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Skálanes Nature and Heritage Centre, a remote scientific research station located on a 
peninsula on the East Coast of Iceland, is situated in a 1250-hectare nature reserve, 
surrounded by rocky cliffs and steep mountains covered in rushing waterfalls. The reserve 
sits at the mouth of a vast fjord, which stretches out endlessly to what feels like the edge of 
the world, and its deep blue and green tones are highlighted by the endless purple fields of 
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Alaskan lupine. Its secluded location, completely isolated from the noise pollution of our 
home city of Glasgow, would make it almost completely silent; if not for the constant 
sounds, screeches, cries and wing beats of the 47 bird species supported by this habitat. 
Under the continuous daylight and midnight sun of Icelandic summer , this beautiful and 
practically pristine environment is what we were lucky enough to experience every day as 
part of the University of Glasgow Iceland Expedition 2021.  
 
Under the banner of our university’s Exploration Society, we lived and worked at Skálanes 
for 6 weeks throughout June – July 2021. Our self-organised team is made up of 6 
undergraduate students of different disciplines: Avery, Lotta and Abi from Zoology; Clara 
from Genetics; Bethan from Physics; and myself (Emma) from Environmental Science. 
Despite coming from different fields of study, we were united by our interest in the 
outdoors, and in exploring and studying sub-arctic environments and the species within 
them. These species are fragile and highly vulnerable to environmental changes, and we 
designed our own research projects that focussed on monitoring the health of the local 
populations.  
 
Our expedition had been in the making from October 2019 and, like many others, we made 
the decision to postpone our trip during the COVID-19 pandemic. Although obviously being 
disappointed, this gave us time to fine-tune the methodology of our research, including the 
creation of a new project by our team leaders Avery and Clara. It also gave us time to 
prepare for the logistics of travelling abroad during the ongoing pandemic, and ensure we 
were prepared for every possible eventuality we could think of.  
 
We flew out to Iceland on the 1st of June and firstly spent a week in Reykjavík to quarantine 
for 5 days before presenting a negative COVID test. I had already been fully vaccinated in 
the UK, and so I felt slightly guilty that I was able to get out and about to explore the city, 
but had the full support (and envy!) of my team as I sent them countless photos and videos 
of the world outside our Airbnb. After their quarantine was finished, we were able to all go 
out together and visit different historical and cultural attractions around the city. This gave 
us our first real sense of how Iceland is a country that is deeply connected to, and proud of, 
its heritage and landscape, and made us even more determined to contribute to this in our 
own way through our ecological research.  
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Before heading out to the research base we were also fortunate enough to be able to take a 
road trip from Reykjavík to the Reykjanes Peninsula in the south West on Iceland, to visit the 
Fagradalsfjall volcano. The wider volcanic system of Fagradalsfjall had been dormant for 
around 800 years and began erupting on the 19th March 2021, and was still going strong on 
our visit on the 7th of June. We drove from the city through the unbelievable Icelandic 
landscape before hiking up a steep mountainside, passing steaming hot lava fields and rivers. 
After about an hour and a half we reached the viewing point, which has since been completely 
engulfed by lava, and settled in to watch the show of our lives. The volcano was erupting 
every 10 minutes in a fiery explosion of gushing lava and flying ash, with each seeming more 
ferocious than the last. We could hardly believe what we were seeing as we took in one of 
the most spectacular natural displays on the planet. We were so lucky to witness this 
phenomenon, and it will definitely live on in my memory as one of the most amazing 
experiences of my life. 

