
GLACIER MONITORING: ICELAND
Glacier monitoring in Iceland is well-coordinated. There are a couple of well-investigated 
glaciers, that allow for detailed process studies. Several glaciers are situated on top of 
active volcanoes.

Available series

Front variation observations in Iceland reach back to 1705 and show a relative constant 
number over the 20th century. Mass balance measurements started in the 1930s, but 
long-term series are not available until the 1980s. Nowadays there are about 20 glaciers 
with long-term mass balance programmes. Geodetic mass balance data are available 
from 1900 on, but cover only a few glaciers. Glaciers are fully covered in the GLIMS 
inventory.
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Present state Future potential/needs
Nationally well-coordinated glacier monitoring 
by a few research groups

Several glaciers with long-term mass balance 
programmes based on both glaciological and 
geodetic methods, partly including energy 
balance and flow velocity studies.

About nine glaciers with continuous mass 
balance data covering up to 20 years.

Good spatial distribution of long-term front 
variation series. Few geodetic change 
assessment available.

Partial coverage in WGI, full coverage in GLIMS 
(inventory from about 2000).

Continue national monitoring activities, 
possibly with a national website and data 
access

Promotion of one or a few benchmark glaciers 
for long-term and detailed measurement 
programmes for process understanding and 
model calibration.

Continue long-term mass measurement 
programmes.

Continue long-term front variation series and 
encourage geodetic volume change 
assessment.

Digitize and make available earlier inventories 
and plan next repeat inventory towards 2020.

Spatial distribution of series 

About 11% of Iceland's area is covered by 
glaciers and ice caps. Most of the glaciers are 
concentrated around the Vatnajökull ice cap.

The inventories cover all the ice bodies. Both 
long-term front variation and mass balance 
observations show a good spatial distribution. 
For several glaciers detailed process studies 
are available.

Key statistics
total glaciated area:      11'060 
km2 total coverage WGI: 98 %
total coverage GLIMS:   100 % 

Number of series:  73 
Average length [years]:  59 
Average number of observations:   41 
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