrdalsj6kull and Vatnaj8kull especially) and are 

usually accompanied by enormous floods of water and ice blocks causing 

great damage to any farms located near-by. 

The early settlers could survive only in the lowlands which com

prised only 1/5 of the island. Numerous valleys intersect the highland, 

but continuous lowland areas are only to be found in a few places along 

the coast. The largest lowland area stretches about 70 kilometers up 

into the country from the western part of the south coast with occa

sional mountains rising up from it. The Vikings found a coastline 

similar to that of their Norwegian homeland, with deep fjords cutting 

into the headlands; the coastline has been submerged which, along the 

south coast, resulted in the aggradation of many heavily-loaded glacial 

streams. Unlike the rest of the coastline, the south is very low-lying 

with numerous sand spits and borderi ng glacial outwash plains (sandur). 
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Al though this low and sandy coast was unprotected and open to the full 

force of storms, the Atlantic influence made this area more favorable 

climatically than the north. The extensive south and southwest lowland 

area enabled the Vikings to raise the flocks which they had brought 

from Norway and the British Isles, and from the beginning this area 

grew to importance which it has not surrendered to this day. As has 

been mentioned, 4/5 of the island, the great central portion, is not 

suited to human habitation--consisting of great desert wastes, mountains, 

lava fields, and glaciers. The island, young geologically, is extremely 

poor in natural resources. There are practically no trees and even 

the early sagas tell of the need to import lumber. Although it is 

maintained by sorne that great foreste of birch were once very extensive, 

it seems that these were not large trees, and, having once been exploited 

by the settlers for fuel, were kept from finding root again by the thin 

eoil, high winds, and the grazing of flocks. 'Xhere are no metal ores, 

oil, or good coal, and cement must be imported. 

The two resources of increasing importance in Iceland today, hydro

electric potential and thermal heat, were of little importance to the 

early settlers. Two important resources remained in this barran land 

of harsh climate: grass for grazing (Fig. 7), and the fish which teemed 

around i ts shore. Grazing agriculture has al ways been of prime impor

tance to the Icelanders and it has only been in recent years that agri

culture bas been replaced by industry as the leading occupation. 

Whereas the importance of agriculture is of such magnitude, the lack of 

other natural resources means that Iceland must import nea rly every

thing it uses, and this bas been true from the earliest days. 
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For the first few centuries agricultural products, in addition to 

silver ornaments and native sulphur, were the only means of paying for 

imports; the fisheries were carried on from the earliest times but did 

not gain any position of recognition in export until the lJth century. 

Whereas agriculture was the leading occupation until quite recently~, 

it has been only through the fisheries that the Icelanders have managed 

to survive; indeed many people have written that Iceland would be 

uninhabitable were it not for the rich fishing banks surrounding the 

island.J For even if agriculture is carried on, the land is unfavorable 

for growing crops, loss on account of inclement winters and length of 

growing season than of unfavorable summers. The reliability of frost-

free days in summer is not great, especially in the more continental 

portions of the north. The strong winds and shallowness of the soil 

and the hummocky nature of the land all tend to give the farmer a chance 

only in grazing and the growing of grass for fodder. For a few centuries 

following the colonization period agriculture was of prime importance 

for domestic consumption as well as export. Although agriculture is 

atill very important, after domestic needs are fulfilled there is not 

much left over for export, so that after the latter part of the lJth 

2Aêcording to Bjornsson 62,000 hectares or 0.602% of the land area of 
Iceland was under cultivation in 1957. B. Bjornsson, "Iceland, a 
Geographie, Political, and Economie Survey", in Vidskiptaskrain (Commer
cial and Industrial Directo;y for Iceland), 1957, pp. 975-976. 

JThe Icelandic Efforts for Fisheries Conservation, Reykjavik: Rikia
prentsmidjan Gutenberg, 1954, p. 6. 



16 

century almost total dependance was placed on the fisheries for the 

importation of vital necessities and they have remained the life-blood 

of the countr,y to the present time. 

The paucity of other natural resources. in addition to the limita 

set by a harsh climate, were compensated for in Iceland to a large 

degree by natural conditions ideal for the pursuit of fishing and partici

pation in trade. 

The most important fisheriea in the world are always carried on 

close to land. Along the coastal strips of avery land runs a submerged 

rim or Shelf of varying width, the so-called continental shelf, which 

is the continuation of the land below the sea. Off the coast of Iceland 

(Fig. 8 and Map A) the fishing grounds are found on such a shelf and 

these banks are considered to be among the richest in the world. The 

shallow water areas are the most fruitful regions of the sea. Here is 

found prolific plant and animal life of all kinds. Here, too, assemble 

the great shoals of fish when they are ready to apawn. 

Iceland1s natural geographical conditions. the long coast line 

caused by the many deep fjords, the continuous belt of banks lying 

off the coast, the current and temperature conditions of the sea, the 

multitude and variety of fish have all combine~with the paucity and 

lack of possibilities of the land, to draw the people to the sea. 

On the south coast the warm ocean current is entirely dominant and 

supplies the fishing banks there with Atlantic water (Fig. 6), the 

surface temperature of which varies between 5° c. end 13° c. according 

to the time of year (Fige. 9, 9-A, and 10). From the far north, on the 
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other band, there is a surface outflow of cold water4 southwards. On 

the fishing banks along the Iceland coast (especially the northwest, 

west and southwest) the result is a str-atification of the water. On 

the bottom there is the saline Atlantic water, over this is a layer 

called the bank water, and, at the top, the less saline coastal and 

polar water. The changes in the position and composition of these 

water strata, the y&arly periodic variations in temperature, and the 

affect of the sun favor the production of abund&nt food supplies which 

are the primary requirement for a flouriahing and plentiful stock of 

fish. 

With the contact of these two distinct oceanic currents, two dif-

ferent faunas and floras meet in Icelandic waters. Off the south coast 

of the country, we find a number of north-temperate (boreal) species, 

whereas in the colder area of the polar current which almost entirely 

dominates the northern part of the east coast a number of cold water 

(arctic) spacies are found. In the winter and early spring months man1 

of the most important food-fishes gather in great shoals on the warm 

water banks off the south and southwest coast i n arder to spawn. This 

yearly journey to the spawning grounds is called the hspawning migra-

tion" and soma of the greatest fishing activities take place during 

this season. After spawning, the fish move in great shoals ta the cold 

water area around the country and even ta Greenla.nd (cod) in search of 

4polar water is characterized by a temperature of about 29.3° F. (-1.5° c.) 
throughout the year a nd a salinity of lesa than JJ%. J. Corlett, 
"Arctic and Sub-e.rctic Marine Resources", FAO Fisheries Bulletin, 
Vol. 9, No. 2, 1956, p. 64. 
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food, while their fry drift along with the currents to the northwest, 

north and east coasts. They remain there, feeding on enormoua swarms 

of small crustaceans, until they are mature when they then move back to 

the warmer waters for spawning. After spawning they visit the colder 

waters in search of food with the other mature fish. This is the "food 

migration". The cold water off the north coast is very rich in fish 

foods ( Copepods) living on the surface, and here soma of the most exten

sive herring fisheries take place in summer. 

A general interaction is found between the warm and cold water; 

warm water areas provide breeding possibilities; cold water areas 

supply the spawned fish with food, and, in addition, forma kind of 

nursery for the fish larvae carried to the north by the warm water. and 

for the immature fish. Because of these two migrations, productivity 

of the different fishing grounds varies accordine to the season of the 

year; those to the southwest and west of the island are most profitable 

in the early months. Those to the south and southeast in ~~Y and June; 

those to the north and northeast in summer, particularly July and 

August. In the late autumn and early winter, fishing takes place 

principally on the north coast (Map C). 

The underwater topography around Iceland, therefore, is of para

mount importance since the shallow continental shelf areas are generally 

much greater producers than the open ocean. Organic remains from the 

euphotic ~one are only partly decomposed in the shorter fall to the sea 

floor, so that there is '· alot of food for the sma.ll bottom creatures 

which finally feed the fish. The shelf not only acts as a rich food

producing area but one which is convenient for vessels to reach and 
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fish. Iceland's close proximity to the surrounding fishing banks is 

a factor so obvious that its importance is commonly neglected, and the 

short distances involved were of equal importance to the early settlers 

fishing on a subsistance basie as to the operations on present~ 

scale (l-fap A). 

Fishing in lceland is enhanced by the fjord-type coast offering 

good, well-protected harbors. Fjord coasts, however, often lack suffi

oient areas of fiat land for extensive port works and town building. 

In Iceland many fishing villages ara located along the coast on deposi

tional featuras such as hooks, spits and cuspate forelands, as in the 

case of Siglufjordur on the north coast. Although communication inland 

is often made difficult by the ruggedness of the terrain on auch fjord 

coasts, this factor is not too important in Iceland due to the eparse 

inland population. 

One factor which has had a most adverse affect on the pursuit of 

fishing is the weather, which in the early fisheries limited the activity 

to within the fjords very near land. The frequent passage of storms 1 

high winds of unpredictable nature, and the icy, penetrating gales made 

it dangerous for the early fishermen to venture too far from land. 

Even to this day. ~es and severe icing (with consequent weighting down 

and sinking of the ship) have taken their toll each year. With all the 

other natural advantages it is not surprising that the weather has been 

able to do little to keep the Icelanders from fishing wi th vigor around 

their coasts. 
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It bas been noted earlier that in the past, espocially between 

1600 to 1900,5 the arctic pack ice moved in to the northern coasts of 

Iceland, especially in lata winter or early spring. Then a branch of 

the cold East Greenland Current wollid carry the ice eastwards along the 

north coast, filling every fjord and bay. From the northeastern extremity 

this current would carry it further southwards along the east coast, 

and sometimes even along the south coast to Cape Reykjanes.6 Now1 

however, the mild autwuns, winters, and springs have become frequent in 

Iceland and the drift ica has not been a serious factor since 1920.7 

The same trend of climatic amelioration seems to be the case in all the 

northern countries, especially ones bordering the Polar Sea. Other tha.n 

the disappearance of drift ice along the northern coast, there is a good 

deal of other evidence indicating that these high temperatures in the 

air and saas around Iceland in recent years have influenced the fauna. 

as wall as the flora of the island, both of which have tended to become 

more southerly than previously.8 

Sr.. Koch, 11Two Summer Expeditions to Northeast Greenland", Arctic, 
Vol. 2, No. J, 1949, p. 196. 

6s. Thorarinsson, 11The Thousand Years Struggle Against Ica and Fire 11 , 

Miscellaneous Papers, No. 14, Museum of Natural History, Reykjavik, 
1956, p. 7· 
7 J. Eythorsson, "Tempera ture Variations in Iceland", Geografiska Annal er, 
Vol. Jl, Nos. 1-4, 1949, p. 37• And, 
-------• 

11Hafis vid Island'' (Polar lee at the Coasts of Iceland), 
J8kull, Vol. 2, 1952, pp. Jl-J2. 

8 A. Fridriksson, 11Boreo-tended Changes in the Marine Vartebrate Fauna 
of Iceland During the Last 25 Years 11 , Rapports et Procas Verbaux detJ 
Reunions, Conseil Permanent International pour 1 1Exploration de la Mer, 
Vol. 125, 1948, P• JO• 
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Fridriksson states tbat there are 145 species of marine fish now 

known from Iceland and that more than 25~ of these giva evidence of 

changes indicating higher temparature.9 Not only are there new visitors 

from the Atlantic but other previously-recorded visitera have been seen 

more frequently in recent years. Of prime importance to the fisheries, 

however, are those species (cod and herring) which are extending their 

distribution to the calder parts of the coast. Along with the apparent 

climatic amelioration bas come an increase in its variability as might 

be illustrated by the unusually low water temperature off southwest 

Greenland in 1937-38 which caused the death of large quantities of cod 

and decreased the weight of liver taken from the cod in that seaeon.10 

11 
A similar cool snap was noted in 1943-1944 in Greenland by Dunbar. 

This factor of the recent climatic change is important when considering 

the general variability of the fish stocks themselves, which, along with 

the growing unpredictability of movements, is a significant consideration 

in any discussion of the general factors of the fishing industry itself. 

The natural conditions of Iceland 1s fishing industry have been 

reviawed briefly and perhaps man and his work should be included before 

baving a fairly complete, if brief, survey of the basis of fishing in 

Iceland. Iceland 1s population has always been eparse and there seem~ 

9 
~·- pp. 31-33· 

10
A. J. Lee, "Forecasting Climatic Fluctuations and its Importance to 

the Arctic Fisher,v", Rapp. et Froc. Verb., Cons. Perm. Internat. Explor. 
Mer., Vol. 125, 1948, p. 40. 
11 

M. J. Dunbar, "Greenland--An Experiment in HUman Eco1ogy", Commerce 
Journal, March 1947, p. 74. 
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to be no reason why this will not always be so. Although fishing may 

be carried on in or near regions of dense population, it does not itself 

foster dense settlement. In fact, it tends to become a leading activity 

in areas of very eparse population and in those areas like Iceland 

which are lees well adaptad to othar occupations. 

As island-dwellers, the Icelanders bava a long tradition of 

knowledge of the sea and are generally suited very well in phyeical 

character to pursue a strenuous life of fishing. 

Two of the salient considerations for the understanding of the 

fiehery as a geographical unit are the raw material and its changing 

condition and the market factor, its location, reliability and character. 

Both of these ends of the geographical unit must be considered in the 

understanding of the fishing as a whole. In a later chapter the raw 

material and market elements will be developed as part of the considera

tion of the modern-day fisheries, and it will suffies only to mention 

them at this point. 

Although necessary, it is not enough to mention the natural and 

human conditions upon which a fishery is based fo~ in an advanced area 

auch as Iceland, the fishery is a great, complex and inter-related 

assemblage of vassel, fishing equipment, harbor works, machinery for 

fish handling, preservation, and processing, nat manufacture, ropes 1 

ice and shipbuilding. In obtaining a satisfacto~· geographical con

ception of a fishery, none of these aspects must be neglacted, for 

they react on one another. Nor must the growth of this industry ba 

neglected, for an appreciation of the history of fishing in lceland will 

anable one to become batter aware of present-day characteristics and 

problems. 
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TEE HISTORICAL IlEVELOPMENT OF THE FISHERIES 

To undarstand the modern fishing industr,y in Iceland it is 

necessary to trace its historical development and also to note the 

evolution of Iceland as a nation. 

Shortly after colonization, which began in 874 A.D., the fishery 

did not play an important role except on a small scala for domestic 

purposes, and it was not until the 14th century that fish products 

became the main export. It is intereeting to note that in the year 

the colonization began, Ingolfur Arnarsson cast into the sea the pillare 

of the high seat of his viking ship and made a vow to settle wherever 

the sea currents should wash them ashore. Several years later they 

were discovered at the site of the present-day city of Reykjavik, but 

it took a thousand years for Reykjavik1s real importance to assert 

itself and to prove Ingolfur 1s choice a good one. Submarine contours 

reveal a natural channel which leads to Reykjavik and offers deep 

anchorage. Reykjavik 1 s hinterland now includes the longest occupied 

and most intensively cultivated part of the island. 

But as the factors which proved Reykjavik 1s importance lay dormant 

for so long, so also did the fishing industry not find a place until 

shortly after lJOO when the first real fishing period in Iceland began. 

Until that time the settlers carried on a great deal of fishing, but 

only for their own needs. This was always near shore using band linea 

and open boata; agriculture played a small part, although sheep were 

27 
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important from an early date. The most important item in the foreign 

trade for the first several centuries after colonization was vadmal, 

& type of homespun woolen cloth which was known in the trade as early 

as the lOth century. ln addition to vadmal, Iceland exported hides, 

1 whale oil, falcons, and sulphur. 

In the early years after settlement the Norsemen who followed 

lngolfur Arnarsson took up the coastal lowlands. Their buildinga were 

of sod or peat, because, although scrub birch forests were extensive 

when the first settlers came, not much of this was of suitable size 

for construction purposes. 

Because of the extensive land required for the grazing of flocks, 

the settlement pattern which resulted was very dispersed. By the year 

930 A.D., when the settlement pattern bad already been fixed to a 

great extent, the first Althing or island-wide political gathering was 

held near Reykjavik. This marked the foundation of a united Icelandic 

commonwealth and the adoption of a common legal code for the entire 

country. In the year 1000 by a vote of the Althing lceland1s conversion 

to Christianity was proclaimed and for the first fifty years thereafter 

the Church affaire were administered directly from Trondheim in Norway. 

The first Icelandic bishop was named in 1056 and another in the north 

in 1106. The late 1100 1s and sarly l200 1s have been called, by some, 

Iceland1s golden age because in this period her national life of inde-

pendence and cul ture reached the ir peak. 

1w. c. Chamberlin, Economie Development of Iceland ~hrough World War II, 
Columbia Univ. Studies in Hist., Econ., and Public Law, No. 531, 194?, 
p. 12. 
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In the early lJth century, however, two concurrent struggles for 

power emerged. The Viking chieftains who were the representatives to 

the Althing bad for a time practised selling the rights of their chief

taincies and three or four of the wealthiest familias of the island 

eventually gained powerful control. The Church, which had assumed the 

dominant role in most other European countries at this time, was being 

hindered in its attempt to strengthen its position and increase its 

wealth at the expanse of the chieftains. 

This conflict of the mid-lJth centur.y wae accompanied by a deteriora

tion in the economie life of the countr.y. The livestock bad been allowed 

to roam and graze at will and what scrub foreste had existed seem to 

bave been burned or eut away. All this had gone on for over three cen

turies so that now the affects were beginning to make themselves felt. 

Soil erosion increased, both by the heavy rains of the south and the 

strong winds of the north; large areas of grazing land which were formerly 

productive became desolate wasteland. 

The conflicts in power and the deterioration of the trade were 

accompanied by a vital dependance on Norway to supply timber for the 

repairing and maintaining of their marchant fleet. It was not difficult 

in 1262, therefore, for the Norwegian king to intervene in lceland 1s 

internai affaire and force the people of the island to enter into a 

persona! union with him. 

The king promised to carry on sufficient trade with the island so 

that the basic needs of the people would be met; in return he received 

their pledge of allegiance in addition to collecting a royal tax. 
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As a result of this union, the Norwegians took over control of 

Iceland 1s trade and with this changeover a significant change in exporte 

took place. From the daye of earliest settlement the chief exporta bad 

been woolen homespun cloth (vadmal) and hides, but, because the Norwegian 

fishermen were not able to supply all the needs of the home market, the 

Norwegian king demanded fish from the Icela.nders, in addition to the 

vadmal and hides. 

This demand for fish increased to auch an extent that in 1.320, 

when lceland was asked to swear allegiance to a new Norwegian king, 

they refussd and drew up instaad a memorandum to the Norwegia.n Govarnment 

pointing out that the pact of 1262 was a persona.l agreement with the king 

from which they could be released if the king did not keep the terms 

of the pact in all respects. Among other things, the Icela.nders stated 

tha.t: n 1 . . . no more codfish be axported from our land during periods 

2 
of famine tha.n the marchants need for their table.'" Dried codfish 

(stockfish) had become one of the chief articles of the export to Norwa.y 

a.t this time; more and more d&ma.nd was created by the Hanseatic mer-

chants in Bergen for this product, and the Norwegia.ns correspondingly 

attempted to get increasing supplies from Iceland. An old Norwegian 

State document of 1,340 BS\V'S: n 1Not long ago little cod-fish wa.s 

imported from Icela.nd, which at that time was called table cod-fish. 

Most of the exporte from there consisted of vadmal. Now, however, the 

~. Gjerset, History of Iceland, New York: Macmillan, 1924, p. 2,36. 
(quot ing J. Thorkelsson andE. Arnorsson, Rikisreftina Islands. p. 14.) 



Jl 

most and best exporte from Iceland consist of codfish and train oil.'"J 

Now fishing, which had haretofore been carried out as a secondar,y 

occupation for private domestic purposes, rose rapidly in importance: 

it be~n to be concent~ted at fishing stations in the most favorable 

places although it was now, as before, carried out in open boate with 

handlines. This rising to importance of a new line of export proved 

a valuable stimulus to trade and must bave increased also the volume 

of Icelandic importe, as indicated by a lively intercourse between 

Iceland and Norway at this time. About the middle of the 14th centur.y 

the king began to rent out his revenue-collecting rights to other 

representatives. As Bjornsson states: 11These men only thought of 

enriching themselves and were guilty of intolerable tyranny and injustice 

towarde the people."4 

In lJ97 Norway (and all her dependencies, including Iceland), 

Denmark and Sweden were formaJ.ly united by the Kalmar "Act of Union"' 

and placed under one queen. :Because the rulere who now governed the 

united kingdoms were etrangers who regarded the Norwegian colonies only 

as sources of revenue, no improvement in Icelandic affaira could be 

expected from the royal government. As Gjerset states in Histo;y of 

Iceland: "• •• the foreign-born and often incompetent rulers ••• 

took little interest in administrative §ffairs in Iceland beyond what 

was necessary to secure the desired revenues for the royal treasury."5 

3Ibid., p. 244 (quoting Diplomatarium Norwegicum, Vol. 2, Pt. 1, p. 198.) 

4
B. Bjornsson, 11 Iceland, a Geog., Pol., and Econ.,Survey", 1957, p. 977• 

5K. Gjerset, Histo~ of Iceland, p. 245. 
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Around the beginning of the 1400 1 s the English began f i ehing off 

Iceland, and from them the Icelanders learned the use of long-line 

6 
fishing gear. A few years later the Germans also came and educated 

the lcelandere in their methode, so that the earlier fishing period can 

be said to have ended in the beginning of the 15th century. After the 

ravages of the Black Death in Norw~ about mid-14th century, however, 

the trade wi th Iceland declined. 

Gradually, in violation of the governmental decrees, the economie 

control of the island shifted to the cities of north Germany and to the 

increasingly powerful Hanseatic League marchants. Because of the con-

tinental demand the fisheries continued to develop, while through the 

1400 1 s agriculture continued to suffer a steady decline. lt should be 

rememberéd that lceland was continually the victim of the ravages of 

dieease (Black Death wiped out 2/J of the island 1s population in 1402-ü4), 

earthquakes, and volcanic explosions. Because the royal houae thougnt 

only about the collection of revenue on the island the Hansa traders 

were given sorne chance to do business with Iceland. Growing competition 

was felt during the 15th century as the English attempted to wrest 

exclusive control of this trade. ln the meantime less attention than 

ever was focused by Denmark on the island, and so intolerable did the 

trade conditions become that the Icelanders were again forced to voice 

complainte and remind the rulers of the Union agreement, which had been 

6 
A •. Fridriksson, "The Icelandic Fisheries 11 , Le Nord, Vol. 1, 19J8, P• JlO. 
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wholly ignored. In 1419, as an act of the Althing, they pledged their 

formal allegiance to Erik of Pomeramia, King of Norway, Denmark and 

Sweden, and at the same time demanded redress of grievances with re~rd 

to commerce. The document says in part: 

But our laws provide that six ships should come hither 
from Norway ever,y year, which has not happened in a 
long time, a cause from which Your Grace and our poor 
country has suffered most grievous harm. Therefore 
••• we have traded with foreigners ••• but we 
have punished those fishermen and owners of fishing
smacks who have robbed and caused disturbance on the 
sea.7 

The English fishermen and traders beginning to carry on a clandes-

tine tr.affic with Iceland were building up a trade which, although it 

seems to have existed to sorne extent during the earlier periods of 

Icelandic histor,y, ceased during the latter part of the lJth century 

and was non-existent during the 14th century. 

The English started to fish rather extensively in Icelandic waters 

from the beginning of the 15th century and in 1413 records show that 

JO English fishing-smacks came to Iceland.
8 

Despite protest from the 

Scandinavian throne, troade with England continued to grow. In 1415, 

six English ships entered Hafnarfjord. One of these was loaded for the 

9 return voyage with codfish. Both the English and Danish Governments 

attampted to stop this outlaw trade by English sea captains. The protesta 

of the Danish king finally forced Henry V to issue instructions to his 

7Gjerset, Histo;y of Iceland, p. 247. (quoting Diplomatarium Norwegicum, 
Vol. 2, No. 651, p. 485.) 

8Ibid., p. 259. 

9 
~ •• p. 259. 
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subjecte forbidding all tr.ade with Iceland, and fisheries in Icelandic 

waters. This period, nevertheless, remained one of piracy and plunder-

ing in the English efforts to go aga.inst the edicte of the Scandinavian 

and English kings. 

In the latter 15th century there was a great demand for fish 

throughout continental Europe, and both Norway and Iceland were important 

in supplying this demand. This was before the diecovery of the New-

foundland fishing banks and was also before Icelandic export products 

became more readily available from other countries. ln addition to the 

export of fish, lceland also traded wool and woolen c1oth, eider down, 

10 
falcons, sulphur, mutton, sheepskins, butter, tallow, and train oil. 

The clergy in Iceland took a continuing interest in the active 

growth of the fishing; they had dealings in the trade and encouraged 

the ether Icelanders to produce an increasing amount of this important 

export. The place of fish in the affaire of the island was perhaps 

well illustrated by Sebastian Munsters 1 ea.rly 16th century Cosmographia. 

11 
which engraved the Arma of Iceland as a crowned fish. The situation, 

however, was not long to remain such, as during the 16th centur.y a serious 

decline of the fisheries took place and they did not recover unti1 the 

la.st 60 years of Icelandic history. 

10 
Gjerset, Historr of Iceland, p. 273• 

11 w. R. Mead, "Renaissance of Iceland", ~conomic Geography. Vol. 21, 
1945, p. lJ6. 
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Financial gain was, of course, the main object of the kinga of 

the Scandinavian union. Ever since the beginning of the 14th century 

large numbers of estates, farms and other property gra~ually came into 

the king 1s possession. At the time of the Reformation around 1550, 

the monaetaries and their possessions were taken over by the Crown, as 

well as part of the bishops 1 sees, and even part of the income from 

Icelandic trade. In this increase of the king 1 s power, h~ appropriated 

the estates belonging to people who bad opposed the new faith, and took 

over the administration of all Church affaire, with the limitation of 

the legislative and judicial power. The Church's influence in the 

fishing was therefore weakened and the number of foreign ships which 

from Norman times onwards were known to cast nets in Icelandic waters 

increased. Mr. Anthony Parkhurst, in a latter to Hakluyt (1578) mentions 

100 sail of Spaniards, 20 or JO Biscayans whaling for oil, 50 Portuguese 

12 
net fishing, 150 sail of French and 50 English boats in Icelandic waters. 