 Top row: The eruption and hot lava under the rock by Bethan 
Bottom left: A running river of lava by Avery 

Bottom right: A Scottish snack during the eruption by Emma 
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After this amazing experience, it was on to our expedition research base and home for the 
next 6 weeks. This journey consisted of a flight to the East coast of Iceland on a tiny plane 
from Reykjavík’s tiny domestic airport to Egilsstaðir, followed by a jaw-dropping 27km drive 
through the Fjarðarheiði mountain pass, to the town of Seyðisfjörður. This winding road 
connecting the two towns sits at an elevation of 620m above sea level. Even in early June, the 
road was surrounded by huge snow drifts and ice sheets, and snaked through great valleys 
enclosed by towering mountains and giant waterfalls. From Seyðisfjörður the last leg of the 
journey involved a thrilling drive in a giant 4x4 jeep over 3 gushing rivers before we arrived at 
Skálanes Nature and Heritage Centre. 
  
 
 

 
 
 

The house at Skálanes and its surroundings by Emma  
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From our first day at Skálanes we jumped straight into getting our projects up and running. 
Our expedition consisted of 4 different zoological research projects focussing on monitoring 
the population health of the local species and investigating the effects of pollution and 
climate change on them. Although each project had its own leader, we all took part in each 
other’s work, making every day interesting, varied, and always different from the last. As well 
as helping out with every project, Bethan, our resident “storyteller” and very talented 
photographer, documented the progress of our work on our blog and social media pages with 
brilliant pictures of the wildlife and surrounding environment.  
 

 
 
 
 
 

Bethan and her camera in all weathers and habitats! By Lotta and Emma 
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Lotta Ruha: Examining the microfibre ingestion and drinking behaviour of the eider duck  
 
Plastic and microfibre pollution have become an increasingly concerning issue in modern 
days, although not much research into this topic has been done in Eastern Iceland. Lotta 
decided to research whether or not this issue affected the remote and almost pristine 
environment at Skálanes, by investigating microfibre accumulation in nesting female eider 
ducks’ faeces and their drinking water sources.  She spent half of the expedition collecting 
faecal samples and water samples and the other half of the expedition analysing them in the 
lab with a microscope. Microfibres were detected in 77.19% – 94.03% of the faecal samples 
and in 36.67% – 66.67% of the water samples. This suggests that the eiders in Eastern 
Iceland are at risk of ingesting microfibres. However, most of these microfibres likely 
originate from feeding on mussels rather than drinking water. The number of microfibres 
per faecal sample did not to significantly change during the nesting period, suggesting that 
microfibres stay in the eiders’ system for a long time. This type of microfibre 
accumulation could negatively affect the health of the eiders in various ways as microfibres 
act as adsorbents for many toxins. We hope that more research will be done on the 
microfibre pollution status in Eastern Iceland, so that the extent of the problem can 
be better understood.  

Lotta and her ducks in the field. Photos by Bethan 
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Clara Gyhrs and Avery Holmes: Baseline study of dens, parasites, and non-invasive genetic 
sampling methods in arctic foxes  
 
The arctic fox is the only native terrestrial mammal in Iceland and has been widely studied in 
the North and West but remains less studied in the East of Iceland. It is classified as an 
ecosystem engineer as it alters its landscape, provides nutrients to often eroded soil and has 
been shown to have a positive impact on vegetation in Arctic environments.  Clara and 
Avery lead a project to collect baseline data on the arctic foxes in the Skálanes area to 
evaluate their potential for future research. This involved a great deal of hiking through the 
hills and over some difficult terrain to find and map the dens in the area and determine 
whether or not they were occupied. They also collected faecal samples and dissected them 
in the lab to determine their diet, as well as performing a qualitative assay of parasitic eggs. 
Finally, they tested 2 different hair sampling methods for non-invasive genetic sampling in 
the region. Although these were unsuccessful, the data collected by Clara and Avery can be 
used as a baseline to design more in-depth projects surrounding the arctic foxes such as 
quantitative assays on diet, land-use, gut health, as well as long term monitoring of the 
known dens. They were also lucky enough to capture some camera trap footage of a family 
of 4 foxes in one of the dens found.  
 
