ICELAND RESCUE
BBC WORLD SERVICE, NOVEMBER 2016
A JUST RADIO PRODUCTION
Producer and Presenter: Paul Smith

(Volunteers of the Icelandic Association for Search and Rescue. L-R: Dominika, Julien, Lambe, Magnus,
Unar, Iris and Herdis)

A family stranded in a snowfield. A woman with vertigo on a mountain. A hiker falling in lava.
These are just some of the jobs for Slysavarnafélagið Landsbjörg (Ice-SAR): the Icelandic
Association for Search and Rescue.
Ice-SAR is an elite national emergency militia with a gallant reputation in Iceland. In place of an
army, its skilled volunteers, all unpaid, are expertly trained, well equipped, self-financed and selfsufficient. They perform rescues by sea, land and air and contend with earthquakes, avalanches,
volcanic eruptions, storms and the island’s brutal, unpredictable weather.
Paul Smith ventures to Landmannalaugar in the Icelandic Highlands during peak tourist season.
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With two million people expected to visit Iceland this year, how is its rescue volunteers
responding to the enormous strain on their services on an increasingly popular island?
Why should you listen?
Iceland Rescue offers an atmospheric and dramatic window on the Icelandic collective
consciousness. As the characters develop, we learn why so many Icelanders are willing to risk
their lives for their peers and what this says about community, resilience and ingenuity on an
Island that has always battled the elements. The feature received widespread praise in Iceland and
around the world upon its broadcast in autumn 2016, becoming one of the World Service’s most
popular programmes of the season. It is also Prix Europa-winning producer Paul Smith’s debut
presenting role.
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1.