According to the terms of the "01d Pact" of 1262 the king had been 

given right to interfere with the trade if he saw fit, and during the 

latter years of the 16th century he began to dispose of the trade at will 

and to lay impositions on sailings. In addition to this, he began to 

grant certain persona monopoly to trade at designated ports in Iceland. 

With increasing disregard for the Icelanders, the trade with the island 

was, in 1602, limited by royal decree to marchants of the Danish cities 

" of Copenhagen, Helsing8r, and Malm~, and 18 years later this moncpo1y 

12 
Ibid., P• 137• 



was further restricted to a single company in Copenhagen. The king had 

now appropriated vast property in lceland, had collected a tax, assumed 

responsibility in church affaira, created a binding trade monopoly and 

increased his say in legislative and judicial affaira to such an extent 

that it was not surprising that the lcelanders, in 1662, were forced to 

acknowledge the king as their absclute monarch. There was no apparent 

change of interest in the welfare of the Icelandic people at this time. 

ln 1662 Iceland was divided into four trading areas or kaupsveitir, and 

all trade had to be carried on through one post in each area. Further, 

lcelanders were not allowed to trade among themselves across the trading 

area boundaries, and were, therefore, totally at the mercy of the Danish 

monopoly. They could not have any say in the establishment of priees 

and, although fish exporte might rise, the Icelandic @ain was never 

increased proportionally. Heavy punishments were inflicted on Icelanders 

who attempted to trade outside the monopoly. Long years of this type of 

treatment had its lasting effect on the people. These years were tragic 

ones for Iceland for not only was ahe at the mercy of the trade monopoly 

but she was also subjected to the plundering of pirates, disastroue 

volcanic eruptions, and a small pox plague which in 1707 reduced the 

50,000 population by over one-third. Most of the land was held by the 

Crown, and the peasants working it hed been reducod to a state of extrema 

poverty. The monopoly held sway and, as in other lands where trade 

charters monopolized the commerce, contact with the rest of the world 

was all but lost. As the monopoly license passed from company to company, 

the practices of these ~aders got no better. The priees remained high 
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for importe to the island and lack of competition precluded the necessity 

of maintaining the quality of the goods. In 1750, famine, caused by 

shipments of moldy meal and by successive poor hay ha.rvests, killed 

between 9 and 10 thousand people. 13 

Export priees f6ll continucusly and the Icelander had a difficult 

time disposing of anything except fish. The importa were so high-priced 

that the people had difficulty in obtaining even fiahing implementa--

nets, boats, etc. As a result of the short-sightedness which bad 

14 
reduced Iceland to what Sir Joseph Banks, in the 18th centur.y, called 

"Egyptian bondage 11 and as a resul t of trade pol icies which demanded fish 

but did little to give the people proper fishing implemente, the fish-

eries and the potential wealth they held fell into hopeless decay, and 

the large-ecale fiehine operations were ta.k:en over completely by 

foreigners. 

In 1761 a sheep dissasa killed 300,000 animals and 20 years later 

the poisonous ash from the huge volcanic eruption of Laki contaminated 

the vegetation to auch a degree that it caused the death of 50 per cent 

of the cattle, 76 per cent of the horsos, 77 per cent of the sheep; in 

the resulting famine 1/5 of the island 1 s total population died. After 

this disaster the population totaled lesa than 40,000 or about one-half 

of what it had been during the Golden Period before 1262. This calamity 

brought Iceland 1s problems into sharp focus in Denmark::. Soma aid was 

sent to the island and finally in 1787 the trade monopoly was partially 

lifted. Upon revocation of the charter, commerce was opened to all 

13
Gjerset, History of Iceland, p. 340 

14-Mead, "Renaissance of Iceland 11 , p. 138 
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Da.no-Norwegian t radars but, be cause of the general poverty of the 

Icelanders and agreements between marchants to keep priees up, little 

improvement resulted. This was a turning point however, and in the 

years tbat followed soma towns received rights of self-government; one 

of these, Reykjavik, a small fishing settlement of 200 persona, was 

beginning to benefit from her favorable position. With this partial 

improvement of affaira the Icelanders began to gain interest in estab-

lishing industries in their country. Fishing smacks were purchased 

abroad. The fishermen were a.ided in constructing larger boats so tha.t 

they could fish in the open sea, and the people began to learn the best 

methode of sa.l ting mut ton and fish. Hermansson quo ting Sir Joseph Banks 

writes: " 1In the yea.rs 1797, 198 & 199, a very considerable traffic in 

fish was carried on from Iceland to Spain and the Mediterranea.n; ... ;-s 
This indicates that trade at this time was carried on in opposition 

to even the new regulations. Certainly the partial lifting of the 

monopoly was not entirely a success as far as either Iceland or Denmark 

was concerned, for in the Napoleonic wars, Denmark sided with the French 

emporer. This resulted in a general blockade which eut off tra.de and 

communication; and, as Denmark 1s activities were focused elsewhere, 

little attention was paid to Iceland. 

Soma interesting observations about the fishing of the Icelandera 

at this time are offerred by Olafsen and Fovelsen writing in 1805: 

15H. Hermansson, 11Sir Joseph Banks a.nd Iceland11
, Islandica, Cornell 

University Library: 1928, Vol. 18, p. 82. 
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"· •• they mostly have a wan look, because they are continually fishing 

up to the middle in the sea ••• n
16 

The boats used still seemed to be 

emall at this time, the largest holding only four persona and the smalleet 

for one man; all were rowboats. Among the fish being taken, in addition 

to the cod, were chub, sole and thornback (skate or ray), extracting 

an excellent oil from the liver of the latter.17 Olafsen and Povelsen 

also recorded the fact that, although the trade monopoly bad been par-

tially lifted, the peasantry were obliged to work in the king 1s boatB 

18 
from Candlemas (2 February) to Easter. 

If not the British naval blockade, at least Danish preoccupation 

wi th the Nsp oleonic war, led to widespread suffering and sts,rvation on 

the island, since Denmark was depended upon by Iceland for meal and 

cereal grains. After 1814 Denmark .:again began the improvement of trade 

and economie conditions in Iceland which she had started before 1807. 

There came an increasing development of the fisheries which at this time 

were second in importance only to animal husbandry. The seasonal migra-

tion of labor, still important today, was cited by a writer in 1818: 

16 

From the Jd of February to the 12th of May, is what 
the Icelanders call the ver-tima or fishing season; 
at which period vast numbers of the inbabitants 
flock to the s outhern and western shores from the 
districts in the north and east, where the f ishing 
is generally impracticable at this time, owing to 
the baya and creeks being filled with pola r ice.19 

Olafsen and Povelsen, Travels in Iceland, London; Richard Phillips, 
1805, P• 12. 

17Ibid., p • .35· 

18rbid., p. 17 

1~. Henderson, Iceland, or the Journal of a Residence in that Island 
during the Years 1814 and 1815, Edinburgh: Oliphant, Waugh, & Innes, 1818, 
Vol. 1, pp. J60 and J61. 
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Cod was the principal fish and, according to Henderson, it was spread 

on cliffs to dry from which it gets the name of Klipfish. Sometimes 

fi.sh were hung up and dried in bouses called hiallar and open to the 

wind. Fish dried in this way were ca11ed hengi-fiakur or hung-fish. 

These passages indicate a change which took place in the export around 

the time of the Napoleonic war. Stockfish, which bad been the most 

important export from lJOO, bad suffered a decline in sales around 1600 

which resulted in a total decrease in the fishing trade at tbat time, 

and around 1800 cured saltfish (klipfish) rose to importance with exporta 

to Spain, Brazil, Cuba and the Mediterraneen countries. 

The fisheries began to show considerable development especially 

during the later decades of the period 1800-1860. The number of fishing 

boate bad increased from 2000 in 1800 to 3186 in 1866. 20 Even whi1e 

the population was growing and domestic consumption increasing the fish 

21 export grew from 758 tons in 1801 to 4250 tons in 1855. In 1850 

82 per cent of the population was en~ged in agriculture and only 7 per 

cent in fisheries. 

After the pioneering of Jon Sigurdsson (called Jon Forseti or 

"The President" today by the Icelanders), there was a general improvement 

in conditions and a gradua! political and economie emancipation took 

place. The parliament, which had met at Thingvellir near Reykjavik for 

the last time in 1800, reconvened in 184J. In 1854 the trade monopoly 

20 
Gjerset, History of Iceland, p. 363. 

21~ •• p. J6J. 
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was entirely abolished, and commerce was made free to all nations. The 

six previously-given town charters were recalled and equal privileges 

were given to all trading canters. In 1874 the king gave the country 

a new constitution; which, among other things, gave them control over 

their own finances. Around this time there were over J,OOO rowing boats 

in the country, but decked sailing vessels were beginning to be brought 

in. In 1880 there were J8 decked vessels in Iceland. This was the 

beginning of the period in which fishing was no longer a part-time 

connection with agriculture. This change in the fishing industry, which 

was only just beginning, would eventually alter the picture of the 

distribution of population and occupations in Iceland. This does not 

mean that the importance of agriculture declined. To the contrary, in 

1890, with a population of 71,000, over 90 per cent of the people in 

Iceland lived in rural districts (Fig. 11). Farming was the main occu

pation and the stock was supported by hay. At this time the fisheries 

were still suffering lack of suitable gear. There were between 50 and 

60 small decked vessels fishing the coasts. 
22 

The herring had yet to 

await the introduction of larger vessels for any extensive development 

of this fishery. 

Around the ;turn of the century and up until about 1920 sorne of the 

greatest changes took place in Iceland 1s fishery. Before this time the 

lack of boats, ships, and proper equipment had so handicapped the people 

that the fishing industry could not be developed in any way proportional 

22Bjornsson, "lceland, a Geog •• Pol., and Econ. Survey", p. 987. 
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to the limite of its potentialities. By 1890 the percentage of popula

tion engaged in this industr,y was 18, as opposed to 64 per cent in 

farming. The pattern of trade woven into a regime of liberal trading 

reflected an exclusively fisher-farmer community. The lowered percentage 

of population engaged in agriculture at this ,time, increased consumption 

at home, and the opening up of markets for sea products for export, all 

tended to hide the important fact of increasing agricultural production. 

If the growing importance of the fisheries was exaggerated at this time1 

the basic fact still remained that lceland was resource-poor and could 

not live very long without the vital exports. Agriculture did play an 

important part b~t it was sti11 necessary to import cereal grains and 

other basic food items to feed a growing population. ln 1896 the fish 

export brought a total income of ~ver a million dollars. From 1895 to 

1902 the fishing f1eet doub1ed to 144 vessels and just before 1900 the 

first experimente with the steam traw1er were carried out. 23 Before 

this time the larger vesse1s were under sail, but with the same primitive 

equipment as the small open beats. They did afford a greater radius 

of operation, but the methode used were so primitive that there could 

be little hope of expansion. 

With the introduction of steam traw1ers and other smal1er motor-

driven boats fishing began to become a ful1-time job which caused the 

greatest changes in occupational and geographical distribution patterns 

of the Icelanders. These larger vessels and more intricate equipment 

demanded a larger capital investment for gear and processing facilities. 

23Gjerset, History of Ice1and, p. 453· 
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This resulted in a concentration of the population. The population was 

increasing; towns and villages sprung up to grow at the expanse of rural 

areas which began to suffer absolute population decreases, even with the 

growing country. Although the development of modern fishing methods 

led to increased urbanization because it demanded a supply of labor and 

pooling of resources, the new towns took on ether functions in the 

development of cooperatives and the role of social-cultural canters for 

the neighboring areas. At the turn of the century 9,000 people lived 

in towns out of a population of 79,000. By 1915 this number had riaen 

24 
to 20,705 out of a population 89,059. 

The divorce of farming and fishing from one another was one of the 

inevitable resulta of modernization. As Hansen wrote in 1928: "Almost 

any farmer can fish from a rowboat at certain times of the year, but 

it takes sll of a man's time and energy to belong to the crew of a 

trawler or a large motor boat.n25 

Shortly after 1860 the Norwegians be~n fishing herring off Iceland 

and in 1875 the Icelanders began to take herring, but not on any important 

ecale until the introduction of larger ~otor vessels after 1900. The 

impact of the herring and growing variability of its catch will be dis-

cussed subsequently. It may be said here, however, that altho~~ the 

cod has been by far the most important fish since the Vikings settled 

the island, in the pa st decades the herring has often assumed a more 

important position and generally accounted for 1/J of the experts up until 

the past 15 yeari. 

24Gjerset, Historr of Iceland, P• 454. 
2~. P. Ha.nson, 11The Renaissance of Iceland", Geographical Review, 
Vol. 18, 1928, p. 48. 
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The 20th century has witnessed a complete technological and social 

change in Iceland. Har rising exporta have found markets varied and 

changeable and, at times, suddenly eut off. The Second World War gava 

her opportunity to sever her last political tie with Danmark, and als0 

~ve her means by which she could expand and modernize to the fullest 

the fishing basis of her export trada. Although the number of trawlers 

gradually decreased up until World War II and several ships were lost 

carrying fish during the war, this prosperons trade gave lceland the 

incentive and financial means to build up and modernize the fleet. 

The political situation of the present time bas prevented total 

independance and a normal development 6f the country according to the 

resources to which she is limited. As a member of NATO Iceland has 

sought with trepidation the presence of an American air base and this, 

among ether external factors, has influenced Iceland 1s course in the 

last years. The presence of foreigners on the island has provided Iceland 

with a source of income. but this situation cannot be considered aa 

"normal". Construction requirements at the air base have caused great 

ehortages of labor in the manning of the fishing fleet. and this new 

source of income and occupation has tended to cloud the real importance 

of the fishing industry to Iceland 1 s well-being. 



IV 

SEASONS, VESSELS, AND GEA.R 

In dealing with the fishing industry of modern Iceland, it is 

necessary to re-emphasize the almost total dependance of the country 

upon fishing as a means of providing export products to pay for the many 

essential importe (Fig. 12). When this is realized, discussion of the 

industl"'J takes on new meaning; i t no longer remains a. .&script ion of 

one pursuit whichmppens to be carried on in a country, but becomes 

~ pursuit upon which everyone, in one way or another, is totally 

dependent. 

The lcelandic catch is composed mainly of two species, cod and 

herring. These two will be considered subsequently in turn; with the 

cod will be grouped other gadoids (cod-like : fis~ flatfish, and some 

of the more pelagie forma. First, however, an over-all description of 

the fishing industry is given by considering the seasons, vessels, and 

gear characteristic in Iceland. This is followed in Chapter V by the 

catch of fish (excluding herring) and by Chapter VI, the herring 

fishery; Chapter VII, the development of Iceland 1s various markets. 

Seasons and Localities of Catch 

From Map C a good general idea of the regional nature of catch, 

seasons, and gear used around Iceland can be obtained. The regional 

breakdown is logical enough and not too arbitra~ since some of the 

available statistics are grouped in this way. 

The fishing seasons vary in length for the off-shore fishing with 

the larger trawlers and for the inshore fishing from smaller motor 

46 



FIG. 12 ICELAND- VALUE OF EXPORTS, 1931-1958 
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boats. The ·:.trawlers and the larger motor vessels, representing a 

large capital outlay, operate as nearly year-round as possible except 

when they are stopped for re-fitting between the main seasons. On the 

average, the trawlers of lceland are active betw8en ten and eleven 

months of the year. The smaller craft depend greatly on the weather and 

on the fishing grounds in the vicinity of their home port. Therefore, 

their fishing season ~ vary in length from a few weeks to six months 

or more depending -~pon locality and ot~er circumstances. Table 1 shows 

the monthly participation of the various kinds of vessels of the fishing 

fleet in 1956. The motorboats find their chief fishing during the 

first four or five months of the year (winter fishing} off the south 

and southwest coast. This is.the main season for the cod fisheries, 

mostly in the south, southwest, and northwest areas. ln addition to 

the main fisheries, activity on a small scala is carried on all around 

the coast throughout the year, with cod playing the most important role. 

The herring is caught mainly during the summer season in the north and 

east with the purse seine, whereas drift net catches of herring in the 

southwest and south during August to November are of comparatively lesa 

importance. ln recent years, herring has been caught only twice in big 

quantities in the southwest area, during the winters 1946-47, and 1947-48. 

Other than the main cod season in the beginning of the year and 

the summer herring season from July to September in the north and east. 

redfish is caught in deep water by the big trawlers from July to October 

and smaller quantities of flatfish are taken with seine nets; smaller 

quantities of halibut, pollock, catfish, haddock and cod are èaught with 

the 1 ong 1 ine. 



Table 1 

* PABTICIPATION OF THE FISHING FLEET, 1956 

~fon th Traw1ers :tviotorboats 

Over 12T Under 12IJ.I 

January 40 225 16 

February 42 J19 20 

Mar ch 4J JJ9 22 

April JO JJ6 27 

May 4J 262 41 

June J9 107 51 

July J4 212 41 

August 37 266 J9 

September 40 21J JJ 

October 42 1.51 J1 

November 41 llJ 28 

December 41 96 14 
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Other 

J4 

44 

51 

1J6 

217 

J06 

192 

171 

1,36 

122 

90 

42 

* B. Bjornsson, 11 Iceland, a Geographie, Political, and Economie 
Survey", Vidskiptaakrain (Commercial and Indus trial Director:y 
for Iceland), 19.57, p. 989. 



50 

According to available statistics the bulk of the catch in the 

beginning of the centur.y was taken off the south and southwest coasts 

(co~ and off the north coast (herring). A present-day regional breakdown 

of catch would show that the northwest has grown in importance to such 

an extent that this region today accounts for the largest bulk of catch. 

This does not include the herring which, for the most part, has been of 

a very fluctuating nature and, in the past fifteen years, has shown a 

notable decrease in catch. It should be pointed out, however, that this 

is a rise in importance of the northwest as a catching area. An increase 

of landings northward has not kept pace wi th the increased catch in 

these waters; as a result, big ports in the ~outhwest (Reykjavik. 

Hafnar-fjord, Keflavik, A.l{:ranes) account for great landings off ish, 

alot of which is actually caught in the northwest (Map C). One of the 

most noteworthy features of the Icelandic fishery is the general fall-off 

of catch to the east. This region contributed only J per cent of the 

total catch in 1953. These two phenomena--tlie northward movement of 

the main ca tching areas and the disappearance of the herring from the 

north coast (presumably moving out into deeper waters to the north and 

east)--may be indicative of a general northward movement of spawning 

areas and, in the case of the herring, a northward movement of its 

principal food. 

Many scientiste agree th~t these changes taking place in Iceland in 

later years of the present century may be, to some degree, the result 

of a general climatic amelioration presently going on in the arctic and 

sub-arctic areas.
1 

Iceland, being located on a climatic borderline, 

1Fridriksson, 11Boreo-tended Changes", p. Jl. 
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is especially sensitive to these changes and any fluctuation would tend 

to be most noticeable in auch a locality. As far back as 19)2 an 

Icelandic ecientist, Bjarni Saemundsson, described some of the influences 

2 
of the present warming on the marine fauna in Icelandic waters. He 

cited decreasing frequency of drift ice coming to Iceland 1s northern 

shores from Greenland, and simultaneous with this ice scarcity the 

winters were exceedingly mild, especially in February and March. Another 

factor of greater importance was pointed out, that of the higher 

temperature of the aea around lceland, with the increasing frequency 

of southerly winds. The greatest changes in temperature mentioned 

were for the east and northeast coasts with the highest relative increase 

during February and March (Fig. 9-A). Concurrent wi th these observed 

changes has been a modification in the localities of spawning fish. 

The cod, which usually spawned only near the south and southwest coasts, 

was found after 1924 in great shoals of mature fish on the north and 

northeast coasts during the spawning period. In spite of the new cod 

to the north, the southern population had not diminished. 

One of the main foods of cod is the capelin which used to visit 

the southern coasts in the ~ring of the year, spawning in the lagoone 

8.nd estuaries. Saemundsaon pointed out i ts disa.ppearance from the 

southern coasts simultaneous with its appearance in great numbers off 

the north coast, due to unusually high temperatures in these tracts. 

~ 6° Centigrade water temperature is necessary for the hatching of 

~. Saemundsson, "Probable Influence of Changes in Temperature on the 
Marine Fauna of Iceland11 , Rapp. et Proces Verb., Cons. Perm. Internat. 
Explor. Mer, Vol. 86, 19)4. 
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the capelin 1s eggs and these high temperatures made it unnecessary for 

this sub-arctic fish to go as far south as before to find suitable 

spawning grounds. The change of the cod concentrations has undoubtedly 

been the result of a modification of the capelin 1s habits. and has, in 

the past 25 years, caused a graduai shifting of the bulk of catch 

northward. Research has been carried out on the wanderings of the 

herring and some of these will be noted when that fish is discussed in 

more detail. Although nothing has been definitely proven, resulte of 

investi~tions indicate that the cl~ge in occurrence of the herring 

in certain parts of the year is a climatic-oceanographic control. 

V es sels 

The factors that determine the size and type of fishing vessels 

in any country are stage of technology, capital resources, distance 

from the fishing grounds, market locations, duration of the voyage, type 

of eventual processing, the abundance of fish, and weather conditions. 

One outstanding feature of the Icelandic fishery that might tend to 

make it appear lese modern than in other countries is the overwhelming 

proportion of small boats (Table 2). There are several factors influ

encing this trend in Iceland. It should first be considered that 

when fishing methode are made more efficient as illuatrated by the 

present widespread displacement of lông-lining by the trawl, owners• 

profits may increase only relatively little. This is due to' the 

increased coat of equipment and maintenance and is dependent upon pre

vailing market conditions for those products supplied by the larger 

trawlers: dried and salted fish and fresh fish on ice. In Iceland with 

the fishing grounds close at hand, and limited capital available for 

expenditure on equipment, the trend has been for individuals to join 
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Table 2 

* GROWTH OF T.H:ID ICELANDIC FLEET, 1932-19.57 

Year Tra'Wlers Motor Vesse1s Steam Vesse1s 

No. G.R.T. No. G.R.T. No. G.R.T. 

1932 39 12,934 281 7,162 J2 J,499 
1933 37 12,4?7 281 ?,004 JO J,38J 
1934 x x x 
193.5 J? 12,4JO 282 7,J61 Jl J,.51.5 
1936 37 12,?94 JlO 7.796 29 J,221 
1937 37 12,76? JO? 7,91.5 29 J,J.50 
19J8 36 12,428 310 8,J12 29 3.3.56 
1939 36 12,408 334 9.335 2? J,120 
1940 3.5 12,091 339 9,64.5 29 J,J21 
1941 x x x 
1942 31 10,43.5 3.54 11,633 18 J,07) 
194J JO 9.973 376 12,?08 18 3.174 
1944 29 9,6.52 371 13,0.52 17 J,O?J 
194.5 31 9,988 372 x 7 .x 
1946 24 8,14.5 444 18,841 11 2,.583 
1947 37 18,268 48.5 22,761 11 2,.583 
1948 49 26,663 48J 2J,278 11 2,.583 
1949 .52 29,04J 476 2J,290 12 3.394 
19.50 49 27,632 46.5 22,J65 9 1,626 
19.51 .56 32,.587 .563 22,?08 12 2,4J8 
19.52 .53 J2,342 .5.50 22,J74 11 2,140 
19.53 53 J2,J42 547 22,27.5 11 2,140 
19.54 .51 J1,621 .561 22,91.5 10 1,991 
19.5.5 4.5 28,476 .589 24,J.5.5 7 l,J67 
19.56 4J 27,799 623 26,106 5 1,407 
19.57 42 27,.533 6JJ 26,706 .5 1,407 

x - unavailable 

* Statistical :Bulletin, 1932-19.57· 
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together in the purchase of a small boat. The processing of an 

increasing amount of the catch as frozen fish (which bas been going on 

since the last war) also benefits the small boat operator in that he 

is able to compete favorably with the larger trawlers in supplying to 

the freezing plants a prime fish of hign quality as soon as possible 

after catching. The usual duration of a trawler voyage is three weeks. 

or even longer if the catch is to be salted entirely. The bigger ships 

cannot economically shorten their trips and are, therefore, not able to 

supply as fresh a fish to the freezing plants. The author worked aboard 

one trawler, however, that. at the end of 19 days of cod fishing on 

sàlt, spent three days off the northwestern coast trawling for redfiah. 

Having filled up the remaining capacity with redfish on ica, the ship 

sailed immediately to the home port in order that the redfish could 

be landed in good condition within the time limit set by law; this part 

of the catch was filletted and quick-frozen. The cod catch was processed 

into wet-salted cod:and sorne of it eventually into clipfish. Since there 

is a limited amount of marchant shipping in Iceland (19 dry cargo ships 1 

total tonnage 29 1 7J8 g.r.t.). many trawlere have caught cod and redfiah 

on ice and then transported the catch directly from the grounds to 

foreign ports (Ha.mburg and various ports in England). In the paet seven 

years the trend has been away from this method. After the wa~with 

other nations building up their own fishing fleets again 1 Iceland began 

to meet growing competition. Fresh fish on ice is a relativaly low-value 

product, wi th high bulk and weight because of the ice. The trend towarda 
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quick freezing bas been towards a higher quality product and has, 

therefore, brought out the importance of the smaller vessela. Previouely, 

nations importing fresh fish received only frozen fish which had lain 

for a long time on ice before being frozen. They, therefore, were very 

mistrustful about quick-frozen fish. 

At the end of cod fishing in the beginning of May, many small boats 

are engaged in seine net fishing for plaice and leman sole, which are 

filletted and frozen. At the same time the traw1ers, after the fishing 

on salt has ended, might go after redfish for one or two months until 

the herring season begins. Others begin fishing on ice and carry their 

catch direct1y to European ports, as mentioned above. Trawling for 

redfish is also carried on in the fall after the herring season. 

The mechanization of the fishing industry of Iceland, as in ether 

countries, began shortly before the turn of the last centur,r. In 18?6 

there were 3,208 Icelandic rowing boats fishing off the coasts, as well 

as 38 decked sailing vessels. At that time there were 8,700 persona 

(or 12 per cent of the population) engaged in fishing. In 1895 Iceland 

had only 70 large fishing vessels, all of them under sa11.3 The sailing 

vessels reached their greatest number in 1906 with 165, after which alot 

of them were equipped with motor. In 1902 the first Icelandic vessel 

was built with a motor, but meChanization did not rise to great importance 

until before the First World War. In 1904 the first trawlers came into 

operation and reached their greatest number (until the past 11 years) 

3Gjerset, Histo;y of Ice1and, p. 453• 



in the early l9J0 1 s after which their nwnber steadily ,declined because 

of bad fishing and the difficulties in eelling the catch. From 1905 

to 1920 the gross registered tonnage increased 65 per cent and was marked 

by a great change in the distribution among ~arious types of vessels. 