 
 
  
 

Clara and Avery building a bait pole and showing Abi how to dissect fox faecal samples. And the foxes at one of the den 
sites found!! Photos by Bethan (and the camera trap) 
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Emma Watson: The effect of weather conditions on the foraging behaviours of Atlantic 
puffins  
 
The puffin, perhaps Iceland’s most iconic bird, has become a highly vulnerable species due 
to rapid population declines, partly due to the species being tied to one specific colony area 
during breeding seasons, along with low numbers of offspring. This makes them particularly 
vulnerable to environmental changes. There are concerns that this vulnerability may be 
exacerbated by extreme weather conditions caused by climate change. My project 
investigated the effect of different weather conditions on the foraging behaviours of a small 
sub-colony of puffins who nest on the cliffs at Skálanes. This consisted of three 2-
hour observation sessions each day studying the behaviours of the puffins in rain, hail, 
snow, and shine. Early analysis of the data collected suggests that puffin foraging 
is impacted by higher wind speeds and temperatures, forcing them to forage less under 
these conditions often to conserve energy. This is unfortunate news for this already 
vulnerable species, as oceanic temperatures and wind speeds are predicted to 
increase. Hopefully this study can contribute to a growing body of data that can help predict 
how puffins will respond to environmental pressures induced by climate change, and 
therefore help inform conservation efforts to protect them.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Observations on a sunny day and some well-timed shots by Bethan  
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Group project, led by Abi McLelland: Population monitoring of northern fulmars and black-
legged kittiwakes 
 
The Iceland Expedition has been monitoring the nesting populations of black-legged 
kittiwakes and northern fulmars at Skálanes since the first expedition in 2008. This type of 
long-term monitoring is rare in Iceland and provides insight into how populations of the two 
seabirds are changing. In addition to this, northern fulmars are considered an indicator 
species and therefore can help inform on ecosystem health in the area. As a group project, 
led by Abi, we monitored how the number of birds at the cliffside changed over June and 
July and based on time of day and weather conditions. This year we expanded the project to 
monitor the breeding success of the black-legged kittiwakes, which may enable future years 
to examine the relationship between breeding success in previous years, and the population 
of kittiwakes at Skálanes. The data is still being analysed, but some weather conditions seem 
to have an effect on the number of birds at the cliffside.  

The cliff, home of the birds we were monitoring, and Abi doing her observations. Top right: northern fulmar. 
Bottom right: black-legged kittiwakes. Photos by Bethan 
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Another major highlight for us was the amazing people we met along the way of the 
expedition. The owner and director of Skálanes, Oli Petursson, is simultaneously the most 
passionate yet laid back person I’ve ever met. He has been running the reserve since 2005, 
and as such his knowledge of the landscape, the species and the intricate relationships 
between them is incredible to witness. He really encouraged us to consider what we might 
have assumed as fairly clear-cut environmental issues with a more nuanced perspective. 
This really enriched out experience working and participating in the ecosystem which he 
knows inside out, and we are grateful to him for consistently challenging us and broadening 
our perspectives as conservationists and scientists.    
 
One night we had some unexpected visitors at Skálanes: an Icelandic film crew who stayed 
with us for a night over to film an episode of a cooking show which focussed on cooking 
tasty and sustainable Icelandic food in wild places. We got to chat with the members of the 
crew as they were preparing and filming and to learn more about the show and the way 
they live. The day ended in a fabulous dinner cooked over the fire by Iceland’s only 
Michelin Star chef, Gunnar Karl Gíslason, consisting of reindeer that had been shot on the 
reserve and locally grown barley and vegetables. Out of all the amazing food we got to eat 
during the trip, this was by far the best and most memorable. 
 