The sailing vessels, which bad represented 95 per cent of the tonnage 

at the turn of the century, decreased in importance to 9 per cent. 

In 1920 steam trawlers were 64 per cent of the tonnage and motor boats 

26 per cent. The motor boats are the only branch of the fleet which 

have been steadily developing from the beginning even through the years 

of the depression. The introduction of power to fishing vesaels in 

the beginning of the centucy had numerous advantages in increasing speed, 

range, and particularly in making fish landings more dependable and 1ess 

controlled by wind and weather. It also opened up the possibility of 

the use of power in the fishing operation itself. In 1920 there were 

20 steam trawlers, over 100 sail and motor cutters, 600 decked motor 

boats and about 1000 rowing boats, the whole fleet giving employment te 

4 
about 10,000 people or 1/8 of the population. During World War II the 

Icelandic fleet suffered a 1/J lQss. Table 2 shows development of 

fleet from 1932 to present. 

In 1945 there were Jl trawlers, eeven other steamers, 372 decked 

motor veasels, 179 open motor boats and 26 rowing boats. The total 
1( 

number of men employed in the boats was 4,6o4. J In that year the state 

4Gjerset, History of Iceland, p. 453• 

5T. Thorsteinsson (ed.), Iceland- 1946, 4th ed.; Reykjavik~ Rikis
prentsmidjan Gutenberg, 1946. P• 110. 
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initiated plans for increasing the fishing fleet. It let contr.acts 

in Sweden for 50 modern motor ships and in Eritain for JO trawlers. 

An additional JO motor ships were to be built in Iceland, with financing 

from both the National and Fisheries Eanks (Landsbanki Islands and 

Utvegsbanki Islands). Many tank tests were carried out in Sweden in 

connection with the rebuilding of the fleet, and most of Iceland 1a new 

Eri tish-buil t super-trawlers are the product of extensive tank tes ting 

in Eritain. More than 250 motor beats have been added since the war. 

Fifty new herring drifters were secured in 1951. 

In 1953 there were 604 vessels with a total gross registered tonnage 

of 55,853· This included 53 ~;rawlers totaling J2,J42 gross registered 

tons, or _58 par cent of the total. tonnage. Of these, 48 were steam 

6 
vessels \trith 29,21.5 g.r.t. and .5 lfere motorships with J,l27 g.r.t. 

Iceland ha.s 61 ports of registry, of which only 15 register a 

total of over .500 tons, with 1/J of all the ports having under 100 tons 

nf shipping, and J/.5 of the ports (J6) having under 200 tons. The 

pattern of shippin~ is very well spread out all around the coasts with 

large concentrations at Reykjavik (Jl•7 per cent of the tonnage), 

Hafnarfjordur, and Akureyri. The 1.5 ports with registries of over 

.500 tons as of 19.53 are shown in Table J. 

The latest figures (19.57) show tha.t there are now 42 trawlers in 

Iceland with a total gross registered tonnage of 27 1 .5JJ• This is a 

decrease fro111 19.51 'IThen there were .56 tra.wlers of 32,.589 g. r. t. The 

6 . V. H. Malmstrom, A Regional Geography of Iceland, Washlngton, D. C.~ 

National Academy of Sciences-National Research Council, Pub. 584, 1957, 
pp. 164-166. 



trend has been for replacement of some of the older vessels by larger 

and more modern ones. Many of the older trawlers were sold in other 

countries. In all, 45 new trawlers have been taken into the Icelandic 

fleet since 1945. There are 6JJ motor vessels with a total tonnage 

of 26,706 g.r.t., and five other steam vessels of 1,407 tons. The 

trawlers average 645 tons and the other fishing vessels 44 tons.? 

Because fiehing banks surround the island the ports regiatering 

the smaller boats are very widespread, but the trawlers do not necessarily 

have to be located in.cclose proximity to the groundlili the factorlil of 

harbor conditions, labor market, banks, etc. are more important. 

~ 

The vessels may be divided not only according to their tonnage but 

also by what gear they employ. Boats below 10 gross tons are intended 

for fishing with long line and hand line. They are of light construct

ion, built with !"- 1 11 boards, originally on sawn frames, but now with 

bent frames which make a lighter construction. 

Rand linas used on this type craft are of local importance mostly. 

They are lines carrying one or a small number of hooks. baited or with 

lures. They may be allowed to rest touching the sea floor with their 

lower ends, or may be trailed from a slowly-mcving vassel. This method 

in Iceland is suitable for some of the gr ounds, particularly those less 

favorable for trawling. I t requires a small capital outlay, and each 

man is paid according to his catch. 

Boats from 10-JO gross tons are intended for fishing with long line 

7 Statistical Bulletin (Hagtidindi), Vol. 27, No. 1. 1958, p. 2. 
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and cod-net. They are strongly built of curved oak planking on sawn 

frames of oak. The long linas may be up to 15 miles in length with 

over 5,000 hooks on short tie-ins or snoods. Their main future use 

in Iceland will be in local fishing, in inshore waters that are pro-

tected from trawlers, to supply fresh and unbruised fish to their imme-

diate neighborhoods. Like the hand line, little capital outlay is 

required, and they may be used over rocky bottom where trawling is un-

profitable. 

Beats from J0-50 tons are used with the same gear as amaller cnes, 

except that they also fish for herring with the drift net. Those from 

50 to 100 tons may use all the mentioned methods in addition to the 

puree seine. About one-half of all boats up to 100 tons have diesel 

engines and the others ·have hot-bulb angines with speed varying from 

seven to nina knots. 8 

The larger vessels in the past several years have adopted the new 

method of Danish eeining, largely for ta~ing flatfish (plaice and sole). 9 

A long length of rope is run out by a slowly-moving vassel, then a net 

of similar appearance to a trawl is 11 shot 11 , followed by more rope as the 

boat ma~es round to the starting point. The two ropes are then mach-

anica.lly taken in and the catch hauled on board largely by hand. This 

method produces fish of high quality in good condition. The system of 

operation of the otter trawl ie well known. 

8 J.O. Traung (ed.), Fishing Boats of the World, London: Ludgate House, 
195.5. p. 211. 

9 FAO Fisheries Bulletin, Vol. 6, No. J, 1953, pp. 63-87. 
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Eoth the trawl and the Danish seine must be used on smooth-bottomed 

grounds, or expansive replacement must be made frequently, which also 

shortens time available for fishing. 

Iceland has had a hand in the development of trawls which are 

capable of being adjusted to work in mid-water at any required depth. 

This type is becoming increasingly more important in the herring fibhery. 

This deviee is not too complicated, and its invention grew out of 

the late use of the echo sounder which made it possible for the first 

time to register the precise depth of shoals of fish. 

The typical type is a conical net about 150 feet long and 50 feet 

wide at the mouth, towed behind two vessels sailing side by sida on 

the same course. After a shoal has been located and its depth determined 

by echo sounder, the net is adjusted for depth by the l en.gth of towing 

cable, change of towing speed, weighting, or adjusting the vanes.10 

Recording echo sounders are r elied heavily upon also in the cod 

fishery as indicators of fish shoals. This is supplemented by the know-

ledge of the captain of the fishing banks and slight irregularities of 

the sea floor. The latter applies 3qually to trawling, long-lining, 

~nd the Danish seine net. 

Iceland, of course, is still dependent mainly on outside sources 

for fishing e~uipment and supplies . Some equipment i s , however, pro-

duced l ocally among \'l'hich are cod gill nets (8, 412 produced i n 1911-9), 

lO FAO Fisheries Bull., Vol. 5, No. J-4, 1952, p. 99. Note: The Larsen 
:r.ad-water trawl is dealt wi th in an extens ive paper in FAO Fisheries 
Bulletin, Vol. 9, No. J , 1956, pp . llJ-119. 
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fishing lines (5,058 dozen in 19LJ.9), and snoods (17,128,000 in 1949).
11 

It is generally true that adoption of technical innovation and 

investmeu~ in any fishing industry ha.s lagged behind that in other 

industries including agriculture. This may be explained in part by 

the great riskiness of investment in the fishing industry which in turn 

derives largely from the general characteristics and important factors 

of variability of raw material. Icelandic policies, like those of many 

ether important fishing nations, have been influenced strongly by the 

transition from laissez-faire of pre-war policies to a high degree of 

active government intervention in the post-war period. 

In the reconstruction after World War II with small motorboat 

capacity increasing and the number of trawlers increasing three-fold 

from 1945 to 191.!-8, alot of the financing was accomplished through grants 

from the National Bank (La.ndsbanki Islands) and the Fishery Bank (Ut

vegsbanki Islands), while the Currency Retention Schema also assisted 

the motorboat owners. 

Growth in size of craft employed, as more complex gear is intro

duced, tends to lead to ownership by business org,anizations and to the 

loss by the individual fisherman of a strong feeling of personal assoc

iation with the industry. In Iceland the increased capital required for 

more expansive boats and gear has sometimes been raised by the formation 

of producers cooperatives. To keep up the incentive of personal effort 

and the sense of being directly concerned with the catch of the boat, 

a system of giving bonus shares on the proceeds of the catch is common. 

11 Ste.tistical Bulletin (Hagtidindi), Vol. 20, No. 1, 1951, p. 8. 
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Shipbuilding coste have increased greatly with the post-war 

riee in the cost of labor and materials, especially steel, timber, 

and machineT,1. The spectacular increase in the cost of cordage, part-

icularly sisal and manilla reacted sharply on the fisheries where con-

sumption is heavy. ·rhere is a !Jrospect of cordage costs being reduced 

through the gradua! introduction of synthetic fibers, but the initial 

investments are necessarily considerable.
12 

In 1944 the National Planning Board (Nybyggingarrad) was created 

whose function was the planning for reconstruction in Iceland 1 s economie 

life. At this time JOO million lcronur of foreign exchange holdings 

were set aside to finance new means of production and to defray the 

expanse of other reconstructive work in Icelandic industry. Two-thirds 

of this amount was spent buying ships, motors, and ship-building material 

from abroad. Another important organization in aiding the general growth 

and modernization of equipment is the Icelandic Fi shery Fund which 

grants long-term loans on favorable terms to fishing ship owners. 

The ship owners have banded together for mutual benefit in the 

Union of Icelandic Fishing Vassel Owners (Landssamband islenzkra ut-

vegsmanna) which representa 85 per cent of the tota.l tonnage. The 

owners of the larger ships formed an association in 1916 soon after 

trawlers started to become important. the Association of Icelandic 

Steam Trawler Owners (Felag islenzkra botnvorpuskipalegenda). 

12 A. von Brandt, "Net :tl.at er ials of Synthet i c Fiber s ". J!,AO Fisheries 
Bulletin, Vol. 10, No. 4, 1957, pp. 182-210. 



Table 3 

* ICELAl\TDIC PORTS WITH OVER 500 TONS BEGISTRY, 19.57 

Port Trawlers Other Vessels A11 Ve;sels 

No. G.R.T, No, G.R.T. No, G.R.T, 

Reykjavik 22 1J,.5J2 66 4,156 88 17,688 

Ha.fna.rfjordu.r 9 5,121 27 1, 8.51 J6 6,972 

Akureyri 5 J,187 18 1,4J6 2.3 4, 62.3 

Vestmannaeyjar 1 660 73 J,188 74 J,848 

Akranes 2 1,Jl6 15 1,107 17 2,423 

Isafjordur 2 1,J87 28 899 JO 2,286 

Neskaupstadur 2 1,Jll 22 862 24 2,173 

Keflavik 1 6.57 28 1,460 29 2,117 

Siglufjordur 2 1,JJ1 8 476 10 1,807 

Vatneyri 2 l,J77 11 251 1.3 1,628 

Eskifjordu.r 1 708 5 258 6 966 

Seydisf jordur l 655 14 297 15 962 

Da1vik 0 0 7 684 7 684 

Thingeyri 1 394 4 169 5 563 

Skagastrond 1 3.37 7 166 8 50J 

* Statistical Bureau of lceland (Hagstofa Islands) 
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•rm: CATCH (EXCLUDING HEBRING) 

Iceland 1 s annual fish catch is relatively insignificant in compari

son with that of other nations (Table 4); but on a per capita basis, 

i.e., in proportion to population, Iceland leads in catch, weight of 

export, foreign trade, and is second in fish consumption. Table S 

gives a rough estimate of fish consumption in sorne countries of Europe 

in 1949. Iceland 1s present annual fish consumption per capita is es

timated to be upwards of 70 kilograms, but even the 1949 figure seems 

rather high. No accurate statistics are available, however, on consump

tion of fish in Iceland, but it has always been about the same as that 

of Norway at any given time. 

There are sorne kinds of fish which never have been in great demand 

in the home market of Iceland; herring is used to soma extent, but only 

for bait. Herring oil is used in the manufactura of margarine, and 

herring meal is finding a growing use for livestock feed. Fish liver 

oil consumption has always been high. ~wo of the favorites are salt

fish and dried catfish; the latter is not important in the export. 

We are, of course, concerned mainly with the Ioelandic fishing 

activities and not particularly with those operations carried out in 

Icelandic waters by ships of other countries. Figure lJ, however, 

shows the relative catch of the countries fishing in the water around 

Iceland, averaged in the yeara 1952-1956. As might be expected, 

Iceland is the dominant participant, but significant catches have been 

64 
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Table 4 

WORLD CATCH OF FISH* 

ill!. lill 

metric tons 

Africa 900,000 1,860,000 

USA and Alaska. 2,34.5,000 2,7411100 

Rest of North America 1,4.5,5,000 1,198,900 

South America .500,000 970,000 

Asia .5,200,000 4,841,000 (except 
China and Japan) 

China 3,000,000 (1949 approx.) 2,640,000 (19.56) 

Japan 3,796, 000 5.399,000 

Oceania. 200,000 130,000 

USSR 2,.500,000 2,.540,000 

le eland 420,000 502,700 

Norway 1,819,000 1,7J8,900 

United K ingdom 1,086,000 1,014,700 

Rest of Europe 3,095,000 4,38J,700 

World Catch 26,316,ooo 29,960,000 

* FAO Yearbook of Fishery Statistics, Vol. 4, Pt. 2, and Vol. 7. 



Table 5 

* FISH CONSUMPTION IN EUROPE, 1949 

Met rie Population 
Tons ( thousands) 

Denma.rk 66,500 4,290 

France 325,700 40,000 

West Gerroany 815,000 50,700 

le eland 7,000 143 

Ital. y 350,000 46,400 

Norway 175,000 3,280 

Sweden 140,000 7,050 

United Kingdom 1,200,000 50,800 

i:· 

66 

Per head/ 
annum in kg, 

15.5 

8.1 

16.1 

so.o 

7·5 

53.4 

20.0 

23.7 

FAO Fisheries Bulletin, Vol. 5. No. 1, 1952, P• 2. 
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made by England and West Germany for many years. Russian trawlers have 

been observed in the waters off Ice1and but the figures of their catches 

are unavailab1e. In the ear1ier part of the present century it was 

customary for the fishing vessels of foreign countries to enter lce1andic 

harbors in order to prepare, pack and ship their catch. In 1922 a law 

was passed preventing foreign ships from entering Ice1andic ports for 

this purpose. In 19J2 a treaty was si~ed with Norway permitting that 

country to se11 a 1imited quantity of herring direct to Ice1andic 

factories. 

There has been a tendency in recent years for Ice1and to account 

for an increasing proportion of the catch in the area surrounding the 

island. In 1937, Great Eritain accounted for J9.4 per cent of the catch 

of demersal fish in Ice1andic waters, Ice1and for JO.l par cent and 

Germany for 22.3 per cent. An average of the years 1954-56 shows that 

Iceland now takes 48 per cent of the demersal fish caught, Great Eritain 

1 
25 per cent and Germany 21 per cent. Ice1and has regularly taken about 

80 per cent of the herring caught in the last two decades. In 1940 

Ice1and 1 s population was 121 1 168 and this increased to 160,000 people 

in 1955 which means that the catch of fish par capita has risen from 

2 l.J tons par inhabitant to over 2.5 tons annua11y. 

The Icelandic catch of fish consista mostly of cod, though consider-

able catches of coalfish or saithe, and haddock are a1so taken (Fig. 14, 

Table 6). In the past there has been a very important summer catch of 

1 
The Problem of the Fisheries Around Iceland, Memorandum Submitted to the 

General Assemb1y of the United Nations by the Government of the United 
Kingdom, 1958, p. 14. 

2statistical Bulletin (Hagtidindi), 1955. 
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Table 6 

FISH OF H1PORTANCE IN IC:ELANDIC WATERS 

Latin English Icelandic 

1 Sebastes marinus (c) Redfish (rosefish, Karfi 
Norway haddock, 
ocean perch) 

1 Mallotus villosus Capel in 

1 Gadus callarias Cod 

1 Gadus aeglefinus Haddock 

1 Gad us virens Sai the, coalfish 

2 Mol va vul g;a.rus Li11g 

2 Hippogl ossus vulgarus Bali but 

2 Pleuronectes platessa Plaice 

1 Cl u,pea ha.rengus Herring 

2 Raja batie Common Skate 

2 Anarhicha.s lupus Ca.tfish 

2 Brosmius brosme Tusk ( Torsk) 
(cusk) 

2 Pleuronectes microcephalus Lemon sole 

2 Cyclopterus lumpus Lumpsucker 

2 Pleuronectes cynoglossus Witch 

1 - of major importance 

2 - of secondary importance 

Lodna. 

Thorsku.r 

Y sa 

Ufsi 

Lan ga 

Heilagfiski, 
Flydra., Lu.da, 
Spra.ka 

Sk:e.rkol 1, 
Raudspretta 

Sild 

Ska.ta. 

Steinbitur 

Keila. 

Thykkval ura 

Hrognkelsi, 
Raud.magi (male) 
Gra.sl eppa. ( f em. ) 

La.nglura 



herring along the north coast, and a lasser one in the spring in the 

neighborhood of Faxafloi. At times the sporadic herring has rivaled 
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and even surpassed the cod in importance, especially prier to World War II, 

but its great fluctuations and unpredictability precluded the herring 

from being depended upon as a steady export year after year. Many ether 

species of commercial importance are caught in smaller quantities, the 

most notable being: redfish, ling, plaice, halibut and catfish. Owing 

to the annual variations in catch, further generalization as to the rela

tive importance of the different species may be misleading (}~p C). 

îhe discussion concerne only the catch of fish in Icelandic waters, 

although in recent years Icelandic vessels have caught an increasing 

amount of fish in Greenland and Newfoundland waters (Table ?). In 1953, 

Icelanders took 12,502 metric tons of cod in Greenland waters, this 

amounting to 5.6 per cent of the total catch of cod in that year. In 

the same year, 7,700 tons of redfish (22.9 per cent of Iceland 1s total 

redfish catch) and 15 tons of ha1ibut (1.8 per cent of the total halibut 

catch) were landed. This amount of fish landed off Green1and was 6.5 

per cent of the total Icelandic catch in 1953 (Fig. 15). 

Cod 

It is a we11-known fact that the waters around Iceland are teeming 

with cod; it is one of the most frequent of Icelandic fish and equally 

distributed a11 around the country out to a depth of J00-400 meters. 

The old sa~s relate that the first settlers carried on cod fishing 

around the coasts, and this fish has remained to present times the 

backbone of Iceland 1 s fishing industry. 
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Table 7 

TOTAL FISH CATCH BY THE ICELANDIC TRAWLING FLEET 

* ELSEWHEBlil THAN AROilliD I CELA.liD 

Average 1936-19.38 . . . . . . . • • • 

1950 

1951 

19.52 

19.5.3 

19.54 

195.5 

19.56 

19.5? 

• • • • • • • • • • • • 

• • • • • • • • • • • • 

. . ' . . . . . . . . . 
• • • • • • • • • • • • 

. . . . . . . . . . . . 
• • • • • • • • • • • • 

• • • • • • • • • • • • 

• • • • • • • • • • • • 

'l'housands of 
Metric Tons' 

Insignificant 

5 

16 

50 

26 

41 

.57 

49 

Unavailable 

*Bulletin Statistique, Conseil Permanent International 
pour l'Exploration de la Mer. 
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The cod is a boreal inhabitant of the continental shelf of the 

countries bordering the North Atlantic and the adjacent arctic sea. 

Over vast tracts of the calder part of its area of distribution it is 

only a summer visiter in search for foqd, while its real home, the 

spawning ground, is much more limited (as a rule, )0-200 meters depth 

and water temperature of 6° - 7° c.). 

The cod is a true bottom fish which feeds on every kind of sedentary 

and bottom animal it comas across and is able to devour. In addition, 

it captures small fish, especially the Lesser Sand eel. Because the 

spawning grounds do not provide sufficient food for mature fish they 

must take to richer areas of the saas; in Iceland the north and east 

are calder but very rich in different kinds of small fish, as are the 

coasts of southern Greenland and Newfoundland. 

S-soosadGear 

Cod fishing in Iceland is carried on throughout the year in contrast 

to the summer herring fishery. The main season occurs during the winter 

and spring months (January - May) when the cod gathers at the southwest 

coast to spawn in the warm waters of the shallow banks (Map O, Figs. 16 

and 17). Soma young fish complete their development on the banks but 

the bulk are carried by the currents in a clockwise direction around 

the north and east coasts; some travel across Denmark Strait to the 

southwest coast of Greenland. They reach maturity (in 4-7 years for 

male and 5-9 for female) in the cold water before returning to the 

southwest to spawn for the first time. On the banks in the latter part 

of April when the spawning is over, the cod begin to go away from the 

spawning grounds, and then proceed northwards along the coasts in their 
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quest for food. Then they are joined by small, immature cod which 

approach the coast and enter the fjords. 

During the spawning time at the southwest the cod is fished with 

the trawl, but smaller boats use mostly the long line. The trawlers 

pursuing the catch in the southwest go also to the west and east near 

the areas of meeting of the warm and cold currents, where the catch 

seems most lucrative. During this period, when J/5 of the annual cod 

landings are made, practically all Icelandic shipping is engaged in cod 

fishing, bath ships and workers streaming to the south of Iceland as 

long as the season lasts. After spawning when the quest for food begins, 

the cod is pursued by small boats and the summer season begins at the 

north coast. This continues until autumn, but as it occupies only the 

smaller vessels, it has little affect on the total catch. 

Haddock 

The haddock has a range similar to the cod, being abundant all 

around the island, but it is less extensive. It is one of the most common 

food fish, though evidently much more frequent in the warmer area; 

in the north it does not go into such cold water to feed, and its ahun

dance seems to depend on whether the year is a 11warm 11 one or "cold" one 

hydrographically. It is one of the fish especially sensitive to the 

recent climatic amelioration, and will probably extend its range further 

north with increasing stocks should the climatic trend continue. In 

Iceland it is found especially off the south and southeast coasts, but 

also in Faxafloi, Skagafjordur and Skjalfandi. It lives at all depthe 

from about 10-200 meters, but usually between JO and 150 meters. It is, 

like the cod, a true bottom fish feeding on various small gre~rious 
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fishes auch as sand eels, capelin and young herring. It also makes 

long wanderings along the coasts corresponding to those of the cod~ 

after having finished spawning in deep water off the south and west 

coasts in May and June, the adult fish seaks the sha1lower grounds of 

the northwest, north, and east coasts in search for food. The young 

are carried as pelagie fry to these coasts. In 1922 Ice1anders 1anded 

lJ,2J5 metric tons of haddock, L~,05J in 19J7 and 11,916 in 195J. It is 

rather sporadic in its appearance, and before the 1ast war a pronounced 

diminution of the stock was noted. 

Saithe or coalfish 

The saithe is common all around the island; it is a more southerly 

fish than the haddock, being extremely numerous in the warmer waters off 

the south and west coasts down to about 200 meters in depth. Less is 

known about the stock and potentialities of this kind; its spawning seems 

to correspond fairly well with the haddock, but it takes place earlier, 

lasting from mid-February to the vernal equinox. Vhen spawning is over, 

the fish seeks the distant grounds off the northwest, north and east 

coasts for food, but, as far as is known, without leaving the grounds of 

the country. It is captured in large quantities by the Icelanders, 

with increasing catches to the northwest. In 1922 the Icelanders caugbt 

10,467 metric tons, in 19J7 6,929, and in 195J, 24,208. In preparation 

for export the catch is iced, salted and dried, with very little 

consumed locally. 



Redfish (rosefisb, Norway haddock) 

This fish of growing importance is found all around the island, 

although rather scarce along the northeast coast. It is a widely

ranging type living pelagically in the open ocean from JO meters down 

to 1000 meters and is found most numerous on the edges of banks at 

depths of 100-JOO meters where strong Atlantic influence meats the 

colder currents. As a rule it is a bottom fish often occurring in 

great shoals, but at time it rises to the surface in search for food 

which mainly consista of small Decapods and young or small fishes of 

various kinds. It spawns near Icela,nd sometime in the early spring, 

mainly in deep water far off the southeast, south and west coaats. 

This fish is of very great importance today, although not long ago it 

was thrown back into the sea if caught. It was discovered that high

quality fillets could be eut from it; also Dr. Thordur Thorbjarnasson 

discovered that the high oil content of the liver was rich in vitamine, 

· and that the body itself was of hi€)1 oil content and therefore important 

in oil and meal processing. In 1953 it represented 10 per cent of the 

catch (excluding herring). 

In recent years more and more redfish is being caught by Icelandic 

boats in Greenland waters. This fisher,y is quite new, and before 1954 

the fishlng was carried out e:xclusivel y in Wes t Greenland waters , but 

in that year fishing for redfish in East Greenland waters was started. 

This area soon became the most important, although notable catches are 



still taken on the west coa.st wi th 14,500 metric tons taken in 19.54 

and 18,000 tons in 19.5.5.3 

Ha1ibut 
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The halibut occurs commonly all around Iceland, but it is evident1y 

more frequent in the warmer water to the south and west. It is found 

in water up to 1000 meters deep, but the ad~t fish obviously prefera 

deep water especial1y off the south and west coasts where it occurs 

during the co1d season. In summer it seaks the shallow grounds with 

rapid currents near land. It spawns in deep water from March to May, 

with the young fish going further inshore to complete their development. 

The halibut grounds off Iceland have been the r ichest in Europe, and the 

Faxafloi the best nursery ground near Iceland for the young fish. In 

1922, 393 metric tons were caught by Icelanders, 256 metric tons in 1937 

and 8.55 in 1953· It is fished by lina in all areae. 

Plaice 

The plaice is abundan t and fairly evenly distributed a.ll around the 

country, occurring at all depths from the low water mark to 120 meters. 

During the cold season the mature fish move from the coastal zone to 

deeper waters, to re-appear a§ain sometime in the spring after spawning 

is over. It spawns mainly to the south and west. The plaice is one of 

the most important of the Icelandic food fishes and is in great demand 

by foreign fishermen, who pursue it with trawls and Danish seines. It 

3J. Magnus son, "lcelandic Research Report, 19.56 11 , (Redfish), Annual 
Proceedings, Internat. Comm. for NW Atlantic Fisheries, Vol. 7, 19.56-57, 
pp. 40-41. 
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bas been fished by English trawlers for 50 years and, being one of the 

most sought-after fiah, it has suffered marked depletion of stocks. 

Catches declined quickly after first disccvery and a§ain after the good 

fishing following the two World Wars. In 1922, 864 metric tons were 

caught by Icelanders, in 1939 1,565 and in 1953 278 metric tons. 

Catfish 

The catfish is very common, and is to be found at depths between 

10 and 200 meters though not numerous at depths shallower than JO meters 

or deeper than 150 meters. It is most frequent off the west and northwest 

coasts between the Reykjanes peninsula and Djupall and is scarce off 

the southern and northern coasts except in Skjalfandi. 

During the warm season the fish at the southwest and west coast 

go into the shallow coastal waters, retiring at the approach of winter 

to deeper (100-200 meters) tracts, which they leave again in early 

spring to go to shallower feeding grounds. Very little is known about 

its spawning; it goes through no long migrations. The catfish has fine, 

tasty flash when in good condition. It is liked very well by Icelanders 

who eat it fresh, but preferrably dried. It is caugP-t mostly wit~ long 

lines and trawls. In 1937 Icelanders caught 565 tons and in 1953 9.826 

metric tons. 

Other fish of importance in the industry are Skate, Lumpsucker, 

Tusk (Torsk), Lemon Sole, Witch, Capelin, and Dab. Most are well-liked 

and rouch sourflt after but their volume of catch is incidental. 
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Wha.ling 

At the beginning of the present century whale products were of 

considerable importance in the export trade. In the years between 

1901-1905 they acco1mted for 18 per cent of the total export value and 

12 per cent in the years 1906-1910. The importance of these products 

decreased after whaling was prohibited during the years 1915-1934. 

Whales had formerly been abundant in the waters off Iceland but after 

systematic hunting (mostly by Norwegians) their numbers dimini~hed. 

In 1935 a company was granted a concession to carry on whaling out 

of Ta1kanafjordur, which they did for only six years. In 1948 another 

company was given the r ig.~t to carry on wha1ing from l.Udsandur in 

Hvalfjordur (Whale Fjord). This company is still in operation, emp1oying 

four catcher ships, based at the land factory at Midsandur. An average 

of about 300 whales have been taken since resumption of operations in 

1948. During the 1955-56 season, 440 wha1es were ta~en, an infinitesimal 

part (0.7 per cent) of the total world catch of 58,158 whales taken 

4 during that season. A considerable amount of wha1e meat is consumed 

in Iceland and it is the oil therefore which has accounted for upwards 

of 50 percent of the export value gained through the wha1ing operations. 

Preparation (Fig. 18, Map D) 

Formerly all the fish catch was prepared for the foreign market 

merely by drying it in the open air without any addition of salt. It 

4
FAO Yearbook of Fishery Statistics, Rome, Italy, 1956-57, Vol. 1. 
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FIG. le . ICELAND S SEA FISHERIES - UTILIZATI ON OF CATCH (1941-1957) 
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was not until the beginning of the 19th century that the salting of fish 

became common. In 1849, 2,783 tons of salted fish were exported as 

opposed to 561 tons of dried fish and in 1872 the ratio had further 

increased to 4,030 tons of salted fish and 78 tons of dried fish, so 

that at the beginning of the present century the export of stockfish 

had disappeared entirely. At that time also the icing and freezing of 

fish began and increased in importance. The various methode of prepara

tion a hall be considered in t urn (Tables 8 and 9). 

Stockfish 

In this process the fish (cod, coalfish or haddock) are split and 

gutted and hung up to dry on :racks in the open air. This method of 

preparation, therefore, depends very much on the weather, since dry air 

and sunshine are required. The labor demand is high because of the need 

to turn the fish periodically and protect it from the rain. Af~er a 

period of from 4-6 weeks the finished product is packed in bundles or 

sacks of standard weight. As stated above, until the beginning of the 

19th century, the catch of cod was prepared for export in this way only. 

Then salting began and gradua11y rep1aced this o1d method entirely. At 

the instigation of the Fiskimalanefnd (The Fish Industry Board) the 

preparation of stockfish resumed again. This was one of the attempts 

to relieve the economie difficulties in the 1930 1 s and for a while it 

seemed that this method of preparation had a future. 

In 1935 the production was only 152 tons but by 1937 had increased 

to 855 tons. During the war, howevez·, the production fell continuous1y 

and never accounted for more than one-half of one per cent of the total 
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Table 8 

RELATIVE DISPOSITION OF WORLD CATCH (MET RI C TONS ) 

<f, of %of 
ill1 Tons ill§. 'fons 

Fresh 11,600,000 44.6 12,200,000 41.2 

Frozen 900,000 4.0 2,400,000 8.1 

Cured 8,300,000 32.0 7,200,000 24.3 

Reduced to meal or oil 2,700,000 10.4 4,100,000 13.9 

Canned 1,?00, 000 6 • .5 2,700,000 9.1 

Other 700,000 2 • .5 1,000,000 3·4 

Total 2.5,900,000 100.0 29,600,000 100.0 

* FAO Yearbcok of Fishery Statistics, Vol. 4, Pat. 2, 19.52-19.53, 
and Vol. 7, 19.56-19.57. 

Tabl e 9 

RELATIVE DISPOSITION OF ICELA1~IC CATCH ( METRIC TONS) 

% of % of 
~ Tons ill§. ~ 

Fresh .52,300 14.1 18, 28.3 4.1 

Frozen 98,243 26 • .5 177,277 40.0 

Cured 89 ,929 24.3 199,774 4,5.0 

Reduced to meal or oil 126 ,820 34. 2 44, 684 10.1 

Canned 12.5 .OJ 16J .OJ 

Other J ,2J8 .87 J,438 · 77 

Total 370,6.5.5 100. 0 443.?09 100.0 

* (Hagtidindi), Sta tis t i cal Bulletin , 19.52 and 19.57• 



export value. About 1950 a market opened for dried fish and the pro

duction of stockfish began again, with a sliehtly different m~thod used. 

Before, the fish was gutted, head removed, and then flattened before it 

was hung up to d~r, but it is now not flattened. In 1951 the production 

shot up to over 1,000 tons and to 12,935 tons in 1954. In that year 

stockfish was the second highest eiport product and accounted for 14.7 

per cent of the total value of exporte. Production then fall by one-half 

in 1955 only to double again in 1956. Since then production has !allen 

somewhat with the changing emphasis on type of product. 

Salted fish 

From the beginning of the 19th century when salting of cod and other 

whitefish began, salt fish grew to great importance in the economie life 

of the Icelandera, and in time became very well known for its high quality. 

The raw material is excellent and an effective quality control was able 

to be built up, which never seemed to have been the case in some of the 

other forms of preparation. 

For salting, the fish must be as white as possible. To achieve this 

the fish are killed immediately after capture so as much blood as possible 

is lest. After it has bled, the fish is eut in a prescribed way (heads, 

intestines, and the greater part of the spinal cord removed) and after 

it is cleaned and rinsed it is placed in tiers with coarse salt between 

each tier. 

Some is also salted in brine bins and in certain cases also in 

barrels. But the firàt method is the one most used. The fish lies thus 

salted for three to four weeks, rearranged at intervals and strewn with 
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new salt. At the end of this period i t is "full sal ted" and ready for 

export as "wet sal ted11 or uncured fish, but this sal ting is mainly a 

stage in the making of clipfish. 

Clipfish 

Clipfish is produced by taking fully salted fish (uncured) and 

drying it either in the open air or artificially in drying factories. 

In the former, d.ry air, wind and sunlight are obviously required • .5 

After 1920 artificial curing increased considerably, especially in the 

~rinter months, and a number of fish-curing houses were buil t beth in 

Reykjavik and elsewhere. In this way the precise water content of the 

final product, depending on the needs of the purchasing countries, could 

·be more accurately controlled. The preparation of this type takes from 

four to six weeks and is a highly skilled operation which can be done 

successfully only by workers of long experience. When the clipfish is 

to be exported it is packed in various ways: cartons, paper or jute 

sacking, or wooden cases depending upon the demands of the various 

markets. 

In the early 19J0 1 s with the general marketing dif ficuJ.ties and a 

slump in priees the saltfish export priee dropped. As the low priee 

5Due to Iceland1 s high latitude and the prevalence of cloudy skies, the 
amount of sunshine is, in Reykjavik , f or example, an average of 1)40 
hours annually (19)1-19.50). This represente J0 • .5 per cent of the total 
possible sunshine in that latitude. Akureyri recorded an annual average 
of 986 • .5 hours (or 23 • .5 per cent of the total possible) of sunshine 
during the same period. Bjornsson, 11 Iceland, a Geog., Pol., and Econ. 
Survey", p. 973• 



continued it was considered desirable to give more variety to the fish 

products. In 19J4 the Althing created Fiskimalanefnd (The Fish Industry 

Board) whose purpose was to find new markets, effecting trial sales of 

Icelandic fish (in countries where a certain type of fish product had 

not yet been introduced), experimenting with new fish-catching methode 

and curing for export. Most of its important work was carried on with 

respect to q_uick f reezing, stockfish production, canning, and redfish-· 

oil and meal production. 

In the years before the Second World War the q_uantity of cured 

saltfish diminished steadily owing chiefly, in addition to the Spanish 

War, to ether import restrictions to foreign markets. Clipfish, which 

had accounted for 50 per cent of the total value of all experts in 19J2 

fell steadily in importance until in 1940 it accounted for only 11.4 per 

cent and throughout the rest of the war years dropped to below 1 per cent 

of the export value. Wet salted fish had been responsible for an average 

of 10 per cent of the export trade and in the years immediately preceding 

the war was on the increase. Since the war its importance has fluctuated 

greatly from year to year wi th the changing markets. In 1952 i t repre

sented 1/4 of all exporta, whereas the year before it was only 9 per cent 

by value o~ the export. It has since been approximately twice as 

valuable as clipfish in the export. 

Fish on ice 

The highest quality fish is tl~t delivered to the market in a condi

tion as near to the original fresh fish as possible. This is aided in 

part by rapid transportation, but ether essentials are sorne form of 

refrigeration--on ica or q_uick freezing. Throughout the 19J0 1s in the 
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years before the war traw1ers went ice fishing in the autumn after the 

herring season c1osed and took their catches right to iritish and German 

ports. During this period iced and frozen fish (which until 1948 were 

inc1uded together in the statistics) accounted for about 10 per cent of 

the export trade. During the war as many trawlers as possible went 

ice-fishing all year rotmd and delivered their catches directly to 

British ports, enabling Iceland to gain great amounts of foreign credits. 

At this time refrigerated fish accounted for well over 50 per cent of all 

Ice1andic exporte. It must be remembered that with as many ships fishing 

and transporting to ~reat Britain as possible many men and ships (approxi

mately 1/J of her total tonnage) were lost. In 1941, 60 per cent of the 

year 1s catch was iced, JO per cent sa1ted, and 8 percent frozen. In 

6 
1945 70 per cent was on ica, 27 per cent frozen and 1.5 per cent salted. 

It was not expected during the war that most of the fish l'fould be 

exported on ice upon return to peacetime conditions. The war created 

unusual conditions and the nations fighting it (aspecially Great Britain 

which was the only one accessible for t rade) cons ti tuted a market of 

unlimited demand. Upon return to normal, each country woilld be expected 

to once again supp1y most of their own needs in this lina, and Iceland 1 s 

problems would reoccur. One disadvantage of icing fish is the weight of 

the ice itself and the difficulty of keeping the fish comp!etely iced 

enroute to market. On the ether hand, there is no processing to go 

through other than the covering with ice. With the other methode of 

6 
Statistical Bulletin (Hagtidindi), 1942 and 1946. 
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'preparation far greater a.mounts of fish are required to be caugh.t to 

give the same export weight after processing (stockfish 6 timmand 

saltfish from 2 to 4 times). With the lower priee brought by iced fish, 

the greater bulk of product per unit of value, and the number of voyages 

necessary to produce the same value, came the realization tbat Iceland 

must seek a higher quality, lower bulk product which could find a ready 

market. 

After the war when Iceland put in a new territorial limit the 

Bri ti eh '11'rawler Owner8 Association retaliated and took the opportuni ty 

to ban landing of Icelandic fish on ice in British ports. This will be 

discussed in the next section, but it is necessary to point out here 

that this was not the sole reason for the decline of Icelandic fresh fish 

on ice export in recent years. Two years before the ban, Iceland 1s 

iced fish export dropped from 26.2 par cent of the total export value to 

5.7 percent. This was as a result of decreased catches and also the 

increased processing of salted fish. The trawler owneré' ban in Britai.n 

did, however. accelerate the need for new markets and increased emphasis 

on soma forms of products. Fish on ice has fallen in the pact ten years 

to a relatively insignificant place (even after the lifting of the trawler 

ban in 1956 Iceland never filled her allowed quota) and now represente 

only J pe1· cent of the export. On the other hand, quick freezing has 

incres.sed greatly in importance and now representa over one-third of the 

total export value. 
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Frozen Fish 

The first quick freezing plant in Iceland was built in 1930, 

actually for the freezing of herring for bait. It wae not until 1935 

that steps vere taken on the initiative of Fiskimalanefnd to make the 

quick freezing of fish an important branch of the industry. 

In pre-war times the chief market for frozen fish was Great Britain. 

Small amounts were sent to the United States, Poland and a few other 

countries, but these markets proved very unstable. During the war almoat 

all the frozen fish production was sold direct to the British Ministry 

of Food at priees fixed by an agreement between the two governments. 

At first mostly flatfish were frozen, because of the preference of the 

British consumera. Later on, other kinds of fish were added and by 

1945 92 per cent of the frozen fish was cod or haddock. In 1940 there 

were Jl quick freezing plants, and in 1945 this number had swelled to 

68 with a total capacity of 600 tons of fillets in 24 hours. ln 195J 

there were 76 plants with a capacity of ~rer 700 tons in 24 hours (Map D). 

Great stress was laid on careful preparation and packaging of the 

f ish; f or a long time Fiskimalanefnd handled the sale and exportation of 

the frozen fish on behalf of the producers to ensure proper treatment 

and good quality. In 194J t he Icelandic Freezing Plants Corporation 

(S8lumidstod hradfrystihueanna) was formed to t ake over the sale and 

exportation of its members. At present this organization 1s associated 

companies produce 85 per cent of the frozen fish exporta. The plants 

owned by cooperative societies were outs ide this corporation and the 

sale of thei r p roducts is managad by the Union of Icelandic Coopera tive 

Societies (Samband islenzkra samvinnufelaga). The production is under 
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the supervision of an inspecter who has island-wide jurisdiction. As 

a first-class raw material is required for the making Of frozen fillets, 

the catch is dispatched by the quickest route to the freezing plant where 

it is filletted under strict hygienic supervision and quick frozen at 

-25° F. in small cardboard boxes. 

The different kinds of fish entering the freezing plants for pro

cessing yield different amounts of fillets. There is most waste with 

redfish and least with cod. It is estimated that redfish fillets amount 

to 20 to 25 par cent by weight of the gutted fish with head, and cod 

fillets 29 to 35 per cent. 

Because of the widespread location of the grounds and the limited 

range of the motor boats supplying the ftesh fish, Iceland 1s freezing 

plants are scattered all around the coasts. Theoretically it would be 

more economical to reduce the number of freezing plants and consolidate, 

thereby cutting down on the number of employees and administration tasks 

of the varions small freezing companies. Iceland today is characterized 

by a great shortage of laber, and this situation could be alleviated by 

a measure of consolidation. 

Many freezing plants were constructed with a surprising lack of 

engineering knowledge but this has now, by and large, been rectified. 

Most freezing plants were built where, traditionally, there has been a 

fishing town for a long time, and wher~ labor was available. Laber and 

close location to the raw material are the prime considerations in 

location, source of power being secondary in importance. Lateat etatistics 

show that Iceland 1s production of frozen fillets had reached 62,310 



metric tons by October 15, 1958, or more than the entire 12-month 

production of 1957_? Host of this was based on increasing catches of 

redfish (ocean perch). 

Cod Liver Oil 
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Cod liver oil has increased greatly in importance in recent years, 

and brings a large return in proportion to its bulk. In earlier times, 

especially at the end of the last centur.y, the production of shark liver 

oil exceeded that from the cod, but aftar 1920 production was abandoned 

and cod liver oil rose to first position. 

The livers are processed by being heated in steam vats. The liver 

cells are ruptured when the heat reaches a certain point and the oil, 

owing to its low specifie weight, collecta at the top of the vat. lt 

is then removed by skiwning or centrifuging, cold cleared (whereby 

relatively highly fusible constituants are removed), filtered, and 

packed for export in drums, cans, or botties. 

In recent years the amount of oil extracted from fish liver has 

risen considerably, due to more efficient processine. In 1928 trawlers 

began steam rendering their liver catches on board by live steam and 

high pressure and the output increased considerably from that time. The 

average yield of oil from any given amount of liver is 55 per cent, but 

the efficiency is greater when the liver is rendered on land than at 

sea on trawlers. In addition to cod liver, that of the saithe (coal 

fish) is also used; the oil rendered from this fish is of the highest 

quality and favored especially for domestic consumption. 

7statistical Bulletin (Hagtidindi), 1958. 
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In Iceland the fish oil producers formed associations in various 

places, as in Rey!tjavik (Iceland Steam '..Crawlera Cod-liver Oil Union -

Lysissamlag Islenzkra :Botnvgrpunga), vrhere, in 1930, a factory we.s buil t 

with modern equipment for cold-filtering (distearinating) the fish oil. 

The oil could then be exported in a consummable state. &t this same 

time the direct sale of oil to the United States was started. Prior to 

1930 all cod liver oil bad been handled by Norwegian fish oil marchants. 

At Vestmannaeyjar a Cod-liver Union was established by the fish producers, 

and another factory was built with machinery for preparing medicinal oil, 

industrial oil and cod-liver meal. By 1942 90 per cent of the cod 

liver oil production in Iceland was medicinal oil and by 1946 there were 

four factories (3 in Reykjavik and 1 Vestmannaeyjar). Vap D shows the 

present distribution of cod-liver oil plants. 

Fish meal 

With the increa.sing fish-pl'oduction the amount of fish waste or 

offal has increased proportionally, and this now goes almost wholly to 

the fish meal factories along ,..,ith fish that, for sorne reason or Other, 

cannet be used for ether purposes. The first meal factory was erected 

in 1916 and most of the ethers were built between 1938 and 1940. Before 

World War Il this product had good markets in various European countries 

and during the war the entire export went to Great Britain. An increasing 

amount of meal is now being used domestically for fodder. Of the fish 

used for meal other than herring, redfiah, saithe, cod and haddock are 

the most important. Fish n;eal (axel ud.ing herrir..g) accoun ted for over 

7 per cent of the export trade in 1957. 
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Canned Fish 

This form of processing has never been important in Iceland, but 

it is one to be considered in terms of future possibilities. Before the 

First World War a few canneries had been established but failed because 

of inexperience in the operation and because of the inability to §ain 

a foothold in any of the markets. 

The year 1958 showed soma improvement, as in the first ninemonths 

of tha. t year twice as much canned f ish was exported as du.ring the whol e 

of 1957. This product, however, comprises less than one per cent of the 

total export value. 

Cod Roe 

This product is exported iced, frozen or salted, and bas always 

been of insignificant importance in the export, all the types accounting 

for less than 2 per cent of the export value. 

Frozen Shrimp and Lobster 

Although produced in small quantities these have been wall received 

in sorne foreign markets. The production during the first tan months 

(lJ7 metric tons) of 1958 was triple the amount produced during a 

similar period the year before, although the export value gained was 

only doubled. This form of product is quite new and. although it forms 

under one per cent of the exports, there are possibilities for future 

expansion. 

Red Fish Body Oil 

The production of red fish body oil has declined somewhat in the 

past three years, due to lower priees on the world market. Priees 
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dropped by almost one-half from 1951 to 1955, and this product remains 

relatively unimportant, forming less than one per cent of the export 

value. Redfish can be processed into meal and oil in herring factories, 

and the increasing catch of this fish has alleviated somewhat the 

drastic situation caused by the drop in herring catch. 

Whaling products 

A factory at the whaling station of Midsandur processes the catch 

into meal, oil, and meat. The priees for ail have dropped somewhat 

since 1950, but this form of product still accounts for over one-half 

of the value gained from whaling products. Increasing home consumption 

since 1956 caused the decrease in the e~)ort of whale meat, and meal has 

not been sold abroad since 1955. In the past several years, whaling 

products have accounted for about two per cent of the total export value. 
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HERRING 

The modern Icelandic herring fishery is not built upon old tradi-

tiens. It has existed for only about 90 years. Fishing is certainly 

spoken of in the Icelandic sa~s but, during the Middle Ages with its 

unfavorable political and economie situation, the pursuit of herring 

was rendered impossible. During the last part of the 19th century 

when political liberty increased and freedom of trade was introduced, 

an economie upswing followed enabling Icelanders to begin fishing the 

herring off their coasts. After 1870 herring fishing began to be pur-

sued on a large scale first by the Norwegians from whom the Icelanders 

soon learned the fishing methode. At this time the herring went to the 

narrow fjords on the east coast where the conditions for fishing with 

land-drawn and placed nets were especially favorable. In the year 

1881 there was an unusually large catch and 1)0,000 barrels were 

1 
salted. That year the Icelanders and the Norwegians fished in the 

long and narrow Eyafjordur on Iceland's north coast. Ten years later 

the herring fishing had decreased to a minimum because the herring were 

no longer foQ~d to go into the fjords. In 1889 drift net fishing from 

decked vessels began, mainly by the Icelanders near the south coast 

and by Norwegians near the north coast. At this time the center of 

1 
A. Eydal, Havets Silver, En Bok om Sillen, Uppsala, Sweden: Almqvist 

& Wiksells Boktryckeri Aktiebolag, 194), p. 108. 
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the indust~r moved to the north coast where it remained until the last 

10 years when the main fishing has shifted further to the east. 

Five years after the fishing with drift net began, purse seines 

were used for the first time in Ice1and. It was at this time that 

fishing vessels were first equipped with angines, and sailing vessels 

which had been used in drift net ting soon disappeared al together. 

During the fishing with purse seine, steam vesse1s were used in the 

beginning with an increasing number of motor boats. This introduction 

of new fishing methods and vesse1s marked the beginning of the Icelandic 

herring fishery 1 s great ara. With this mechanization the fishing with 

purse seine, and to sorne extent with drift net, could be carried on in 

the open sea (Figs. 19 and 20). Without being limited to the fjords, 

the fishing possibilities became greater and al1 the effort beca.me more 

regular. The catch increased although not without the great fluctua

tions which have always been the hallmark of herring fishing. 

Catch 

The catch of herring in Iceland bas been variable from the beginning. 

In 1881 150,000 barrels were fished but the amount dropp ed g~eatly as 

a result of the failure to find herring in the fjords and baya. It 

began to increase again with the introduction of new gear and during the 

years 1906-1914 the catch averaged 200,000 barrels. As can be seen from 

Figure 21, the catch from 1922-1926 averaged 20,000 to JO,OOO tons and 

from 1927-1932 60,000 tons annual1y. With the increase in the capacity 

of the oil and meal factories the annual catch since then has varied 

between 100,000 to 200,000 tons excep t in the past 10 years when the 
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DISTRIBUTION OF HtRRING IN THE NORTH ATLANTIC . 
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FIG. 20. MAIN HERRING- FISHING A REAS IN ICELANDIC WATERS. 
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catch has fluctua.ted great1y an.d, in g3neral, rather slim. Even the 

years of good returns were marked by wide fluctuation. In 1940 there h.ad 

been a record catch of 2,400,000 hecto1iters (2J4,000 metric tons) and 

another high of 217,891 metric tons in 1944. In 1952 on1y J2,040 metric 

tons were taken. This fal1 in the catch was also accompanied by a 

shift in area of lan~ings. In 1944 99.5 per cent of the landings were 

in the north but only 24.4 per cent (7,827 metric tons) were landed 

2 in the north in 1952. The newly constructed processing plants in the 

western half of the north coast, if they had not stood idle, operated 

at a much reduced capacity. The pattern of the catch moved eastwards 

and those plants on the eastern part of the north coast ~were operating 

almost beyond capacity. 

The difficulties in economie develcpment and planning under the 

conditions of shifting and falling catch are obvious. The concentration 

of plants at Siglufjordur, once in central location with respect to 

areas of catch, now representa an economie liability. Herring salting 

time is short in the summer and the export of salted products depends 

on a large shifting labor force from other parts of the island. The 

meal and oil processing, on the ether band, requires considerable outlay 

of capital for plant and requires a more steady source of labor. The 

population of Siglu.:fjordur was 2,740 in 1955; unemployment is generally 

very high. a.s the meal and oil plants si t idle. 

2Malmstrom, A Regional GeograpQV of Iceland, p. 155. 
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The reason for the drop in herring catch was purely biological, 

for there was neither a reduction in the number of vessels engaged nor 

in the capacity of the processing plants. It has only been in the early 

1900 1s that anything was known of its morphology and biology. 

The herring is a pelagie fish which belongs to the great open seas. 

Saemundsson (1897) proved that there was only one specie of herring in 

Ice1andic waters (Clupea harengus). He also formed the basis of dis

tinguishing between two races of Icelandic herring--the spring spawning 

and the summer spawning--because he observed that the herring caught 

off the north coast in summer were not in spawning condition, and 

herring caught at the same time in the southwest (Faxafloi) were spawning.J 

Saemundsson expressed the belief, held for many years, that the 

spring-spawning herring of the south coast, after they have spawned, 

move up the west coast to the north coast where they form the basis of 

the extensive summer fisheries there. It never was known where they go 

in Y~v and June; after the autumn equinox the herring disappears from 

the north coast and moves far from land, probably to the south and west. 