We also befriended a group of archaeology students from the University of Iceland who 
were working on an excavation of an old mill in Seyðisfjörður, the town closest to the 
reserve. We were lucky enough to spend a lot of time with them over dinners, pints, games, 
the Euro semi-finals, and even a concert! Through them we were able to learn so much 
about Iceland. They are so connected to, and proud of, their culture and heritage in a way 
that you rarely experience in the UK, and they were so enthusiastic to tell us about life in 
this amazing country, and educate us on their history. We were happy to have met this 
wonderful group of people and I’m sure I’m not alone in our group in feeling like their 
friendship enhanced the trip and deepened my understanding of this wonderful country. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Scotland vs Iceland games night; more exciting and competitive than the Euros  
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We are aware of the fact that our research had its own environmental impact, particularly 
through the carbon footprint created by travelling to our expedition base by plane, and so we 
wanted to try and give back to the beautiful ecosystem we were living in. Iceland is notorious 
for its lack of trees after mass deforestation in the early years of its settlement, causing mass 
erosion and subsequent lack of re-growth due to its harsh volcanic soils and climate. We took 
part in an ongoing reforestation project at Skálanes, and we planted thousands of young birch 
and rowan trees (which are a native species in Iceland) all over the hillsides surrounding the 
reserves. We also did a number of clean-ups on the beaches around the fjord to collect plastic 
and trash that had washed up on shore. We were shocked by how much rubbish we found in 
such a remote area, which highlighted even further to us how severe and far-reaching the 
issue of plastic pollution is. We hoped that these efforts would make even a small difference 
to the preservation of the environment we were so fortunate enough to have studied in.  
 
Outside of our busy working schedule, we were able to take a few days off to explore the local 
area. There were several amazing hikes up the surrounding mountains, where we were 
treated to stunning views across the reserve and out to the fjord beyond. We regularly took 
some time out at the end of the day to dip our feet into some of the lower lying waterfalls 
that snaked their way down the mountains. Even though we had a few good stretches of hot 
weather over the 6 weeks, the fjord itself was still ice cold and always made for a refreshing 
and energizing swim! We were also lucky enough to be able to borrow our host Oli’s car, and 
hit the road on some day trips to explore the amazing natural features of Eastern Iceland. We 
went on a hike to see Hengifoss, a spectacular waterfall that is the third highest in Iceland; 
bathed in a hot geothermal natural spa in Egilsstaðir, and climbed some trees in 
Hallormsstaðaskógur National Forest.  
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Iceland was the perfect destination for our expedition, and the East Coast in particular ideal 
place for us to combine our research goals with our desire for adventure, to explore, and to 
learn about the culture and heritage of the country from the perspectives of the different 
people we met along the way. Through conducting our own research projects, we were able 
to develop our fieldwork and data analysis skills and learned many valuable lessons about the 
unpredictability of fieldwork, particularly in such a wild and unpredictable climate such as in 
Iceland, and how important it is to be able to adapt: the only certainty is that nothing will go 
according to plan! The expedition allowed us to develop a multitude of transferable skills 
which will be invaluable to us in presenting ourselves as strong, experienced candidates for 
research opportunities, employment, and hopefully for other exciting expeditions in the 
future. Our research will also be published on the International Network for Terrestrial 
Research and Monitoring in the Arctic, and so we hope that the projects we did here will aid 
in the conservation and future management of these species in Iceland and wider sub-arctic 
areas. 
 

A dip in the fjord, Clara and Lotta planting trees on the hillside, one of the reserve’s many waterfalls, and the 
gang on a day off hike. Photos by Bethan and Emma 
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It is strange to look back on the days when our team were strangers; our expedition was such 
an incredible and inspiring experience for us all, through which we have bonded as scientific 
colleagues, team-mates, and most as importantly friends for life. We are so grateful to the 
Neil Mackenzie Trust for making our expedition possible, especially in such uncertain times, 
through the Educational Expedition Grant. As fellow Glasgow students it was a great honour 
for us to continue Neil’s legacy of combining scientific research with a love of adventure. It 
was hard to say goodbye to Iceland and our new friends after all the amazing memories we 
made, but I have no doubt we will back as soon as we can.  
 