Fridriksson (1944) expressed doubt about the north coast spring

spawning herring laying their eggs on the south coast. He claimed there 

were very few ~ traces seen of extensive herring spawnings off the south 

coast. Ha added that the shallow sloping coast and surf far out, 

prevailing wind, and soft bottom make the south coast at this time 

3B. Saemundsson, "Sild og Sildveidar", Andvari, Vol. 26, 1901, pp. 124-127. 
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anything but favorable for spawning. He thought at that time that 

the north coast herring may spawn in Norwegian waters, spending the 

earlier part of their life there and moving into colder water with age. 

It has been shown that the herring off the north coast is much older 

(average age 8-10 years) than either the southwest coast or Norwegian 

spring-spawning herring, and therefore larger. In general it is larger 

and heavier and with a greater growth rate in the western part of the 

north coast as compared with the east. The enigmatic wandering of 

this fish when it disappears entirely from the areas it has visited 

for many years is the subject of controversy and, as expressed above, 

f 't . i t th . 1 4 o ~u1 e an econom1c mpac on e economy 1n genera • 

:B'ridriksson, throu..gh a series of herring-tagging experimenta, 

showed recently that the Icelandic summer herring stock has its home 

" in the Norwegian Sea.~ In winter the herring makes for the Norwegian 

coast to spawn. This influx is the basie for the great Norwegian winter 

herring fisheries which take place on the western coast from January to 

April. After spawning, a few weeks pass before the eggs hatch; the 

tiny herring larvae are then carried away by the current. Large quantities 

of young herring drift out tc sea; ethers davelop and grow up along the 

Norwegian coast. These may remain in coastal waters from three to five 

years. After this they head for the open sea and do not return until 

4-? years oJ.d and on a spawning migration. These same herring after 

4A. Fridriksson, 11 Nordurlands Sildin" (The Herring of the North Coast of 
Iceland), Rit Fiskideildar, No. 1, 1944, pp. l-J40. 

5 _______ , and O. Aasen, "The Norwegian-Icelandic Herring-Tagging 
Experimenta", Rept. on Norwegian Fish and Marine Investigations, Vol. 9. 
No. 11, 1950. 
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spawning make their way to lceland where they form the basis of the 

summer fishing off the north~oast. In summer of 1950 it was discovered 

that large shoals of herring spend their time in the open sea between 

Jan Mayen and the east coast of Iceland; this might account for their 

disappearance from Iceland 1 s north coast. Later in the autumn and winter 

of the same year the Norwegian oceanic exploration vassel "G. o. Sars" 

observed how the herring assembled in the North Atlantic and began their 

spawning migration to the Norwegian coast. 

ln the pe.st few summers Icelandic and Norwegian research ships 

have been eng.aeed in the investigation of the sea currents and of the 

herring migr.ation in the sea between Iceland and Norway. It seems that 

ocean currents are probably the chief factor influencing the migration 

of the herring. From the research it may be concluded that the herring 

goes northwest from Norway and then in a southerly direction to the 

north coast of Iceland. A rather extensive record of temperature 

measurements seems to indicate that the optimum temperature for the 

herring fisheries is between 6° c. end 8° c. On the route southward 

to Iceland a branch of the cold Arctic current is encountered; this 

current is flowing south in a direction towards an area somewhat north

east of the Farce Islands. Fridriksson and ether biologists are of the 

opinion that this cold current retards the migration of the herring 

in a westerly direction to Iceland and that it is the strength and 

direction of this cold water which is causing the disappearance of the 

herring from the north coast. It is also to be noted that the temperature 
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of the sea off the north coast during the summer months has been higher 

than previously and this might also be a factor in the eastward trend 

of the shoals. 6 

The Icelandic summer spawning herring spawns at the south and 

southwest coast in Harch and April and also partly in June and July. 7 

Little is known about its migration and it is mainly in the summer and 

autumn that this herring has been caught, mostly in the vicinity of 

Reykjanes. It has twice moved into the fjords of the southwest, and 

then formed the basie for the good fishing in the winters of 1946-47 

(140,000 hl.) and 1947-48 (1,800,000 hl.). This unusual catch came 

during a bad period for the north coast fisheries, but even with the 

southwest catch only about lJO,OOO barrels were salted in the period 

1945-1951. From 1949-1951 one-half the sal ted herring ,.,as prepared in 

the south of the country, mostly at Akranes and in the Westmann Islands. 

In December 1946 herring wa.s detected by echo sounder in a sma.ll 

bay near Reykjavik and fishing started on a rather large scala in 

January 1947. The herring were there in great abundance but owing to 

the lack of suitable fishing gear, not many boats participated. Even 

so, it was the first time that herring fishing on such a large scala 

was carried out at the south coast and the total catch was 12,600 metric 

tons. 

In the end of October 1947, after a disappointing summer season, 

herring were discovered in great abundance in Hvalfjordur a few hours 

6 
Frià:riksson, 11Boreo-tended Changes", p. JO. 

7 A. Eydal, 11Soma Aspects of the Herring Fishery and Herrine Industry of 
Iceland", Proceedings, 8th Gen 11. Assoc. and 17th Internat. Geog. Congress 
(IGU), 1952, p. 613. 
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sail north of Reykjavik. A few beats started fishing there until the 

end of November but there was unfavorable weather and the catches were 

not good. The fishing increased by mid-December and continued until 

Februa.ry 1948. There were soma 150 boats operating and the total catch 

was 171,000 metric tons. Even in the regular summer season off the 

north coast, it is not usual to fish this great a quantity. Most of 

the catch was transported at great expanse by truck and ship to 

Sigluijordur to be processed in the meal and oil factories. Because of 

the disappointing summer seasons, these unusual winter catches were of 

great importance and new plants were built in Faxa Bay to take care of 

the catch in future years. A factory ship was ordered in the United 

States, which could have repaid its cast in a good month, but the herring 

has not since returned to the southwest and these investments could not 

be used. This equipment was financed through an ECA lean of 2 • .3 million 

dollars and, because of subsequent failure in the herring catch, Iceland 

incurred a reduction of foreign exchange proceeds. 

In some of the most recent investigations on herring distribution 

and hydrographie conditions carried out in the snmfler of 1954 to the 

north and northeast of Iceland, it was fo1md that its main food (Calamus) 

was rather scarce at all times and was mostly found in isolated are&s 

where in most cases the herring was also observed. It was found that 

north of 67° N the concentration of herring increased and off the 

northwest coast near the boundary of the East Greenland Current the 

shoals seemed to be especially dense and numerous. Herring was also 
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8 
observed in the whole area between l1.anga_l'les and Jan Mayen. This seems 

to substantiate the belief that the herring has moved further out to 

sea to the northeast. 

Not tao rouch work has been done recently on the two types of 

herring in Icelandic waters. It seems to be thought now that the catch 

in the north is a variable admixture of Southern Icelandic herring and 

"the oceanic herring which resembles the Uorwegian tribe 11 •
9 

In 1952 50 new herring drifters replaced the wartime lasses, and 

ironically enough in that year the catch was the lowest since 1925. 

The catch remained law until 1956 when 100,500 metric tons were landed. 

Another good year in 1957 enabled a ;growth in experts, which Iceland 

greatly needed to offset increased import and consumption at home. 

Before the widely fluctuating catch of recent years, herring exporta 

averaged 1/3 of the total value from exporta (Fig. 22). 

Vessels and Gear 

Before World Var II, steam ships as wall as motor boats were active 

in the herring fishery; of the JOO vessels participating, 20 per cent 

were steam, half of which were trawlers. The many trawlers eng.aged in 

the herring fishing during the summer season of 1939 were responsible 

for one-fourth of the catch. Throughout the war years, however, they 

fished exclusively for cod and ran the iced fish to the British Isles. 

The steam vessels and trawlers are very suitable for supplying the oil 

8 
J. J onsson and U. Stefansson, 11Sildarrannsoknir 1Aegis 1 Suma.rid 195411 

(Herring Investigations with the Research Vassel 1Aegir 1 in the Summer 
of 1954), Fjolrit Fiskideildar, Uo. 5, 1955, p. 20. 

9 ..!."E.M:· 1 p. 22. 
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and meal factories; they can range farther than the smaller boats, and 

are especially navigable and speedy. The smaller boats are used mostly 

for supplying the herring to be processed by salting. They are cheaper 

in management than the steam vessels, but the hold capacity is consid

erably lees. Soma of the smallest motorboats of 10-20 gross tons fish 

with drift nets; ethers work together in two 1 s and three 1 s with a 

purse seine, their average size being about 50 gross tons. 

The puree seine is by far the most important method used to catch 

herring and supplies 95 per cent of the catch. Two other methode are 

used to a lesser extent: the set net (sll.tt@rn) and the drift net 

(drivgarn). The latter is used almost exclusively by foreign fishermen 

around Iceland. The herring caught in this way are larger and of better 

~uality than those caught in a puree seine, and demand the best ~rice. 

The purse seine method is well-known and is based on the fact tbat 

herring go in schocls and feed near the surface. The airplane and 

helicopter have become especially useful in tracking herring shoals and 

thereby save the herring fleet a laborious search. Puree seine fishing 

near Iceland has been profitable at times of herring abundance, but for 

it to succeed requires many years of ~xpèrt training and experience. 

The fishermen meet all possible difficulties, which need skill and 

perserverance to overcome. It may be difficult to sail sufficiently 

close to the herring shoa.l. If the hening are feeding on crayfish 

which are slow sw im~ers, this ie not a problem. But if they are feeding 

on small fish which are good swimmers, the shoal will be small and 

great difficulty will be experienced in encircling it with the net. 
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The weather has a great influence upon puree net fishing. Storms, 

of course, hinder such fishing outside of where the coast gives protec

tion. If the water surface is cool, the herring go down to a~eater 

depth the~ equipment can reach. There is the same result after a rain 

or v1hen the sun is shining brigntly. The best fishing weathar is 

during a cl oudy day, at dawn or at dusk. 

Near Iceland the cuttlefish is the herring fisherman 1 s worst enemy. 

It often appears in summe~ when the water is warm, and follows the 

herring ehoals in a large school. It forces the herring to scatter 

close into the coast which randers puree seining impossible. 

Utilization of the Catch--Introduction 

In the early years after the beginning of the herring fishery the 

entire catch was sold to Norway for salting; during World War I, herring 

be~n to be processed in Iceland and in 1928 a state monopoly took over 

marketing and production. Around the beginning of 1900 the use of 

herring for bait was increased; a f reezing plant bad been buil t in 

1895 for bait freezing, and only eight years later forty freezing 

places bad been erected. Because of the great fluctuations in herring 

catch, the market for bait and salted herring became glutted when the 

catch was rich. At these times large quantities of fish could not be 

marketed and much was wasted. To take care of the surplus and of the 

waste from the salting, herring oil and meal factories were built. The 

first was built in 1911 and before the outbreak of war in 1914, five 

factories had been built; but the bulk of the catch was still salted 

until l9JO when the herl'ing industry began to develop rapidly. The 
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year 1927 was such a good one for herring that part of the catch was 

turned over to make herring meal and oil which was to become an 

increasingly important product. The First World War and the following 

criais had hindered development, but near the middle of the 30 1s a new 

expansion wave began in which the processing capacity was trebled. 

During World War I much herring had been fished near Iceland, and 

nearly all was salted anà soldat good priees. But after 19JO an average 

of 70 per cent of the catch was sent to the oil and meal factories. 

By 1937, 90 per cent of the catch was being turned into meal and oil 

and the amount being salted depended entirely on the market conditions 

at the time. In that yea.r Iceland fished 2 1/2 times more herring tha.n 

ever before in her history. Other Scandinavian countries were active 

in Icelandic waters but only accounted for J8,000 out of the total 

catch of 2J4,J2l tons. Ha~f of the foréign take was landed in Icelandic 

ports to swell the islanders already large catch cf 196,000 tons. The 

following year, althouFn not as productive, saw more of the fish cured 

by various methods, and J14-S,OOO barrels were turned out. 

Sal ted herring is a more valuable product than meal or oil and the 

Icela.ndic herring is of especially high quality; great effort wae 

expended in standardizing the maintenance of ~uality and uniformity in 

the processing operation. In l9J4 the Icelandic Herring Board 

(Sildarutvegsnefnd) was created whose function was to issue salting 

and fishing licenses, establish a minimum priee for fresh herring 

delivered to the salteries, and a minimum export priee for the salt 

herring. 
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Utilization of the Catch--Methode 

The herring is preserved with more varying and diverse methode 

than any other fish (Fig. 2J). To heighten its flavor the herring is 

variously dried. smoked, salted, hermetically canned. spiced. or frozen. 

Unlike most ether European countries. Iceland how uses a considerable 

part of the catch for th~ production of meal and oil. First. however. 

a consideration of the other processed forms: icing is the cheapest, 

but although iced herring from the spring catch of the south or east 

coast used to be sent to Germany, this method is no longer important. 

The herring is still sold for bait, but new usually in frozen 

form. It is frozen during the sumraer herring season and sold to the 

small boats fishing cod with long lina in the beginning of the late 

winter-spring season. During recent years the quantity frozen for bait 

has usually been about 5,400 metric tons annually, and if there is an 

autumn catch off the southwest coast, it is used for this purpose. 

The oldest method of preparation is hard sal ting, a procesa which 

dominated the industry until the end of the 1920 1 s. Coarse salt is 

used • . the proportion being about 80 pounds of sal t to a ton of herring. 

This method produces a very durable and lasting product which can be 

stored for a year or more. All the salting processes are done in 

barrels, either with fresh herring or after it has been rubbed with salt 

in large troughs. The herring is placed in a barrel and layered with 

salt which finally dissolves in the water contained in the fish. The 

herring settles and the volume diminishee after a few hours after which 

more herring is added so that the barrels are completely topped up 
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before closing. After sorne days a concentrated brine is added through 

the bunghole to ensure that the barrel is full and then the bung is 

hammered in. After sorne weeks (or months, depending on the process) 

the herring is ready. During this period the brine is homogenized by 

occasionally rolling the barrels, which must have a temperature prefer

ably not exceeding 10° c. If the temperature is much cooler than this, 

the herring cures too slowly. The barrels must be kept out of the 

direct sun, for if the temperature is too warm they are cured quickly 

enough but at the same time other processes occur which spoil the 

quality of the finished product. The herring now has a softer consis

tency and it acquires a certain flavor. 

In the l9J0 1 s, after repeated attempts, the Icelanders worked out 

the matjes method; herring for this product should be young and not 

sexually mature. This method of preparation was modeled after the 

Scotch plan but it was later modified according to Icelandic conditions. 

The matjes method is very promising, since the product is of extremely 

high quality, but the treatment as well as subsequent storage requires 

the skill of experienced workmen. After sorne of the difficulties were 

ironed out the Icelandic mat,jes herrin~ s oon became well-known on the 

market. The preparation is basically similar as that of hard saltad 

herring, excep t tha t the fish are cl eaned. They are laid down in the 

barrel in brine with the belly open. Only very fine salt is used for 

this type. The quantity of salt usad is only one-half as much as is 

used with hard salting but it varies with the size and fat content of 

the fish. The salt concentration in the brine is a little under 20 per 
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cent, and therefore does not give the protection ae does the hard 

salting with its high concentration. lt is a more delicate product and 

its storage offers great difficulties. The storage temperature must 

preferably be -1° C. to -2° C.; the barrels must be made of prime 

material and perfectly tight. Although the processing and storage 

requirements are most exacting, this type of herring has many fine 

qualities. It has just enough salt that it can oe eaten directly and 

it has a tasty aroma and very high nutritive value. Because of its 

higher quality, matjes herring has been sold at a 50 par cent higher 

priee than the common hard salted herring, but because it finds sale 

in different markets than the ether sal ted types it has little affect 

on the production of thesa kinds. 

Spiced herring is prepared with salt, s~r and 1-1 1/2 kg. of 

spica for every ton of fish. Between t·en and twenty different spice 

types may be used. This herring is sold mainly to Sweden and Denmark 

where it is prepared into gaffelbitar or herring tidbits. 

S~r-salted herring, like the spiced is also used in Danmark and 

Sweden to make herring snacks. It is durable and gets a delicate 

flavor from the mixture of 15 kg. of fine salt to 6.5 kg. of sugar. 

Since World War II only eut and cleaned herring has been produced 

in Iceland. This method not only increases the durability but the 

contents suitable as food are cheaper and more herring can be packed 

in a barrel. The freighting costs and eventual customs are the same 

per wei~~t ton though. ~he disadvantage cf this type is that the 

herring has a different taste when it is cleaned. The advantage of 

durability, however, makes up for this. 
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Since the beginning of herring salting, Sweden has been the largest 

and best market country for the Icelandic herring. Sweden has steadily 

bought more than one-half of the entire production. Other good market 

countries have been Denmark and Finland. But in the last few years 

there has been a shift of markets and Finland, Russia, and East Germany 

are bcying a great portion of the production. 

The shortage of wood in Iceland means tbat barrels and barrel-making 

material must be imported. In recent years an essential part of the 

Icelandic barrel needs has been supplied through the import of loose 

barrel material and the final constructing of the barrels has been dona 

in the binderies in Iceland. This precludes payment of freight costs for 

whole barrels which are of relatively low value and very bulky. Since 

huge piles of barrels must be stored at the sal ting places before the 

beginning of the salting season in order to be prepared for whatever 

amount of catch is made, it is difficult to get freight for the return 

trip at this t ime. The sal ting season is very short (one mon th) and if 

a huge catch is taken there would be no time for the ordering and ship

ment of additional barrels. The vessels delivering salted herring tc 

Sweden and Denmark at the close of the season used to get whole barrels 

as return freight from Norway. The freight costs could be brought down 

even further by filling sorne of the barrels wi th salt, sugar or s_pices. 

Although the Iceland herring is of the Atlantic-5candinavian stock, 

it differa from the Norwegian herring in that in Norway it is caught 

during the spawning season in the \'linter, when i t is very lean. In 

Iceland it is caught in summer during its feeding migration when it is 
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very fat. Herring caught in the early part of the summer is often not 

more than 9 or 10 per cent fat, but they fatten very quickly and by 

August have often as much as 20-22 per cent fat. Early in th~ summer, 

most of the herring caught are taken to the factories, and salting 

begins in July. The Icelandic herring is fatter and larger than any 

ether herring species, averaging about one pound. It is very tasty and 

is so fat that its calorie value exceeds that of meat other kinds of 

food. In one kilogram of cod there are about 770 calories, in the same 

quantit7 of lean meat just over 1,000 calories, in salted North Sea 

herring \'li th about 15 per cent fat, 2,200 calories, and in sa.1 ted I ce1andic 

herring with about 25 per cent fat, J,lOO calories, or three times 

more than in lean meat.
10 

The Icelandic horring is always in great 

demand. Since herring treated for human consumption always b rings 

higher priees than that made into oil and meal, great opportunities await 

Iceland through increasing the value of the herring catch by curing a 

larger proportion of it as food for human consumption, especially during 

present times when the nations of the world suffer from an ever increas

ing food shortage. 

For a great number of years the capital of the herring fisheries 

on the north coast was Siglufjordur. Indeed, this town was one of the 

most important herrine fishing towns in the world. Up to World War II 

more than one-half of all the curing stations in Iceland were there 

and over 5/8 of a11 meal and oi1 plants were located there. This town 

1~ydal, "Some Aspects of the Herring Fishery11 , p. 615. 
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is favorably situated in a fjord on a large cuspate foreland, with an 

excellent, well-protected harbor and was central1y located before the 

recent eastward shift of the herring. 

Since 1945 when the pattern of herring migration be~n to change, 

the salting center has moved further east. Rauferhofn is now the 

largest sa1ting center, and more tha.n 25 per cent of aU the curing 

stations are on the northeast and east coast, where no herring was 

-sa1 ted before the end of Wor1d War II (Ma.p D) •11 

The third method of processing the herring after freezing-icing, 

and sal ting is the production of meal and oil. lviuch of the herring 

caught cannat be used for human food either because deterioration has 

begun or it is not fat enou.gh and. of suitable quality. Previously the 

capacity of the processing worka was so smal1 that herring bad to be 

stored in a basin whi1e waiting for p rocessing. There was alot of 

decay and the herring was hard to work, many valua.ple materials were 

lost through soma ingredients becoming soluble and washing away. If 

the herring is not processed in a fresh state, vitamine, as well as 

fat, are broken down and ha rmful materials appea r which at high tempera

tures decrease the q_uality of the oil and meal. Now, however, Icelandic 

herring meal is of excellent quality. All the herring factories are new 

or have been recently modernized and the increased capacity means that 

the herrine is qui te fresh at the beginning of the processing. Unloading 

of the herring from the ships has been speeded up. Previously the fish 

were ehoveled by hand into a big barrel which was mechanical ly lifted 

and dumped into truck s which are driven to the f actory. By thi s method 

11Ibid •• p. 614. 
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100-150 hectoliters an hour could be un1oaded. Now the 1argest factor

ies have installed automatic unloading deviees which are capable of 

handling 500-600 hectoliters an hour. Thus a trawler of J,OOO hectoliter 

capacity will save 18-20 hours in unloading. This is especially important 

when the catch is good and time is essential. The herring is boiled 

for about two hours after which the oil is pressed out; the mass which 

remains is dried and packed into bags as meal. It must be pressed 

right away after cooking otherwise it sours and 1/J of the vitamin con

tent can be lost. If the herring is rotten, the meal content can go 

down by one-half. The beat yield of meal is 17 per cent of the weight 

of fresh herring. On the average, just as mue~ weight in oil as meal 

is gotten from the herring. The quality of the oil depends on the content 

of free fat; when this goes over 5 per cent the herring oil is used only 

for technical purposes. The oil is used in various ways. It is still 

exported in the crude state, but refined oil is used in Iceland for the 

manufacture of margarine and soap. The d~velopment of refineries will 

become possible only when sufficient electric power is available at 

the herring stations. The priee for oil is subject tc great fluctuations. 

The priee was set at its peak near the end of World 'War II. lt was 

particularly high in 1951, but much lower in 1952. It is exported to a 

number of countries but chiefly to Great ]ritain and Norway where it 

is hydrogenized. 

Herring meal is rich in nutritive values, albumen fats and phos

phorus and very suitable for domestic animal fodder. Home consumption 

is increasing but over 80 per cent is usually export ad to Garmany, Rolland 

and Belgium for a good and constant priee. 
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In the past the herring fisheries were considered a gamble, which 

could easily gi ve high profits; and there was no widespread recognition 

of the need for extensive research and planning. Being not only a 

highly variable but also a seasonal type of fishing, interest seemed to 

slacken in the autumn, only to awaken again in the spring after govern-

ment budgets and plans for development bad been decided. The result 

was a stagnation in the herring inaustry compared with other activities. 

Much research was given over to agriculture but, until recently, little 

to the herring. Perhaps the recent low catches spurred on more effort 

to solve the enigmatic problems caused by a fluctuating herring catch. 

In 1949 Eydal wrote that "the high standard of living in Iceland wouJ.d 

be unthinkable wi thout herring11 •
12 

In the 19.30 1 s it was seen that the 

herring saved the country from bankruptcy many times. In 1947 and 1948 

herring oi1, which was rouch sought after at the time, was sold at below 

world market priee wi th an agreement wi th the purchasing country to 

buy with the oi1 a certain amount of frozen fi1let of cod, which was 

having difficulties on the market. 

With the more favorable catches during. the three years after 1955, 

Iceland has some hopes that the herring will be able to contribute more 

effectively to the export trade. The processing capaci ty is available 

as wall as trained personnel to take care of the landings. The herring 

industry is affected by the shortage of labor although alot of the salting 

12
A. Eydal, 11 Naagra Drag i Islands N;:_ringsliv av i Da.g 11 Ymer No 1 

• -· • t 
1949, p. 1. 
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can be done by women and children who have traditionally taken care of 

this form of preparation. During the first nine months of 1958 USSR 

and Sweden \<Tare the chief markets for cured herring, each purchasing 

about one-third of the total export. Finland and East Germany accounted · 

for the other one-third. The export of salt herring during this period 

of 1958 represented about 8 per cent of lceland 1 s total export and was 

much more significant tf>..e.n ei t :C.e1· l1.e r x- in,g; meal and oil or frozen bait 

export. The lattar export was boug;ht up entirely by Czechoslovakia, 

East Germany and Poland. 

The cured herring bought by Sweden is in turn processed into a 

vahlable canned product of varied forms, usua.lly in different sauces. 

Iceland might wall consider the feasibility of auch forma of processing 

herself. Before going ahead with bold plans of capital outlay in this 

field, however, extensive market analysis programs would have to be 

carried out to determine product acceptability on the part of potential 

consumera. Fish canning never has progressed to any great extent in 

Iceland, but with the experience of modern methode this scheme should 

at least be considered. 
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POPULATION AND OCCUPATIONS, THE KRONA, AliiD FOREIGN TRADE 

Population and Occupations 

Population mov~ment in Iceland conforms 1arge1y to the character

istic and general trend in Europe during the past century, i.e., the 

movement from rural to urban areas with concomitant industrialization 

and mechanization. In Iceland there bas been a marked shift in the 

regional distribution of population and, since 1900 each area h.as experi

enced a relative decline except the southwest. Most of the population 

shift has been towards Reykjavik and surrounding area (Kopavogur and 

Hafnarfjordur) with soma growth also in Akureyri in the north. 

In the beginning of the 19th centur.y Reykjavik was the only town 

and its population of JO? inhabitants comprised 0.6 percent of the 

island1 s population. In 1955, Reykjavik 1s population of 63,666 made up 

40 percent of the island's inhabitants; 40,000 people lived in lJ ether 

towns representing an additional 25 par cent of the total population 

(Fig. 11). In addition, it should be noted that there are many villages 

with larger populations than some of the smaller incorporatad towns. 

Present-day Iceland, as a result, shows less than 25 per cent of its 

people scattered through the rural districts. 

Other than the movement toward Reykjavik and ether urban settlements 

there is a seasonal migration of people .finding work in the fishing 

industry, both in actual fishing and a1so in fish processing. It is 

difficult to ~tan accurate picture of this seasonal movement, fo r 
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122 

little statiptical material is found describing it. It is reasonable 

to assume that because of the time involved in coastwisa shipping and 

the condition of the roads, most people coming into the southwest at 

the beginning of the cod saason in January will use the airlines. This 

is, in fact, substantiatad by an upswing in air traffic. After the cod 

season is over, many workers go north for the summer herring fiehing; 

this is at the same time that the University closes, and many studants 

find occupation in the summer herring fisharies of the north. 

As regards total numbers of participants, fishing has never been a 

leading occupation in Icaland. For many years agriculture was the first 

occupat i on, but it was topped by inQ~stry in 1950. Fi sh ing is, of course, 

more important than agriculture in the towns and villages. To give an 

idea of the present-day decline of the fisher-farmer rel ationship, in 

rural areas the agricultural income is supplemented by only 1.6 percent 

by fishing today. This is the chief source for supplementary farm income 

but it includes fraeh-wa tar salmon and trout as wall as the lumpsucker, 

a salt water fish. 

Figure 24 shows the distribution of p opulation according to 

occupation and its trends since 1920. The distinct decline of farming 

as an occupation i s noticeabl e, as wall as of fishing. Farming, as an 

occupat i on , ha s not only suffared a rela tive decline wi th the increasi ng 

population, but it has also suffered an absolute decline in numbers. 

With the continued labor shortage in Iceland, the f isheries have been 

hard hit. Because an average of 2, 500 workers are employed i n construc

tion work at the NATO air base at Keflavik, people from Germany and the 
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Faroe Islands have had to be called in to man the trawlers. The higher 

wages paid at Keflavik puts the fisheries at a disadvantage, although 

the pay on trawlers and small boats is relatively high. Manning of the 

trawlers was made even more difficult in 1953 when wages for seamen on 

motor boats was raised 20 per cent. Men from the trawlers went over to 

the smaller boats and could ma.ke as much money in the four-month spring 

small boat season as they could in one year with a trawler. Trawler 

captains can make up to 200,000 kronur per year ($13,000). In Norway 

the proceeds of the catch are distributed roughly 1/3 for equipment, 

1/3 to the men, and 1/J to the trawlei· owner. In Iceland approximately 

60 per cent of the proceeds of the catch go to the men, in addition to 

a special bonus for the weight of cod-liver oil rendered aboard. The 

high wages which must be paid in the fisheries to keep up the exporta 

put Iceland at a distinct disadvantage in competing on the world market, 

and the wages are kept still higher by competition from the construction 

firms at Keflavik. 

The fishing life is not an easy one in the northern oceans. Voyages 

last upwards of three weeks and time spent on shore between unloading 

and re-supplying is three or four days, or even shorter if the sea.son 

has been a eood one. Aboard the trawlers, men work around the clock, 

six-hour shifts on deck alternated with six hours of leisure and sleep. 

The work is usually heavy and, in the win ter and spring fishing, very 

cold. Because of severe icing and high seas in the winter months many 

ships have been lost throughout the years and this is true to this day. 
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On land, the increasing mechanization and diversification of fish 

processing has meant an increase in the number of persona employed in 

manufacturing. In the villages, one-quarter of the people are occupied 

in industry, and half of these are employed in manufacturing associated 

with fish production. Only in Reykjavik, where industria.l employment 

is most diversified, do sc few people engaged in manufacturing actually 

work in the processing of fish products. 

It can be seen that in Iceland today, with the declining rural 

population, fishing is mainly an occupation of towne and villages. In 

1950 nearly 65 per cent of those people supported by fishing lived in 

towns and villages and a further 21.3 per cent lived in villages of JOO 

or more inhabitants. Thus fishing is an 11urban 11 econollzy', and the reason 

for the location of almost avery coastal town or village is fishing. 

With its warm springs and greenhouses Hveragerdi in the southweat is 

the only town in Iceland which is not located on or very near to the 

coast and ha.s nothing to do wi th the fishing industry. 

The Value of the Krona 

In order that seme of the charts and tables showing production and 

export in terms of value of Icelandic kronur shall not be misleading, 

it is necessary tc keep in mind the changing value of the krona. In 

discussing foreign trade using monetary value of exporta and i~~orts a 

slightly erroneous impression is likely to result. Figures seemingly 

indicating increase of exporta may actually reflect a rise of priee 

leval rather than any real increase in the amount of goods traded. For 

example, the Icelandic exporta of 1954 totalled 84),912,000 kronur 

($1J?,)OO,OOO) which was an increase of 637 per cent over the vallle of 
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1 
exporte in 193.5, but only an increase of 284 per cent in quantity. 'fo 

avoid confusion and to remain officially accurate, the figures used in 

the composition of charts and tables is that value quoted by the Statis-

tical Bureau of Iceland. In doing this, it is true that at times the 

real value of goods is obscured by the krona being pegged at toc high 

a value on the world market. There have been severa! devaluations 

(1949. 19.50) in recent years and it is generally conceded that the 

krona is presently pegged too hi~~ in value of gold exchange. It is 

often difficult, therefore, to get a truly comparative picture of lee-

land 1 s growth. The tonnage of the various export products is perhaps the 

only a.ccurate indicator--al though to show the relative importance of 

each product in the total export, krona values and their percentage of 

total export value give a clear picture in the ~~alysis. 

The econom~r of Iceland was in great difficul ty from 1930 un til the 

Second World War, difficulty caused by low priees brought by Icelandic 

experts in foreign markets and a loss of certain markets (clipfish) in 

sorne of the ~tedi terranean countries. As a resul t of the Spanish civil 

war the market there for clipfish was closed entirely (Spain had, in 

certain yeare. accounted for 40 per cent of lceland 1 s total export value). 

Finally in April 1939 a devaluation of the Icelandic krona toward pound 

Sterling was resorted to, from 22.1.5 kronur to 27 kronur to the pound, 

and a corresponding amount in other countries. When the pound Sterling 

began to depreciate in the autumn of 1939 and fall below a certain 

amount, the krona, by law, began to follow the dollar value. In 1949 

1 
Statistical Bulletin (Hagtidindi). 1936 and 19.55. 



when the pound was devalued towarda the dollar by J0.5 per cent the 

Icelandic krona followed suit. After the war, as local priees and 
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costs of production continued to rise, the export industries were unable 

to pay their way at the priees obtained for the products in foreign 

markets. lt was then necessary to prevent shut down in production by 

the payment of subsidies out of the Treasu17, and it soon became evident 

that the Treasury could not face these erpenditures. A f'u.rther devalua

tion of the krona was necessary in March 1950 so that the rate of exchange 

then equalled 47.70 kronur to the pound Sterling, and that towards other 

currencies amended accordingly. These devaluations account for apparent 

discrepancies in the table showing priee indices (Table J.O). The cost 

of living index on this table was based on lOO a~in from ~~rch 1950. 

By May 1956 the index stood 81 per cent above the 1950 base and 87'7 per 

cent higher than the 19.39 level. Early in 1960 it was announe~ that the 

krona had been devaluated ag.ain but, as the latest statistics are not 

available, it is not diecussed in this paper. 

Foreign Trade 

The growth of Iceland 1 s foreign trade was, a s in all ether countries, 

adversely effected by two wars and the world-wide depression of the 

early thirties. In addition, Iceland suffered from the lack of diversity 

in her f orei gn export, s.s well as g rea t fluctuations in the f ishing. 

During 1915 and 1916 the fishing industry was able to expand its fleet 

due to the rise in the p riee of fish on the worRmarkat. The number of 

motorboats increased g reatly from its number of 2.3 i n. 1914. In 1917, 

however, I celand wa s not abl e to i mport enough f uel oi l for its f i shing 



Table 10 

PRICE AND COST INDICES* 

Pric_e _ Indices War;e 

Gold Value (1) ( 2) Average Cost of 
of kronur of Living :Building Krfhr 

Year J,n J)ec ____ I_mport&J EJCP_ o rt_i il}& (2_) Index Index in Dec 

19.39 JJ.82 100 100 100 111 100 1.45 
194i .33·96 166 2JJ 200 177 133 2.54 
1942 3.3-96 205 247 226 272 286 5.46 
1943 33·96 2.36 212 224 259 340 5.44 
1944 .33·96 2J1 217 224 273 356 6.64 
1945 33-96 214 221 218 285 357 6.96 
1946 JJ.96 217 250 234 306 388 8.03 
1947 .33.96 244 272 258 328 434 9.1J 
1948 3J.96 275 278 277 326 455 8.40 
1949 2J.59 274 259 267 J40 478 9.24 
1950 13 • .5.3 456 384 420 127 527 10.70 
1951 13.5.3 _588 472 515 151 674 13.,31 
1952 1J.53 602 485 54.3 162 790 14.60 
195.3 lJ.53 553 480 _516 158 801 14.60 
19.54 13 • .5.3 532 479 505 160 835 14.69 
1955 1J.53 .528 488 508 174 904 17.56 
1956 13.53 186 904 17.96 

* :Bjornsson, 11 Iceland, A Geog., Pol., and Econ. Survey", 1952, p • .32 and 1957, p. 1004. 

Rates 

Index 

100 
175 
377 
375 
458 
480 
554 
6,30 
579 
637 
738 
918 

1007 
1007 
1221 
12.39 

j..J 
1\) 
()) 
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fleet or enough salt for curing the catch. The priees for other fishing 

equipment had ricen great1y and, because the fish catch in 1917 was a 

poor one, Iceland so1d ten of her trawlers (which comprised one-half of 

her f1eet) to France in 1918. After the First World War, economie 

condi tians in Iceland were very difficul t. The t raw1er fleet, ha1ved to 

13 by the sale to France, tas increased to 28 ships in 1920. Iceland 

had qui te alot of trouble paying for the se trawlers, and some orders 

had to be cancelled before delivery causing great losses. 2 But the 

fishing fleet had to be expanded at all costs. 

Figure 12 shows the overwhelming importance of fish products in 

the Icelandic export. In 1957 the total experts were valued at 986,618,000 

Icelandic kronur, of which 901,441,000 Icelandic kronur (or 9l.J per 

cent) represented fish or fish products.3 This has been true ever since 

the beginning of the modern Icelandic fishing industry, and it is obvious 

that this :great lack of variety in the experts makes the country vul

nerable to the great fluctuations which characterize the fish markets of 

the world. For many decades the traditional markets for the main products 

of the Icela.ndic fisheries have been in Southern Europe and South America 

for sal ted fish, and in the United Kingd.om and Germa.ny for fresh fish. 

Frozen fish, which has risen to importance only recently, and stockfish, 

which has re~ined some of the status it had held for centuries, have 

gained footholds in many different markets. Herring p!'oducts have tra

ditionally been shipped to the Scandinavian countries. 

2
Chamberlin, "Economie Development of Iceland 11

1 p. 68 

Jstatistical Bulletin (F4Lgtidindi), 1957. 
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Iceland 1 s real ization of her vu.lnerabili ty in the fluctua tine; fish 

market resulted in an attempt to increase the number of areas in which 

she traded and to be as adaptable as possible not only to meat current 

demands but to assess the future market trends. Table 11 shows the 

changes which have taken part in her t rade from the 1930 1 s to present 

day. In l9JO 58 per cent of the total value of fish products exported 

4 
went to Spain, Italy, and Portugal, and, as Hanson 'wrote in 1927: 

11 Iceland 1 s prosperity varies with the priee Spain pays for fish 11 • At 

this time the export was predominantly uncured and cured salt fish to 

these Mediterranean countries, but by 19J8 only 18 per cent went to these 

countries. In the 19J0 1s Iceland began to feel the affects of adverse 

bi-lateral trade agreements with nations who ware the chief customers 

of her goods, but who could not supply any of the basic items for which 

Iceland had vital need. In l9JJ Italy, Spain, and Port~l were the 

best markets for clipfish (Iceland 1 s leading export at the time), but 

they ranked fifth, sixth, and ninth respectively among the nations 

~ 
supplying Iceland 1 s importa.~ 

At this time Iceland was beginning to lese Spain. her best market, 

who was in the midst of civil war and r~ving great monetary difficulties 

and trying to restrict her importa. Iceland was unable to make any 

great trade concessions in arder to save this market as most of Spain 1 a 

products were considered luxury items: wine, fruit, etc. Unable to 

4 
Hans on, "The Renaissance of Iceland", p. 57. 

5Chamberlin, "Economie Development of Iceland11 , p. ?4. 





ICl:.:LAhLiiC ForiliiGN TRAD~ BY COU I~"THIES ( 1936 and 1956) 

Country 

Au stria 
Belgium 
C ze chos1ovc,kia 
Danzis 
Denmark 
i?œ roe Islands 
F1n1and 
France 

· G-ermany 
Great Dritian 
·J.reece 
Irish Free fitate 
Italy 
r!etherlands 
:·1or\'Ta.y 
Po land 
Portugal 
Hus sie. 
:3pa1n 
S\'ted en 
:J\v i t ze rln nd 
Ar~(;;:Jtina 
Drnz11 
Canada 
Cuba 
Curacao 
United States 
·; ·~est /\fric a 
Philippines 
Ja.pan 
Other Countries 
l·.:ot Spec1f1ed 

TOTAL 

122.2. In Thousando of r:ronur 

Importa (Coi.F.) 

305 
47 
73 

6,699 
1 

63 
189 

9,488 
10,019 

7 
7 

2, 291 
813 

2,871 
660 
305 

1 
1, 710 
4,469 

30 
43 

336· 
68 

107 
414 
536 

56 
16 

7 

41.,631 

Table 11 

J.:;xports 

10 
791 

42 

3,578 
8 

885 
7,432 
6,971 

61 
9 

2,786 
1, 575 
4,807 

539 
6,038 

345 
1,362 
4,092 

24 
245 
483 

2 
375 

5,311 
92 

5 
371 

48,239 

( ' c . . ) · t . , 
J. • • ; .. . 

/\us tric 
Dcl~~ium 
CzechoolovoJ~ia 
Der...mc.rk 
.l.i'ae roe Islands 
i.o'inlend 
;.· ·rance 
:..re rrnany ( i<~as t) 
Germany (',;est} 
GrGece 
Ilungary 
Ire le.nà 
Ito.ly 
Luxembour.' ~ 
Fetherlo.nde 
.0:orwa.y 
Pol8nd 
Portu~:r-:.1 
Eumanir. 
.Spain 
:J"'TGC.Ï.€ TI 
Svri t zerla.nd 
Trieste 
Uni teà ï<in:-;d om 
U.S.S.Re 
YUiSO s la via 
Arr:entina 
.~ ; rnzil 

Ce. nada 
Cuba 
Curacao 8: Aruba. 
Puerto ~\.ico 
United 3tates 
Urut.-:ue.y 
Venezuela 

1956 

Brit. poss. in Africc 
:;~gy pt 
~~ench ~oss. in Africa 
Liberia 
SpGnish poss. in ~frica 
<rit. nos8. in Asia 
Geylon 
In<lie. 
Ind one s h~ 

Israel 
Jl:lpan 
Philip;Jincs 
l'hailé' nd 
Other ::;ount:r·ien ( 15) 

'_eor.rhL 

In Thousands of !.ronur 

I::1port s ( c. I. _.'. ) 

911 
;11, 330 
7 , :JLW 
0:·, ,862 

3 
58,493 
ll,lôl 
39,716 

142,039 
1, 795 
2,641 

233 
28, Ol~l 

559 
61!-' 615 
33,795 
25,324 

llSO 
1 

/:.3,008 
50' 8.lt2 

13' 585 

134,803 
240,751 

151 
l;l, 136 

3,864 
12,273 
19,390 

246,601 
919 
79 
85 
33 

l 
46,836 

1,221 
637 
127 

1,760 
35 

11~, 186 
l,SOB 
2,353 

j25 
150 

1, 1~68 ,068 

.;..xuorts 

lOO 
2,970 

60' 156 
23,045 

508 
47,224 
14,583 
30,086 
95,137 
15,317 

1,336 
5,250 

53,022 

29,033 
4,234 

14,261 
51,202 

~::.1,055 
3S,696 

732 
13 

96,391 
203,026 

434 

30' 552 
ôlt 

3,545 

4·2 
127, 51t5 

18 
2G7 

37,lt39 
1,917 
3;139 

7 

~~9J 

49 
5,533 

169 

l,O::Sl, 516 

lJl 
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import a grea ter volume from Spain and I taly, Iceland saw her exports 

of salt fish decrease to these two countries. In 19.3.3 she exported 

21 million kronur worth of salt fish, bu:~ ty 19.37 this volume .bad fallen 

to less than three million, with little increase of sales of this pro-

duct to other countries. After this, in the mid-l9J0 1s, Iceland turned 

to & development of ~er herring fisheries with large sums of money 

being invested in this branch. 

At the same time trade agreements were concluded with Germany and 

Great Britain which were not actually to her advantage, with Iceland 

being "forced to b1~ inferior goods which were more expansive in markets 

6 
which she otherwise would not have cul ti va ted". In 19.38 the most 

important market, therefore, was Great Britain for iced and frozen fish 

and salt fish. Other countries buying exporta at this time were the 

United States (cod-liver oil and salted herring), Norway (herring meal 

and oil), Sweden (salted herring only), Germany (herring oil, salted 

herring,and iced fish), Rolland (herring meal), and salt fish only to 

Spain, Portugal, Italy, and Brazil. The Spanish civil war was not the 

only factor in the eventual change of market pattern. The Mediterranean 

countries lacked the foreign exchange and had to barter directly, which 

was unsatisfactory to Iceland because the basic needs of the island 

were not able to be supplied by these countries. Even before World War II 

there had been a marked decrease in the salt fish export, and the war, 

shutting off all the markets but one, eut off salt fish export entirely. 

6 Ibid., p. 78. 
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During the war a large proportion of the exports went to Great 

Britain. Icelandic fish and fish oil were desperately needed and high 

priees were brought for them. Under a special agreement between Great 

Britain and the United States, it was decided to include Iceland in the 

lend-lease agreement, ao that Great Britain could re-export lend-lease 

goods to Iceland. 7 Later on, when it became evident that in the long 

run Great Britain could not cope with the demand from Iceland, the 

United States agreed to buy the whole of the Icelandic fish catch for 

a year on behalf of Britain, and pay for it in dollar credits. In 

addition, the United States bought for herself the entire herring oil 

production and about 25,000 tons of herring and other meal in 1942. As 

a result of this increasing intensity of trade with high priees during 

the war years, Iceland was able to build up large credits of foreign 

currency abroad. In 1944, 90 per cent of the export value went to Great 

Britain, which bought all the catch of iced fish, herring meal and oil, 

almost all the frozen fish and salt fish, and one-quarter of the cod-liver 

oil. ln that same year a majority of the cod-liver oil, most of the 

salt herring and all the stockfish went to the United States. 

This was the beginning of a most prosperous period in Iceland 1s 

history, which saw living costs soar and many novel economie difficulties 

set in. The change in importance of product from cured to fresh fish 

had a serious effect on the fish~drying industry. By the country being 

"occupied" by allied troops during the war, Iceland 11 ••• soon found 

7
"Iceland 1s Problems 11 , The Economist, Vol. 14J, August 22, 1942, p. 236. 
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the expenditures of the forces comparing not unfavorably with the value 

of her experts and providing a very substantial portion of her total 

8 
National Income". 

After peace was restored, export to the ether European countries 

began again, most to Sweden and France, the exporta consisting mostly 

of herring, cod-liver oil, and frozen fish. In the post-war period 

most European countries concentrated on the reconstruction and develop-

ment of their fishing fleeta and only little attention was given to the 

need for corresponding outlets for the increased supply. This expansion 

of the fleets took place at a time when there was still a scarcity of 

food but, very soon, the threat of surplus appeared. This, of course, 

led to severe marketing difficulties especially for Iceland, whose total 

export, comprising only a moderate share of European production, and 

whose home market for import goods being minute, had little affect in 

the determination of priees on the world market. During the postwar 

expansion Iceland benefitted from her large foreign reserves in being 

able to increase her fishing fleet and import capital goods to her 

advantage. This prosperity gained during the war, however, resulted in 

a severe monetary inflation which was made even worse b;-,r this extensive 

postwar investment program. The war and the military expenditures on 

the island (an amount estimated to have been 600 million kronur, account

ing to a large degree for the foreign reserve accumulation9) increased 

the real standard of living which was not ruatched by an equivalent rise 

in productivity and this particular situation w&s a prime factor in 

8
c:r...a.mberlin, "Economie Development of Iceland11 , p. 99. 

9 
The Northern Countries, Uppsala: Almqvist ~ Wiksells ]oktryc., 1952, p. 74. 
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Iceland 1 s difficulties, and still is to this day (Table 10). This 

condition was CO'.l}Jleà. wi th the aforementioned disruption in the pattern 

of trade by which her experts were formerly marketed. It is well here 

to re-sUI!IJ:w.rize the se two major changes effected during World War II. 

Before the war, as has been made clear, the cost of essential importa 

was met by the sale of fish products which constituted, as they do new, 

more tl~n 90 per cent of Iceland's exporta. The general standard of 

living was relatively .lm.,r e.s compared with other European nations, and 

uas rather more in proportion to the country's p:r.:oducing power than ia 

true today. lceland bad a surplus in the dollar area, but the affects 

of the world depression h.ad been mere prolonged in Icela.nd because of 

the civil war in Spain, which interrupted her main market. During the 

Second World War h·o major changes took place: first, a real improve-

ment in the standard of living took place because of expenditures of 

the allied garriaon in Iceland and because of an unlimited demand for 

fish at increasingly high priees. Even with the increased importa, 

however, the supply of goods lagged behind receipts from abroad, resulting 

both in an increase i n ~oreign exc~ne~ reservas and an intense inflation. 

Foreign exchange reserves in all currencies reached an all-time high 

of about 89 million dollars in November 1944.10 
The cost of living 

advanced about JOO par cent and increases of wages and purchasing power 

11 
were even greater. This inflation, which was largely unchacked by 

the government until 1947, lifted production costs to auch a degree that 

10
statist i cal Bulletin (Hagtidindi), 1945. 

11Ibid. 



1,36 

sorne Icelandic products bad to be subsidized to be sold abroad. Out of 

a total budget of 214 million kronur in 1949, 60 ,million kronur in 

subsidies was listed under expenditures, and 21 million of this was 

. 12 
directed to fish product~on. 

The second change effected was the gross disruption of the normal 

pattern of Iceland's trade during the war. European markets, excepting 

only the United Kingdom, were virtually eut off; almost all importa 

bad to be obtained from the United States or Canada. Immediately after 

the war the European countries were unable, for the most part, to provide 

Iceland with its necessary importa and the need for dollars to pay for 

experts from the United States therefore continued, but the end of the 

w&r and the withdrawal of the allied garrison abruptly terminated 

Iceland 1s extraordinary sources of dollar revenues. 

During the postwar years, importa on a large scale were continued 

through the use of accumulated reserves which fell resultingly (Table 12) 

from their peak of 89 million dollars in 1944 to less that~. one million 

dollars in 1947.
1

.3 A substantial portion of these importa was used to 

modernize the fisheries with the hope of offsetting higher labor costs 

by more efficient production. This program was not fully realized, but 

it did generally benefit the country 1 s economy without, however, succeed-

ing in counteracting all the affects of the inflation. 

In 1947, with foreign exchange reserves almost exhausted, plus the 

postwar marketing difficulties accentuated by the high cost of production 

12Iceland - CountEY Study, United States Economie Cooperation Administra
tion, Washington, D. C.: Superintendent of Documents, 1949, p. 18. 

lJlbid. 
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Table 12 

ICELAND: DIFFERENCE IN EXPORTS AND IMPORTS 

* IN THOUSANDS OF KRONUR 

Period Imports Exports Difference 

1896-1900 .5,966 7,014 1,048 

1901-1905 8,497 10,424 1,927 

1906-1910 11,531 13,707 2,1?6 

1911-191.5 18,112 22,368 4,256 

1916-1920 53.709 48,453 - .5.2.56 

1921-192.5 56,,562 64,212 7.6.50 

1926-1930 64,853 66,104 1 t 2.51 

1931-1935 46,406 48,651 2, 2L~.5 

1936-1940 .57,043 74,161 17,118 

1941-1945 239.493 228,8.5.5 - 10,638 

1946-19.50 478,924 337.951 -140,973 

19.51 923,964 726,631 -197.333 

19.52 909, 81J 641,)22 -268,491 

19.53 l,ll0,436 706,414 -404,022 

19.54 1,130,488 84.5,912 -284,.576 

195.5 1,264,294 847 t 8.53 -416,441 

19.56 1,468,068 1,030,957 -4J7,111 

1957 1,3.58,446 986,618 -371,828 

19.58 (Jan-Nov) 1,193.354 966,216 -227,138 

* Statistical Bulletin (Hagtidindi) 
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caused by inflation, Iceland requested assistance from the United States 

under the European Recovery Program (~arshall Aid). In the years 

1948-49 she received over 8 million dollars, used mainly for the main

tenance of dollar importa of vital necessities, grain, and fuel, as 

well as the development of an ambitious program of building up the 

fisheries by the purchase of fishing vessels, construction of fish-pro

cessing plants, quick-freezing plants, and the modernization of existing 

plant facilities and equipment. This program increased the productive 

capacity of the fiaheries by an estimated 50-75 percent above prewar. 

Due to a fluctuating fish catch, however, full utilization of this 

potential was not realized. Sorne of the monay was invested in herring

processing plants and a cannery in the southwest after the unusual 

catches of 1947-48 and 1948-49, but the herring did not return after 

those years. The freezing of fillets increased considerably, but the 

sale of this and some of the other fish products was, and still is, 

adversely effected by high priees as compared with those of ether pro

ducing countries. By steady ~vernment control, the import of consumer 

goods was held in check wliile the exporta showed a considerable rise. 

In 1948 the total landings of fish increased to 409,208 metric tons 

which was 22,000 tons lees than in 1947. The decrease was due mainly 

to smaller landings of herring also slightly lees cod. There were, 

however, notably larger landings of saithe, redfish, and catfish. 

During 1948 substantial changes took place in marketing. The transport 

of iced fish by fishing vessels themselves to foreign countries was 

l4J,OOO tons compared with 72,000 tons in 1947; the export of fresh 
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fish on ice by freighters was 11,000 tons as opposed to 2,000 tons in 

194?. In 1948 76,000 tons were frozen, 42,000 salted (75,000 in 1947), 
14 

and lJO,OOO tons used for oil and meal (200,000 in 1947). 

In 1949 there was a notable recession in international fisheries 

products and marked signa of declining priees. The herring oi1 priee 

dropped notieeably in 1949 and, as a result of deelining priees and in 

the absence of a corresponding decline in operating costa, there were 

great difficulties in sustaining profits and maintaining wages. 

The increased postwar production was already a matter of coneern 

in July 1949 when the OEEC (Organization for European Economie Coopera-

tion) Fisheries Sub-Gommittee convened. One of the main topics discussed 

was the surplus threat--meaning by surplus the quantities which could 

not be soldat priees acceptable to the producer. In its report the 

Sub-Gommittee etated that the only solution to this problem was 11 to 

produce as much salted and dried fish as markets can absorb and, at the 

same time, to make all efforts to market as much as possible in ether 

forms 11 •
15 The Committee 1 s fears concerning fresh fish were confirmed, 

for the p lans to expand fishing in many cases were often baeed on an 

optimistic view of the market posaibili ties. In 1950 there was a general 

drop in priees, in spite of which there was a considerable reduction 

in the fresh fish trade between countries. 

I t was fel t that frozen fish should play a more important role in 

the European market. OEEC experts found it was impossible to draw 

14statistica1 Bulletin (Ragtidindi), 1947 and 1948. 

15Fish !4arketing in OEEC Countries, Paris: Organisation for European 
Economie Co-operation, 19_51, p. 22. 
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general conclusions concerning the species preferred by European con-

sumers, because this varied by country and by regions within each 

country. They did find that there was a "general and growing desire to 

" 16 d buy fish in a form which is easy to prepa.re , therefore more an more 

fish was being sold filletted. The development of frozen fish, although 

considerable since World War II was hampered by unfortunate experiences 

regarding quality, and with few exceptions (Switzerland) frozen fish 

was not generally well accepted. 

On March 20, 1950 Iceland devalued the krona to stimulate her fish 

export. At this same time there was an important tendency iu European 

fisheries, that of declining imports into Germany. As a result, Iceland, 

which had exported most landings as fresh or frozen fish to Great Britain 

and Germany for severa! years before 1950, made plans for the production 

of large q11antities of salted cod, and production of both wet and dried 

salted cod increased by 180 per cent.17 As the world production of this 

commodity had already reached pre-war level, there were great marketing 

difficultiee for this form of export. At the same time there was a 

noticeable decline of catches in the North Sea, and growing emphasis 

placed upon European participation in the fisheries of the northwest 

Atlantic. There continued a substantial mechanization of fishing vessels 

with the new craft emerging from postwar reconstruction with greater 

efficiency than the old ' units. In 1950, Iceland suffered a prolonged 

16 
FAO Bulletin, Vol. 5, No. 1, 1952, p. 14. 

l7FA0 Bulletin, Vol. 4, No. 4, 1951, p. 11. 
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trawler strike which, a1though fish imports to Germany were decreasing, 

made it impossible for Iceland to complete its contract for de1ivering 

fresh fish to Germany. 

Although there was some resistance to the product, Ice1and continued 

deve1oping the quick-freezing industry. In 1949 56 per cent of the 

groundfish catch (total 268,000 metric tons) had been 1anded in Europe 

as iced fish, 29 per cent 'Iras landed at the freezing plants for pro

cessing, and 15 per cent used for salting. The frozen fish and fillets 

were marketed in America, but mostly in Europe. The amount going to 

European markets was 91 per cent of the frozen fillet production, equiva

lent to 26 per cent of the total catch. To America went on1y 9 per 

cent of the frozen fillet production, which represented 3 per cent of 

the catch. At this time, because of expanding production on the con

tinent and rising costa of production at home, Iceland realized that 

she faced the loss of European markets for both iced and frozen fish. 

The development of Iceland 1 s frozen fillet industry occurred during a 

period of great need for its products. There was no difficulty in 

disposing of all that could be produced. But the conditions were chang

ing in 1949-1950, and a competitive situation arose on the world markets 

which prevented profitable operation. The necessity for the payment 

of subsidies continued at an increasing rate, so that Icelandic products 

would be able to compete favorably with those of other countries, and 

this placed a heavy burden on the government which had to levy higher 

and higher import duties in order to subsidize the fisheries. 
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In the years 1950 and 1951, when priees of fish oils were favorable 

on the world market, the trawlers had caught big quantities of fish for 

reduction in the oil and meal factories. lA. large proportion of this 

catch was redfish, which is fat and yields considerable oil. The great 

priee reduction in fish oils since 1952, however, forced the trawlers out 

of this fishery, with an increasing amount of redfish going to the fillet-

ting and freezing ~lants. This was based on the fact that the frozen 

redfish fillets fcund a ready market in the United States where 11fish-

sticks" were becoming a popular food. The market situation for salted 

and dried fish was favorable in 1952. The main markets for stockfish 

were West Africa (Nigeria), and despite the big increase in production, 

no difficulties were encountered in marketing. The clipfish markets in 

Spain and Brazil were being built up after long interruption, but diffi-

cul ties were still caused by the fact tha t trade b etween Iceland and 

these countries had still to be carried out on a bi-lateral clearing 

basis. The comparatively small variety ~ products these countries 

have to offer as payment fer fish and the limited market for these pro-

ducts in Iceland set a rather narrow limit to the trade in this case. 

Italy was by far the most important market for wet-salted fish in 1952 

with an export to that country of JJ,OOO tons. This was such an unusu-

ally big export for one year that some reluctance in this market to 

18 
accept more fish the following year was noted. In 1952 the export of 

salt herring was about 12,000 tons with Finland and Sweden being the 

main importera followed by Poland and Denmark. 

18n. Olafsson, "Icelandic Fisheries and Exporta" 1 in Fisheries Yearbook 
and Directo;y 1953-54, London: British-continental Trade Press Ltd~, 1954. 
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One characteristic of the catch in 1952 and still more in 1953 

was a decrease in the catch of flat fish. This was due to new fishing 

limita which went into affect in ~~Y 1952 and prohibited all fishing 

with trawl and Danish seine nets within a four-mile limit determined by 

straight linas drawn across all baya and fjords. Despite the fact that 

the catch of flat fish is small, it remains a valuable one especially 

for the small fishing boats. The new fishery limite of 1952 (discussed 

more fully in Chapter 8) seemed necessary to avert a serious development 

of overfishing. This new limit had its affect in marketing, as the 

Trawler~rners Association of Great Britain, in retaliation, insti~ted 

a ban on the landing of fresh fish from Icelandic vessels in British 

ports. At this time about 1/4 of the groundfish caught by Icelandic 

trawlers was being landed and sold in the United Xingdom (Fig. 25). 

This landing ban only tended to accelerate the trend in Iceland towards 

more freezing, salting, and drying, which had been going on since the 

war. The suddenness of the developments in Great Britain required 

immediate action. The increased salting and sale to Italy was mentioned 

above as was the sale of dried fish to Africa. Despite the partially 

successful search for alternate outlets, Icelandic storehouses continued 

to bulge through the winter of 1952 and into the next spring. In 

April 1953 the USSR offered to buy 21,000 tons of frozen fillets. and 

at that moment Iceland 1s entire production was 25,000 tons. 

At the end of World War II there was a period of short duration 

when the government was composed of the Conservative and Communist 

parties of Iceland in coalition. At this time the Soviet Union negotiated 

for the purchasa of sorne frozen fish but soon afterward. purchases stopped 
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and notes from Iceland req_uesting this market be opened up a.gain were 

not acknowledged. Five months aftgr the British boycott, the trade 

was a~in opened by the above-mentioned sale, with Iceland se1ling 

14,000 tons of frozen fillets over an 18-month period to Russia. 

In 1955 Iceland 1 s exporte to the Soviet bloc totalled $4,400,000 

and the production of frozen fish doub1ed from 1953 to 1956. Sales of 

this product to the United States had been declining, repeal of the 

protective tariff notwithstanding. A1though Iceland had set up some 

marketing outlets in the USA, the difference in package demande between 

the US and Russia resulted in market profit differentiais for producers. 

The United States wanted a uniform product individua1ly wre~ped in 

cellophane, while Russia accepted inferior grades wrapped in cardboard 

boxes. The puzzling situation is, as Malmstrom aays, that "the high 

cost of Icelandic laber resulte in a net loss on sales to the United 

States market which is only offset by profits earned behind the Iron 

Curtain" •
19 

In September 1956 a trade agreement was signed with the Soviet Union 

covering a period of throe years and providing for a significant 

extension of trade between the two ccuntries. Under the agreement 

lceland experts mainly frozen fish and salt herring. In 1956 Iceland 

exported 28,000 metric tons of fish to the USSR. The new agreements 

made provision for 32,000 tons or 12,000 tons over the old agreement. 

Iceland in turn receives fuel oil, petrel, coal, and coke, iron and 

20 
steel, cereale, cement, timber, and automobiles. 

19Malmstrom, A Regional Geograp~y of lceland, p. 28. 

20
Economic Conditions in Denmark, lceland, Norway, and Sweden, Paris: 

Organisation for European Economie Co-operation, 1957. p. 20. 
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In 1956 there was a better balance between supply and demand on 

the labor market. This was mainly the result of a decline in defense 

construction at Keflavik. Althou&~ the shortage of laber was less 

pronounced than before, large numbers (over 1,000) of Faroese fishermen 

were still working in the Icelandic fishing fleet during the winter season. 

Priees and wages which had been rising steadily were frozen by the 

government in mid-19)6 but rose by 2 per cent after a year. This increas

ing inflation tended further to broaden the gap between domestic and 

foreign priees and made the marketing of fish even more difficult (Table 

10). In December 1956, an Act was passed to improve the profi tabili ty 

of the fishing industry and try to arrest the inflation. As a result 

of this Act, export subsidies were increased by 40 to )0 per cent, 

among other measures of priee control and wage freezes. The system of 

export subsidies and import taxes is not, in itself, conducive to 

economie stability. Such measures may, in certain circumstances, prove 

useful as a temporary expedient to overcome short-term difficulties. 

But export subsidies in Iceland amount at present to 40 to 50 per cent 

of the total marchandise export value and have become a major factor 

in the profitable operation of the export industries, The disadva.ntages 

of auch a system are many, but the obvious one is that the ~oney to 

finance subsidies is raised by imposing import taxes on certain classes 

of consumer goods. In order to gain anything at all from this, import 

licenses must be granted and the necessary foreign exchange for the 

importa on which t axes a re to be paid must be freed. The consequence 

is in terestin.g, for Icelandic reserves of foreign excha.nge diminished 
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rapidly to finance such i;rrports as automobiles etc., which wera in one 

of the main groups to be taxed. :By and large this system has left 

Icaland as badly off as it ha.d been before. Iceland 1 s particular geo

graphie liabilities force her to import most of her necessities (and 

all of her luxuries). To do this she must export, and with the 

spiralling inflation she is not able to get along without government 

aid in bringing the priees down to a competitive leval. The presence 

of the NATO air base has certainly created unnatural economie condition& 

in Iceland and is one of the main factors in the present situation. 

It is equally true that Iceland has gained close to 40 per cent of her 

national incarne from military expenditures in the past tan years, and 

when these decline at all, Icaland 1 s deficit in the difference between 

the value of experts and importa rises considerably. The deficit on 

the current account of the balance of payments rose from $8.7 million 

in 1955 to$9.6 million in 1956, as military receipts daclined from 

~).8 million to $11.6 million. :Bath experts and importa rose rapidly 

from 1955 to 1956. The experts rose by 22 per cent in 1956 but fell 

in 19.57. 

The growth of experts in 1956 was largely made possible by the 

better herring catch, and the countries accounting for this growth 

of export trade were Finland, Spain, Brazil, and sorne in Eastern Europe 

i.e., those with whom Iceland had bi-lateral trade agreements. In the 

early months of 1957, however, when the fish catch fell, exporte were 

only able to expand as a result of a reduction of stocks. In 1957 there 

was another substantial decline in military receipts (approx. $J.) million 

as well as a fall in the total export product value. 
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In 1958, the latest available statistics on individual markets 

include only the months from January to November. The total export 

value during this ~eriod was 966,216,000 kronur as opposed to 90l,J76,000 

in the similar period of 1957. The most im~ortant market country was 

Russia which, up until December 1958 bad imported 166,Jl6,000 kronur 

worth of fish--mostly frozen fillets and salt herring. The second 

most important country was the United States, purchasing 122,070,000 

kronur worth of products, mostly frozen fillets and cod-liver oil, but 

also some quantities of uncured salt fis~, salt herring, and fish ~eal. 

The Federal Republic (West) of Germany purchased 100,740,000 kronur 

worth of products includ_ing 1/J of the fresh fish on ice s~ipped from 

Iceland, and significant amounts of fish meal, cod and other fish oils, 

and smaller quantities of uncured salt fish and stock fish. These 

three countries together cowprised over 40 per cent of Iceland 1 s trade 

in the period 1 January - 1 December 1958. Other rr~rket countries in 

order of their importance are the United Kingdom (7J,J98,000 kronur), 

East Germany (67,4JJ,OOO kronur), Czechoslovakia (6J,087,000 kronur), 

Sweden (49,J45,000 kronur), Portugal (4J,9S9 1 000 kronur), Italy 

(J2,556,000 kronur), ~d Poland (J2,544,000 kronur). Trade with these 

countries represented an additional 37 par cent of Iceland 1s export 

value, with another 53 countries accounting for the remaining 23 per 

cent of trade .. 

The production of fresh fish on ice declined during 1958 to a 

value of 15,048,000 million kronur (from 2J,851,000 kronur in 1957) and 

the whole production was divided bet'fleen West Germany (1/J) and the 
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United Kingdom (2/J) (Figs. 25 and 27). On the other hand frozen fish 

production increased by )0,000,000 kronur to 351,865,000 kronur with a 

little under one-half of this going to USSR and 1/J to the USA (Table 1J). 

Significant amounts of this product went also to East Germany and 

Czechoslovakia, with smal1er quantities to Poland, Israel, the United 

Kingdom, Netherlands and France. 

The export of clipfish also increased during 1958 with most of the 

production going to Brazil, Jamaica, Spain and Cuba, with insignificant 

quantities to Venezuela and Panama. 

The value of uncured salt fish was lower, with 60 per cent bought 

by Portu~ with important amounts going also to Italy, the United 

Kingdom, Greece and Egypt. 

The stockfish export was also down considerably (from 85,06J,OOO 

kronur to 49,205,000 kronur) from 1957, with almost 70 per cent going 

to Nieeria, most of the rernainder to the United Kingdom and smal1er 

quantities to West Germany, Italy, and Finland. 

The production of herring was about the same as the p revious year, 

having shown a marked i ncrease since 1955. Czechoslo~~ia, East Germany, 

and Poland bought almost the entire production of frozen herring. 

Two-thirds of the cured herring went equal1y to Russia and Sweden, with 

smaller quantities to East Germany, Finland and Poland. 

West Germany imported over one-third of the fish meal production 

and the United Kingdom one-sixth. Smaller quantities went to the 

Netherlands, Denmark , Sweden, Czechoslovakia, East Germany and Poland. 

There was a notewortP~ increase i n the production of fi sh meal over 1957 
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Table lJ. 

ICELANDIC EXPORTS OF FROZEN FISH 1947-19.56 (METRIC TOJ.J"S) * 

1lli. 1.2!f:2. 1:2.51. ~ 12.21 ~ lill ~ 

United States 1,100 2,,500 1,5,000 17,100 13,700 19,200 10,900 1,5,000 

USSR 7,900 - - - 11,,500 19,400 23,800 28,000 

United Kingdom 9,)00 18,600 8,800 4,600 700 300 100 800 

Federal Republic of 
Germany - 6,900 - 700 500 

Soviet Zone of Germany - - - 1,300 4,700 2,100 3,100 4,100 

Czechoslovakia l,JOO 3,000 3,000 2,,500 1,800 7,?00 5,,500 7,400 

Austria - 1,000 500 

France J,6oo 1,100 1J900 1,800 1,700 1,100 900 800 

Nether1ande 900 2,,500 1,100 100 100 - 100 

Others 1,400 800 5,500 1,000 2,JOO 1,900 2,000 1,400 

- -
Total 25,500 36,400 35,800 29,100 37,000 51,700 46,400 57 • .500 

* Statistical :Bulletin (Hagtid!_n_d.i). 1-' 

~ 
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with most of the increase being attributable to the good herring catch 

and to increasing quantities of re~i8h which are being processed into 

meal and o il. 

Most of the cod-liver oil production went to Norway and West Germany, 

but Poland, USA, and the Netherlands also imported this product. Large 

quantities of other fish oils were imported by West Germany, Czechoslo

vakia, Spain, Norway, Sweden, and Poland. 

Most of Iceland 1 s importa come from countries with whom she bas 

bi-lateral trade agreements. The countries responsible for most of 

Iceland 1 s imports are, in order of importance: USS:B.,. USA, UK, West 

Germany and Czechoslovakia. Smaller, but important amounts come from 

Denmark, Finland, East Germany, Netherlands, Poland, Sweden, Norway, 

Brazil, Spain and Italy. 
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THE MAIN PROBLE~~ AND CONCLUSIONS 

The puxpose of this concluding chapter is to consider sorne of the 

longer-term problems which Iceland faces. They are three in number, 

and their basic causes are in each case geographical. Stated briefly, 

the problems are: 

(1) Lack of diversity in the country 1s economie growth arising 

directly from the natural conditions existing on the island; (2) ~

keting problems due partly to high costa of production in Iceland and 

to the increased competition in Western Europe following postwar 

reconstruction; and (J) international conflict over territorial fishing 

limita around Iceland, and its relation to the overfishing problem. 

Lack of Diversity 

It has been aaid that Nature dealt harshly with the island by 

covering it with barran lava plains and glaciers, and then compensated 

for this by surrounding it with rich fishing grounds. The poverty 

of the land means that the Icelanders must import to live; these neces

sities are paid for by fish, which in one form or another constitutes 

over 90 per cent of the experts in every year. This reliance on a 

single resource is precarious at best, and it is even more so in the 

characteristically fluctuating fish market of the world. It is 

impossible to aee how Iceland in the near future could vary the type 

of export to any appreciable extent. It remains to search out ether 

possibilities of income and also ways to decrease the dependance on 

importa. 

l5J 
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In the past ten yeare there has been a noticeable growth of industry,
1 

which produces goods having otherwise to be imported in manufactured 

form. High protactive tariffs have been placed on sorne items in order 

to give the growing domestic companies a chance to compete on the home 

market. This protection, although expansive at first, enables the 

country to e.ttain a bi.t more eelf-reliance than would otherwise be 

possible. Cheap, abundant hydroelectric power is one of Iceland 1 s 

chief a.ssets, and this has seen a remarkable growth of installed capacity, 

especially since 1954. Through ~mrshall Aid and large loana in Europe 

severa! power stations have been constructed, one of which supplies 

power to a synthetic fertilizer factory extracting nitrogen from the 

air. The production has been enough to cover domestic needs and has 

even entered into the export. Iceland 1 s continued industrial growth 

hinges a great deal on continued development of hydroelectric potential, 

of "'hich laso than 2 per cent is utilized at present. 

In looking for other sources of foreign revenue, one of the beat 

possibilities seems to be the development of tourism. It is difficult 

to get an accurate idea of just how much money is gained by Iceland 

each year in this way, but it is likely to be in the neighborhood of 

bet,.,een one-half and three-quarters of a million dollars annually. 

Iceland has a severe shortage of hotel space and suitable accommodations 

are even more difficult to find outside of Reykjavik. The variety of 

natural wonders on the island and the superb fresh-water fishing will be 

lB. Jornsson, "Iceland, a Geog., Pol., and Econ. Survey", p. 995. 
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the base upon which any expansion occurs. There are several bus and 

tour companies operating around the island, 1~t lack of accommodation 

has seriously hampered tourist develo~ment. 

Spending by foreign military personnel on the island is an important 

factor about which no accurate figures are available. Receipts of 

ruilitary expenditures on construction etc., are so important that without 

them there would have to be either a reduction in the standard of living 

or a tremendous expansion in er~ort or other sources of revenue. 

Although the increase in experts would be more favorable in the form 

of development of new export industries, it seems that any significant 

increase in exporta will necessarily de~end on the fishing industl~· 

It should be feasible for Iceland to increase her fish catch to the 

extent necessary to permit an adequate expansion of experts. Size of 

the catch in Icelandic waters has been increasing in recent years, as 

has the use cf neighboring waters off Greenland and also as far as 

Newfoundland. This increase in fish catch will require investment effort 

and would be negated to sorne extent should the inflation continue its 

present trend. 

The main problem will be in the marketing of fish abroad, since 

Iceland will have difficul ty in meeting w orld competitive priees because 

of high wages and priees at home. 

Marketing Problems 

'l'he rising inflation in recent years u:p to the present bas seen 

several characteristic trends. First, the growth of the ecouomy has 

been varJ rapid ever since the beginning of the war. Second, demand 
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at home has usually exceeded the expansion of production and that lms 

resulted in serious inflation and large foreign deficits. And, third, 

Iceland 1 s trade has been increasingly with countries with whom she has 

bi-lateral trade agreements, and this has prevented her from choosing 

the best of the available choices of importa (Table 11). The extent 

of the growth of the economy may be seen from the fact that the real 

gross national product per head of population has more than doubled 

2 
since l9J8. 

In the early postwar period, with shortage of meat and low fish 

production in most coun tries, demand for Icelandic fish was great. 

Experts of fresh fish on ice to the United Kingdom were held at a high 

level, salted fish experts to Mediterranean and Latin American countries 

were resumed and sales of frozen fish became an important item. Exporta 

of herring products fell because of poor catches. The frozen fish 

was to ag reat e:x:tent sold under bulk-buying arrangements wi th Western 

European countries, mainly the United Kingdom and West Germany. A 

market for this -product was developed in the United States; Czechoslo-

vakia imported soma and, in 1946 and 1947, USSR bought important amounts 

but discontinued in 1948. With the growth and change in nature of 

product the Icelandic freezing industr.y was greatly expanded with the 

number of freezing plants rising from 21 in 19.38 to 8.3 in 195.3, when 

the capacity of the industry was more than six times that of prewar. 

~conomic Conditions in Denmark, Iceland, Norway, and Sweden, OEEC, 
1957. p. 21. 
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When the meat shortage started to ease and ether countries rebuilt 

their fishine fleets, the marketing problems became more difficult. 

The l~er priees for fish and the landing ban in the United Kingdom 

imposed in 1952 greatly increased the difficulties. This was offset 

largely by salas cf other tyFes of fish, mainly salted and dried. It 

remains though that the total volume of experts to Western Europe has 

increased but little since 1951, while the Communist bloc countries, who 

are prepared to pay priees for lcelandic fish which are higher than the 

world level, have taken an increasing share of lcelandic experts and 

3 likewise have suppl ied a growing proportion of the importa. Selling 

to these markets involves a minimum of marketing and distribution problems, 

as well as a standard of product quality and uniformity which is not as 

high as required in markets elsewhere. One factor which is not in 

Iceland 1 s favor is the slow rise of fish consumption in Western Europe, 

especially the acceptability of a product (frozen fiah) which has become 

Iceland's leading export. Frozen fish came into disrepute in these 

countries during and immediately after the war because of lack of dis-

tributive facilities, and sorne prejudice ag.ainst this product may still 

remain although surveys have shown that consumera in Western Europe 

would like a product in a more reaay-to-eat form. 4 Fish consumption 

has been rising very slowly, but it has only been roughly in proportion 

to the population growth, and less than production. lt seems inevitable 

3nrceland and its Allies -Part II, The ~~rket for Fish", Manchester 
Guardian Weekly, August 9, 1956, p. ?. 
4Fish ~~rketing in Western Europe since 19~0, Paris: European Productivity 
Agency of the Organisation for European Economie Co-operation, 1957, 
p. 55. 



that, as a matter of economie necessity, the fresh fish trade will 

gradually give way to deep frozen products in Europe and that consump

tion may respond to a wider range of easily prepared fish products. 

This seems almost inevitable because of the seasonal fluctuations and 

variabili ty of catch, a.s well as the perisb.a.bility of the raw material. 

In this respect Iceland may well be at an advantage in that a larger 

proportion of her catch is processed into a frozen product than in other 

competing nations. 

The main obstacles to increasing Icelandic frozen fish exporta in 

Western Europe are a lack of a distribution ~stem and knowledge of the 

product. Although there should be a largo potential market for this 

product, if Iceland 1 s priees were not too high, a pre-requisite in most 

European countries will be the development of modern distribution systems 

for frozen food. It will take timo for adequate wholesale and retail 

storage facilities to be developed, and this will require large capital 

outlays. Iceland can truce only limited effort to this end as her means 

are small, but a good publicity campaign is entirely feasible. Since 

she has the product, she should take the initiative in convincing 

various co~~tries of the possibilities of frozen food distributive 

systems, which will undoubtedly be built up eventually. 

Witl:l the lifting of the landing ban in the United Kingd.om (November 

1956), there is once aga.in a good possibility to increase the exports 

of frash fish. Even though an agreement has been made allowing sales 

up to a maximum of 450,000 pounds each quarter, experts of fish on ice 

have uot resumed on anything like the former scala (Fig. 25). There 



is also a growing consumption of frozen fis~ by the United Kingdom, 

from 11,000 tons in 1953 to JJ,OOO tons in 1956, but very little of 

this has been supplied by Iceland.5 The possibility of increasing 

this tJ~e of export would be much in Iceland 1 s favor, since it is a 

more valuable product than fresh fish on ice. 
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West Germany is the second largest fish consumer in Western Europe. 

About 19 per cent of the domestic consumption j_g met by importe and of 

that amount imported only 15-18 per cent is whitefish, since the domestic 

fishing fleet is normally ~ble to satisfy demand for most of the year 

6 
(Fig. 27). There is a 10 percent duty on whitefish except in the 

autumn months, and the same amount of duty on salted herring with frssh 

and frozen herring being duty free.? Importa of herring are mainly 

from the Scand.inavian countries and Rolland, while imports from Iceland 

are negligible. There is, therefore, great possibility for lceland 

to expand her experts in this scope. German importa of white fish seem 

to be growing steadily, with Iceland contributing 40-50 percent of this 

type. Most of the Icelandic erport is fresh fish on ice shipped during 

the autumn montha. 

Although the German market for frozen fish is expanding, transport, 

storage, and distribution facilities for frozen foods are still inade-

~uate. Domestic production of frozen fish was 2,500 tons in 1951, 

8 
7,000 tons in 1954, and 15,000 tons in 1955, much of which was exported. 

5Fish Marketing in CEEC Countries, p. Jl. 

6
Economic Conditions in Denmark, Iceland, Norway, and Sweden, p. Jl. 

?Ibid., p. Jl. 

8Ibid., p. JZ. 
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It is reasonable to assume that Germany will be among the first of 

E1~opean countries to improve her distributive eystem and will be an 

important consumer of frozen fish. 

France has greatest demand for shell fish, canned goods, and 

smoked herring, but Iceland 1 s exporta to France are mostly of frozen 

fish as She does not produce these other types of goods in anything but 

insignificant quantities. French orders for frozen fish are usually of 

extremely small quantity which can be supplied by greater advantage by 

Germany and:the United Kingdom by overland transportation in refrigerated 

'1 9 ra~ way cars. 

Italy importa mostly salted cod, fresh and frozen fish,, and canned 

herring--with smaller quantities of dried fish. Iceland is the largest 

single supplier of salted cod, accouuting in recent years for 1/4 - 1/J 

of the importa. Norway supplies most of the stockfish, but Iceland has 

entered into this market since 1954. Both Portuguese importa of wet 

salted cod and Swedish importe of salted and spiced herring from Iceland 

have been very significant and there does not seem to be too much room 

for expansion at least with the uncertainty of the herring catch from 

year to year. 

In the United States fish consumption seems to have been falling in 

recent years. There has been a change towards the preference for quick 

frozen fillettad fish, with Iceland supplying 1/J of the importa of 

9FAO Yearbook of Fishery Statistics, Rome: Food and Agriculture Organi
sation of the United Nations, Vol. 7, 1956-57. 
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fresh and frozen ground fish fil1ets in 1954. Two years later, however, 

this amount fell to 1/5 of the total or $5 million worth. The tariff 

quota for 1957 was up to 9.J million pounds at a tariff of 1 7/8f per 

10 
pound and above that 2 l/2f per pound. It does not seem that Ice1andic 

iNports are impeded too much by the tariff quota, and there is scope for 

an increase in Ice1andic sales. 

The inception of Ice1andic trade with certain tropical areas is 

quite new, especia1ly export of stockfish to Nigeria. There seems to be 

a possibility of marketing dried herring in the tropics which would be 

similar to dried bonga which is popular in the Guineas and the Congo. 

The processlng of such a dried and smoked product and production costs 

involved have still to be satisfactorily clarifièd and need further 

investi~tion. Acceptability tests must be carried out, since the 

product will not have the same taste and flavor as local products to 

which the ~arket is accustomed. Dried fish in the form of fish mealu 

seems to be the most acceptable commodity. In these countries dried 

fish is usually eut up into small pieces and po\,rdered before being 

i ncorp orated into cereal dishes, so that fish in the form of flour 

would not be difficult to use in the traditional dishes.
11 

One of the main problems in marketing cured fish products in 

tro~ical areas will be to find a sufficiently cheap and efficient packing 

material. Temperature, humidity, and insects have to be considered. 

1011President Decides against Increase in Tariff on Groundfish Filleta", 
Department of State Bulletin, Vol. 36, No. 916, 1957, p. 56. 
11c. L. Cuttbg, "Fisheries Products for Tropical Cor4sumption 11 , FAO 
Fisheries Bulletin, Vol. 10, No. J, 1957, pp. llJ-128. 
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Dried fish products may possibly ':le protected against the h.armful 

affects of humidity and oxidation by packing in polythene containers, 

but these wrappers do not usue.lly prevent the penetration of insects. 

Of fundaments.l difficul ty in marketing in some of the tro_pical 

areas is the low purchasing power as compared with other areas in the 

world. This is further accentuated by great distances involved and the 

lack of any vital cargo for the return voyage to Iceland. Because of 

technical aid and work done in many of the underdeveloped countries 

which are underfished at present, it is inevitable that Iceland, among 

other major exportera, will find increasing resistance in world markets, 

especially in the cheaper forms of fish. 

The stahility of the Iceland fishery continues to depend heavily 

on export markets, and the regu.larity of the catch. The government has 

done much to promote the former and keep in close touch with the present 

and potential market re~uirements abroad. On this basis the government 

and industry are making continuai efforts to adjust and diversify their 

products to meat all foreseeable changes in demand (Tables 15, 16, and 

17). However, any major and substantial recession in the export markets 

for fish meals and frozen and cured products would he.ve very serious 

consequences, which, coupled with Iceland 1s high coat of production 

might well put her in a very vulnerable position in an industry which 

is her life-blood. 

Territorial Fishing Limite 

The development of fisheries biology since World War II has been 

very remarkable. From the beginning of the present century many nations 



bave been gathering facts about fish of economie importance an.d the 

nature of the waters in which they live. Certain important biological 

phenomena were recognized, particularly that the fluctuations that 

appeared in the catches were in large part due to variations in the 

real abundance of stocks of fish. It had not been fully established 

before World War II, however, that the abundance of a stock of fish 

could be affected by the nature of fishing operations carried out on 

i t. Even though North S ea stocks increased during the First World War, 

i t was only upon a, repetition of this experience during tha Second World 

War, which coincided with successful development of parts of the theor.y 

of fishing, that brought definite proof of the affects of human activi

ties influencing the natural stocks of fish. The spread of conviction 

resulting from this proof bas bad two important consequences: (1) govern

ments are now persuaded to have better information on resources access

ible to the ir fishing fleets and ( 2) i t is accepted that there must be 

positive international collaboration in both the investigation of 

resources and the implementation of controls of fishing activities. 

The problems involved in the study of overfishi~g and its prevention 

are complex. One important consideration is that the aims of fisheries 

regulation as well as commercial fishing itself is to attain a maximum 

sustained output. This, : however, is not the same as maximum stock 

maintenance, for fishing depletes the stock below their natural maximum; 

but at the same time it decreases the ratio of older, larger, and slower 

growing fish (which are more wasteful of food) in favor of a younger 

stock which, although ~11er, are growing more quickly and turning more 
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of their food into flash. In a well-fished area the total yearly 

production of fish will be greater than if the stock is older, as in 

an area of little fishing. This is true, of course, up to a certain 

limit after which the stock will become so thin and. made up of small 

fish that fishing is no longer commercially feasible. It is true under 

these circumstances of overfishing tr~t an increase of fishing effort 

will not only result in decreased catch par unit of effort but in 

decreased yearly total production as wall. Fisheries regulation, there

fore, should work toward the ideal of high production per unit of effort, 

high yearly catch, replenishment by fresh growth, and maintenance of the 

stock at its highest possible limit. As can be seen this is not only 

a long-range biological necessity but it decides the commercial feasibility 

of any fishery by allowing for a stock maintenance whose yield per unit 

of effort is such that it will or will not be able to compete on the 

world market. If longer hours and more days are required to catch a 

certain amount of fish, the immediate factor is cost of operation, but 

eventually overfiehing will lead to a decreased yearly total catch 

irrespective of the total hours expended. 

After a rough balance has been set up between intensity of fishing 

activity on the one band, and the natural productivity of the stocks 

of fish on the other, it is often at a leval unfavorable to ruan and many 

fishing industries have been forced to operate at an undesirably low 

level. 

The basic problem is to ~in an understanding of the mechanism 

which enables a fishery to reach a steady state and of the factors con

trituting to it, especially those factors which are potentially within 



man's power to control, i.e., the amount and kind of fishing activity. 

The final objective is to determine the balance which is most advantageous 

to man 1 and to define the regulative measures whieh are required to 

aehieve i t. 

It is elear that attempting to obtain the greatest possible yield 

is not desirable sinee this would require an intensity of operations 

whose cost would be prohibitive. If the intensity of fishing is too 

small the yield would be comparatively little in proportion to the 

expanse involved. 

Eeverton offers a method which incorporates what might theoretically 

happen at various stages of intensity of fishing: 

It is necessary to convert the scales of yield and fishing 
intensity into the economie equivalents of the total 
value of the animal yield and the total running costs 
of genera ting any given fishin.g intensi ty. This is 
perhaps the central problem of fishery economies and 
it is not a simple one ••• the value of the yield 
will inerease eontinuously as its weight increases 1 

and running costs will similarly increase as the 
fishing intensity increases. 

The annual profit to the industry at any given fish
ing intensity can be assessed as the difference 
between the total value of the yield and the total 
running costs at that intensity ••• This will always 
reach a maximum at a certain level or fishing intensity, 
and become zero where th~ running costa are equal to 
the value of the catch.1 

Eeverton points out that the study of the biological properties 

of a fish population can lead only as far as the yield curve per effort 

or time in that fisher,y. The point on the yield eurve at which it is 

12R. J. H. Eeverton, "Soma Observations on the Principle of Fishery 
Regulation", Journal du Conseil, Cons. Perm. Internat. Explor. Mer, 
Vol. 19, No. 1, 1953. PP• 65-66. 
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best for the fishery to operate--the optimum fishing intensity--does 

not correspond to a maximum yield nor is it determined by any particular 

biological criterion, but must be~cided purely with reference to 

economie factors and administrative policy. 

Huntsman writes that an increase or decrease in yield should not 

always necessarily lead to obvious conclusions of too much or too little 

fishing. He cautions to analyse the situation by attempting to separate 

the various possible affects of different factors. He stresses in 

particular that the natural fluctuations in the abundance of fish, which 

have been definitely demonstrated, should be clearly distinguished from 

any affects of fishing. He claims "the saving of small fish and the 

protection of spawning fish may not have substantial basis".lJ 

It is universally agreed that one of the most critical of the new 

problems concerns maintaining maximum productivi ty of stocks of fish 

around various coasts in the face of the threat im~osed by the modern 

and far-ranging fishing fleets of many nations. These fisheries, of 

which Iceland is a good example, have been built up and maintained et 

a high productive level only as a result of much money and effort axpended 

and by the imposition of controls upon fi sherman. '~'l'he problem now 

facing governments throughout the world is how to reconcile the legiti-

mate interests of the coastal state in desiring to maintain the productivity 

of fishery resources off its coast with the established right of all 

states to fish freely upon the higb. seas. n14 

13
A. G. Huntaman, "Fishery Management and Research 11 , Journal du Conseil, 

Cons. Perm. Internat. Er_plor. Her, Vol. 19, No. 1, 19.5J, p • .5J. 
14nu.s. Position on Conservation of Fisheries Resources", Department of 
State Bulletin, Vol. J2, No. 826, 19.5.5, p. 697. 
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The present problems in Ieeland, therefore, are twofold: to 

determine in biologie-economie terms whether the stocks of fish in the 

surrounding waters, upon which the country is vitally dependent, are 

being subjeeted to overfishing; and, if this is so, exaetly what justi-

fiable procedures should be taken in order to protect and improve this 

resouree. In 1952 and again in 1958 Iceland, claiming that the stocks 

of fish in the waters i~uediately surrounding her eoasts bad been sub-

jected to overfishing and the eeonomw of the country seriously threatened, 

extended the fishing limita of her waters. This writer is not prepared 

to attempt to analyze the biologie evidence of auch a claim or to 

decide whether or not Iceland 1 s actions were justified in both cases. 

It will be sufficient in this concluding chapter of Iceland 1 s problems 

to discuss soma of the evidence which Iceland has cited in this problem 

of conservation, and also sorne of the friction which has grown out of 

both extensions of her territorial waters, which have been unilateral 

actions. 

E. s. Russell was one of the first scientiste to outline a suitable 

definition of overfishing, and to show seme of the resulta of the 

increased intensity of fishing with larger-sized vessels of greater 

15 efficiency and modern innovations of gear. He based sorne of his 

conclusions upon observations of the Icelandic fishery. In the cases of 

the haddock and plaice he believed there was considerable evidence of 

1.5:E. s. Russell, "The Overfiahing Problem11 , Series of four lectures 
delivered at School of Hygiene, Johns Hopkins University, Cambridge 
University Press, 1942. 
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a dimunition of stocks, especially as these were seen to rise consider

ably during the slack fishing years of the First World War and fall off 

again after the increase of fishing intensity following the war. As for 

the cod, Russell cites here the increasing exploitation of a very 

abundant stock with increasingly high yields; the stock seemed to be 

getting more dense in spite of the rising intensity of fishing activity. 

Actually it is known from other evidence that the cod stocks, in the 

northern waters gener.ally, have greatly increased during this period, 

owing to large-scale hydrographical changes, which have resulted in the 

warming of these waters. Russell, then, in the 19JO's dealt with three 

fish in Icelandic waters haddock, plaice and cod and found definite 

signs of overfishing in the first two but with little evidence for this 

in the case of the cod. 

The present problem, because of the climatic changes which have been 

observed particularly since the mid-1920 1s, is to attempt to determine 

just what the influence of these changes on the fluctuations of certain 

very important fish stocks has been, as distinguished from any effect 

of the increased intensity of fishing in the area. 

When considered historically, protection of fish stocks in Icelandic 

waters was paradoxically ~uite ade~uate; the fishing methode were ~uite 

primitive, the stocks of fish high, but protection was greatar in the 

past than it has been in the last few decades. Although the fishing 

methods became more advanced and the stocks of fish were being more 

seriously threatened, the fishing limita were reduced concomitantly. 

Briefly this paradox may be traced as follows: 
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(1) From 1631 to 1662, foreign nationamwere prohibited from 

fishing in Icelandic waters to a distance of 24 miles from the coast, 

end this shut off all baya to fishing also. During the period of 200 

years from 1662 this distance of 24 miles was reduced tc 16 miles, but 

there was no real danger of overfishing during this time, the main con

sideration being that the island 1 s economy s~ould be respected by other 

nations. In 1859 the limits were reduced to caver the bays plus four 

miles from straight base lines. 

(2) Drastic reduction was made in 1901 with Denmark and the United 

Kingdom concludine a Convention which adopted the traditional British 

views as the basis for the fishing limits around Iceland. 

As a resuJt of this Convention subjects of Denmark would enjoy the 

exclusive right of fishing within the dist~nce of J miles from low 

water mark. In baya the three-mile limit was drawn across the mouth 

where the breadth e~ualled 10 nautical miles. Thus many of the larger 

bays and fjords were opened up for fishing, as the map of the old 

territorial limit in Figure 28 makes clear. 

At the time these provisions were enacted, the more advanced fishing 

techni~ues of present day were just coming in and no one could foresee 

the conse~uences and ultimate threat to the fish stocks that these would 

represent. It was noticed that the fish stocks increased during the 

lull of fishing in the First World War, after which, when many nations 

were building trawlers to be used specifically in Icelandic waters, a 

gradual decline of stocks was noticed. Various laws were enacted from 

time tc time concerning fishing around Iceland. Under Act No. 5, 1920 
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fishing by means of trawl is prohibited with the penalty of a high fine 

and forfaiture of catch and gear. Act No. 45, 1937 forbids tho use of 

seines in territorial waters from December 1 to June 1. These laws 

referred to activities of Danes a,nd Icelanders, as all other nations were 

prohibited from operating within the three-mile limit. During the 

Second World War cessation of foreign activity around the island took 

place, and the fish stocks showed an increase. With the rapid recon

struction of foreign and Icelandic fleets !!Jpurred on by the postwar food 

shortage, a noticeable decrease in the stocks of sorne of the more 

valuable (although not the most important) fish like haddock, plaice, 

and halibut were observed. 

The Icelandic Government bad made earlier attempts at conservation 

upon cognizance of the problem, having participated in Conventions in 

194J, 1946, and 1949 on the Regulation of Meshes of Fishing Nets and 

Size Limits of Fish. Iceland also played an active role in the work of 

the International Council for the Exploration of the Sea which resulted 

in 1946 in the recommandation by the Council concerning the closure of 

Faxafloi, one of the most important nursery grounds for young fish in 

Iceland, if not the world. Iceland attempted to implement the Council 1s 

recommandations by convenin~ a meeting of all the interested States, but 

this was reluctantly canceled when full participation by important 

fishing nations was found to be lacking. Although the problem was 

recognized internationally, very little was done which v1as adeq_uate. 

Iceland, therefore, took matters into her own hands by first passing 

a law in 1948 authorizing the Ministry of Fisheries, upon consultation 
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\-rith the Fisheries Society and the Fisheries Research Institute, to 

issue the necessary conservation measures, within the 1imits of the 

continental shelf of Iceland. Next, in 1949, the Convention of 1901 

was denounced and in 1950 regulations concerning the Conservation of 

Fisheries off the northern coast of Iceland were issued. In these 

regulations, all trawling and seine netting was prohibited to Icelandic, 

as wall as foreign nationals in all bays of the north coast in addition 

to within four miles from str.aight base lines drawn across the baya. 

These provisions did not affect British traw1ers until the expiry of 

the 1901 Convention which, by agreement, had to be two years after the 

a~~ounced (1949) intention. 

When the Convention expired in 1951, it was further considered 

that additional steps should be trucen. The Anglo-Norwegian Fisheries 

case was then pending at the Hague and it was decided best to wait until 

the decision of this court; when the 1901 Convention expired, British 

vessels ware still exempted from the 1950 Reg~ations until opportunity 

was ta~en to discuss the whole problem in the light of the Hague judgment. 

Easically, the Hague decision in the Anglo-Norwegian case had to do with 

Norway 1 s right to close off her fjords for fishing and to choose certain 

base points in so doing. Norway was upheld but in the majority commenta 

on the case (p. 20 par. 5) it was stated: "The delineation of sea 

areas has always an international aspect; it cannot be dependent merely 

upon the will of the coastal state as expressed in municipal law."
16 

16
'1v-. c. Herrington, "U.S. Policy on Fisheries and Territorial Waters 11 , 

Department of State Bulletin, Vol. 26, No. 679, 1952, p. 1021. 
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After study of the Hague decision, the Government of Iceland 

reached the conclusion that it was entitled to the same system as Norway 

and decided to extend its 1950 north coast Regulations to the entire 

coast. These regulations, issued on ~~.rch 19, 1952 and taking effect on 

~~y 15, 1952, prohibited all trawling and Danish seine netting off the 

Icelandic coasts inside a line drawn four nautical miles from the outer

most points of the coasts, islands, rocks and across the opening of z 

al1 bays (Fig. 29). 

The primary purpose of the Regulations, of course, was the protec

tion of the nursery grounds in the sha11ow waters of sorne of the bays 

near shore. Repeated scientific investigations have shown that the 

bays and~·other she1 tered areas, as valuable nursery grounds, really 

provide the basis for large scala offshore fisheries by maintaining 

the productive yield for the fisheries of a larger number of fish ~-rith 

improved quality. These factors formed the basis for the 1952 Regula

tions by prohibiting foreign as well as Icelandic vessels in exclusive 

interests of conservation. There was strong opposition to this Icelarrdic 

action andwith numerous exchanges of diplomatie notes with the United 

Kingdom especially, but also with France, Belgium, and the Netherlands. 

f.!ost of the questions raised were concerned \'! i th Iceland 1 s right 

according to International Law, which seems to be a rather nebulous 

thing at best, difficult not only to interpret but to enforce. Many 

cases have no precedence (it was thought hy many at the time that the 

Anglo-Non'l'egian case had no basis of precedence for the subsequent Ice

landic action which rested on the decision). and many different widths 
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of territorial waters are considered the best and according to "Inter-

national La.w 11 or custom in va.rious parts of the world. 

The apparent decline of fish stocks since the end of the Second 

World War has been mentioned, and after the inception of the new limita 

there seemed to be an increase in fish stocks as indicated by yield par 

unit of effort. In 19.52 the total British catch in Icelandic waters 

increased by 67 per cent over the 1952 total, and the catch of cod was 

85 percent greater in 1953.17 

As a protest against the 1952 Regulations, however, the British 

trawler owners in 1952 imposed a landing ban on Icelandic tra.wler~ in 

British ports reg.ardless of the fact that the Icelandic vessels were 

eq~~lly excluded from the same areas as British. It seemed to be the 

opinion in Iceland that, from all indications, the British trawler owners 

were not protesting the new fishe~J limita but taking it as an oppor

tunity to eliminate sorne competition when a fish surplus was beginning 

to be shawn in Europe. This ban · continued until November 1956, during 

which ti:ne Iceland' s type of product and eventual market underwent con-

siderable change. 

The effort to have Iceland rescind the new limit was unsuccessful. 

Most of the opposition was concerning certain base points used, as well 

as the overall right to unilaters.l action. The move, on the whole, seems 

an honest attempt at alleviating the depletion of fish stocks, and if it 

1711The Icelandic Efforts for Fisheries Conservation, p. 19. 
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met with soma opposition, it was little in comparison with the events 

leading up to and following a newer limit of September 1958 when Iceland 

extended to 12 miles the limit of marine fisheries around her coasts. 

Iceland noticed marked improvement after the 1952 limit was enforced. 

In June of 1958, however, new regulations were issued extending the 

limit to 12 miles in order to "ensure necessary conservation and safe

guard vital fishing interests 11 , and these became effective on September l, 

1958 (Fig. JO). It seems tha.t the purpose of these new limita was more 

to 11 safeguard vital fishing interests" than a:ny consideration of conserva

tion. Concrete evidence of overfishing was not offered, and Icelandic 

fishermen, who catch more than any other country were not completely 

barred from fishing within the 12-mile limit as were the vessels of 

other nationalities. The new limita can be seen fro~ Figure JO which. 

in comparison with Figure Jl, shows exact1y how much of the prime fishing 

banks were eut off by the new regulations. 

The Icelandic trawlers were not given freedom within the 12-mile 

limit. They were subject to the 1952 Regulations which forbade fishing 

within the 4-mile line, and also were not permitted to fish in ether 

areas of the coast during certain seasons. This was an attempt at con

servation, and also at protecting the motorboat fleet, which is entirely 

dependent on the fisheries in the coastal areas. As shown by Figure lJ, 

total catch of fish around Iceland by ether nations is approximately 

equal to the Icelandic catch. Exclusion of these nations could be 

biologically significant. 
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By the new regulations, which Iceland enacted on a unilateral 

basis, it seems tha.t the rights of other nations established by historical 

tradition had been ignored. Furthermore, Iceland chose not to attempt 

to place the problem before the nations concerned, with whom an amicable 

agreement could possibly have been reached. 

It seems generally recognized that the existing law on the subject, 

including existing international agreements, provides no ade~uate pro-

tection of marine fauna a~inst extermination, and that the resulting 

condition constitutes a danger to the food supply of the world. A 

statement in a report by the International Law Commission after four 

years of study on the present situation of territorial water disputes 

says in part: 

••• also insofar as it (present position) randers 
the coastal state or the States directly interested 
helpless ~inst wasteful and predatory exploitation 
of fisheries by foreign nationale, it is productive 
of friction and constitutes an inducement to States 
to take unilateral action, which at pr~sent is 
probably illegal, of self-protection.lB 

That it is productive of friction is wall borne out by recent clashes 

between Icel andic and British fishermen off Iceland. One of the beat 

solutions to not only the Icelandic problem but also that in other 

areas might, as Arthur H. Dean wrote, be 11 ••• that the limits of the 

territorial sea be extended to 6 miles and thA t recognition be given to 

the right of coastal states to regulate fishing for another 6 miles, 

18Department of State Bulletin, Vol. J2, No. 811, 1955, p. 65. 
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subject to certain historical fishing rights. ••19 14:eans must be found, 

within the framework of international law, to insure the continued 

effective operation of these conservation problems. At the same time 

the inadequacy of present scientific knowledge regarding many aspects 

of the problem of conservation bas aroused a renewal of interest in 

promoting further scientific investigations. Iceland, as shown by 

Table 14, is the major participant in the fishing around her coasts 

and must, therefore, continue her leadership in these investigations. 

The possibili ty exista tha t poli tical motives lay behind recent 

Icelandic actions, but this is difficult to discern. Government policy, 

of course, should be of interest to the geographer as a determinant 

of various trends and cannet be overlooked if an observer wishes to 

consider all factors in a given problem. Present day socio-economic 

characteristics, however, have their roots in the past, and Iceland 1 s 

entire course of development can be seen to have been the result of 

various delimiting geographie factors which, if their direct influence 

be questioned, have at least conditioned the progressive paths of 

development which the country might take. 

The history and present-day character of the Icelandic fishing 

indus try has been cons ide red as wall as a few of the more obvious 

problerns facing the country today. Iceland can well be considered 

a one-crop country fallen on hard times. · The signs, at least, have 

been observed: a mounting inflation, perilously rising annual trade 

l9A. H. Dean, ttFreedom of the Seas", Foreign Affaira, Vol. J7 1 No. 1, 
19.58, P• 89. 
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Table 14 

A VEB.AG:;;: YIEL:OO OF ALL SPECIES FROM ICELANDIC WATERS 

1952-19.56 * 

A vera.ge Annua.l Population Annual Yie1d Per 
Country Yie1d (Tons) (MU1ions) Capita in kg, 

Belgium 21,926 8,8 2 • .5 

Denma.rk 14.5 4.4 1ess than )0 gms. 

En gland 19.5.902 44.6 4.4 

Finland 512 4.2 0,1 

Ge many 18.5,474 )2.0 J,6 

Holland 142 10,8 lesa than .50 gms. 

Iceland 4JO, .517 0.16 2691.1 

Norway 22,27.5 J.4 6.6 

Scot land .5.3.52 5.2 1.0 

Sweden J,74J 7·3 o • .s 

* The Icelandic Fishery ~uestion, 1958, p. 7• 
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deficit, dwindling dollar ea.rnings, a ne\·1 taste for comfortable living 

which is anything but supported by the gross national product; the one 

product upon which it depends is of a highly fluctuating nature and is 

competing in a very changeable market. Iceland should continue to 

strive for more diversity of earning possibilities, i mp rove the uniformity, 

quality, and value of her fisheries products, and attempt to utilize 

the limited resaurces at her disposal ta the utmost. 

While the physical advantages vary somewhat from place to place, 

the island as a whale, with the possible exception of the southern 

coast, benefits from an unusually favorable set of natural conditions 

for f ishing. Among the se are sufficiently deep f jards and protected 

ancharages, proximity to a series of banks covered by shallow water, 

and the island 1 s location at the mixing region of cold arctic water 

and warm, more saline Atlantic water. 

With a population of 166,831 in 1957 when 4,36,.).57 tons of fish were 

landed (2.6 tons per inhabitant), 220,309 tons of fish were exported in 

various forms giving Iceland the highest production rate of any indepen

dant country in the world. But fishing is the country 1 s only crutch, 

one weakened by the innate variability and fluctuation as a biological 

resource, and by man in his attempt to fill the warld's larger. Upon a 

return to 11norma.lcy 11 the mil i tary sources of in come will be eut off . 

Iceland will have done well t o find the means whereby her mounting 

inflation is slowed down, her industry and export trade diversified, 
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and her one big resource, the fish which swim her coe.sts, managed in 

a sensible ruanner insuring the country' s well-being and apprecia ting 

the rights of other nations who also live by fishing--e..lbeit not by 

fishing alone. 
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