Paul Script

A sudden radio call. It signals a state of emergency in the Icelandic Highlands. We’re
600 metres above sea level in the nature reserve of Landmannalugar.
One minute ago, this group of rescue volunteers was sunbathing, drinking coffee and
eating chocolate biscuits. Now, the team has snapped into action.
This is Iceland Rescue.
2. Unnar
We have a traveller hiking on the Laugavegur route who has had an anxiety attack and a fear
of heights. This traveller will not budge. We have to get her out of there somehow.
3. Iris
I’m just making sure that I have all my glacier equipment with me. I don’t know how high
she is. People get scared. They get scared of heights. It can get steep. And sometimes you
just sort of panic and you just can’t really control your reactions. There was a guide here the
other day who was saying that he has had to deal with people that are literally crawling on the
ground crying.
4. Julien
We pack everything we can. Mostly we’re going to take gear for her to feel safe when we
walk down. There’s going to be belts, ropes, there’s going to be helmets, so that she can feel
confidence there’s someone else with the line, holding her.
5. Paul Script
Four of the seven volunteers leave to rescue the vertigo-stricken woman. They’ll drive
for two hours and then hike at a brisk pace to meet her before the weather changes.
The rest of the volunteers remain at camp in Landmannalugar, including group
coordinator Unnar Mar.
6. Unnar
Most of the rescue time is waiting. We’re not running around doing everything at split
second times.
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7. Paul Script
This is just one of around 1500 emergency callouts the Rescue Service receives a year.
Even though it’s July and the weather is pretty warm by Icelandic standards, there’s
still snow on the roads, and the team can’t assume this will be a simple mountain
rescue. Because on this island, nature can welcome you in the morning, but kill you
in the afternoon.
At camp, Unnar is following the team’s progress.
8. Unnar
She is hopefully gradually pulling herself together.
9. Paul Script
Even though they’ve found the hiker and she’s safe, these rescues can still take a long
time to complete.
10. Unnar
We are now five hours and nine minutes into the mission and the woman is now down from
the mountain. She’s in good health and has regained her personal confidence.
11. Paul Script
Ice Sar is the Icelandic Association for Search and Rescue. From the depth of the
ocean to the summit of the highest mountain, its volunteers perform rescues
whenever needed. From my time spent with them already, I’m getting the sense that
Ice Sar is a metaphor for the island and its values.
In place of a national army, the Ice-Sar is essential in protecting Icelanders from the
constant threat of natural disaster.
Unnar Mar may be this week’s group coordinator in Landmannalugar, but along with
the other members, he’s an unpaid volunteer from Reykjavik, donating a week of
summer holiday to patrol the highlands.
12. Unnar
We are a small group of people on a huge island which has geologically a very active nature.
We have landslides, earthquakes, eruptions. When the weather can be so volatile you don’t
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want to go out the door, but if someone is out there and having trouble you know you can
make a difference.
13. Paul Script
There are 93 independent rescue teams situated across Iceland, an island home to
only 330,000 people. Compared to most other countries, an unusually high
percentage of the Icelandic population is trained in search and rescue.
I’m not surprised that this barren landscape of Landmannalugar is often compared to
that of the moon. Its mottled lava fields and Rhyolite Mountains seem infinite, silent
and unpopulated by humans. There are no proper shops for miles and the area can
only be accessed by crossing rivers in a large 4x4 jeep.
Tourists from all over the world camp here and bathe in the geothermal hot springs,
scale its spectacular mountains or gallop through vistas on longhaired Icelandic
horses.
It’s the end of July and I’ve taken the five-hour bus journey from Rekyjavik to follow
the volunteers. Not only is it peak tourist season, but it’s also a public holiday here in
Iceland – the busiest time of year for travel. The team could receive a call at any
moment… but there’s a particularly strong chance their services will be needed this
weekend.
14. Julien
In front of us that’s our little cabin where we cook our meals, have our dinner and we sleep
in. It’s a cabin that can sleep easily six people. You have bunk beds.
15. Paul Script
Julien Oberle is a French software engineer who moved to Iceland in 2005. He isn’t
the only international member of the team. Dominika Skwarrska from Poland is one
year into the Ice Sar’s rigorous 18-month training programme.
16. Dominika
I was going around Iceland camping in nature with my friends from Poland. It was an
amazing experience and I was really moved by the surrounding of Landmannalugar. When
we arrived here I just really started to cry when I saw the landscape. I said ‘It can’t be true,
it’s so beautiful, it’s like a painting.’
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17. Paul Script
The group is a mixture of men and women of all ages. They don’t exactly look like
super heroes, but more a cross section of everyday Icelanders. 29-year-old Biologist
Iris Miirdal is the youngest member. Like the others, she’s athletic, highly skilled in
mountaineering and kitted out in a bright red Ice-Sar uniform.
18. Iris
When you meet people and you’re wearing the gear, the suit, you always get positive
response. Right now I’m just wearing the normal red sweater that everyone has. You have
your unit and your name usually printed on your clothing. It’s almost like a dating service.
It’s insane! So many couples. And children. We have SAR Kids.
19. Paul Script
Lambe is this group’s longest-serving volunteer. He’s been part of the Ice Sar since
1992.
20. Lambe
My name is Gunnar but I’m usually called Lambe. When I had hair it used to be very curly. It
was like the curls of the lambe.
21. Paul
That’s quite a good name for a rescuer, I think.
22. Lambe
Yeah, saved by the lamb.
23. Herdis
My name is Herdis Schopka. I’m a relative newbie. I finished my training this spring. Well
for me personally I’m kind of continuing a tradition that a lot of people that I respect have
been maintaining for years.
24. Paul Script
You would think only outdoor, nature-loving, adventuring spirits sign up to
volunteer. But not Magnus Haraldsson, the final member of the team. He’s a
secondary school Physics teacher.
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25. Magnus
For me I never was an outdoor person. I don’t want to be cold. I don’t want to be out in the
bad weather. But then five years ago or something, I thought I’m going to expand myself.
26. Unnar
Leave your comfort zone.
27. Magnus
Exactly. I just want to be better at life.
28. Paul
Why did you think you needed to do that?
29. Magnus
I think it was the financial collapse and everything. The world is so different from what I
thought it was. It was a steady progression through life and I never really understood how
everything worked. It was a wake up call. And I decided to take more part in society.

30. Paul Script
This country’s legendary self-sufficiency explains why generations of Icelanders have
contributed to rescues, including a member of Unnar Mar’s family.
31. Unnar
Up until a certain point where I read a book, I had no idea anyone in my family had ever
been into rescues. I think it was the sixteenth book called Utkall by Ottar Svenson
32. Ottar
Utkall is Called Out. Being paged. My name is Ottar Svenson and I’m a book writer and a
journalist.
33. Paul Script
Every year Ottar publishes a new Utkall book, reconstructing a momentous rescue
mission in forensic detail. So far he’s published 22 - all of which are bestsellers in
Iceland.
34. Ottar
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This is something that I would call real life drama, stories about accidents and stories where
Icelanders are constantly battling the elements. In the mountains, glaciers, volcano eruptions,
sea accidents. This battle against the elements is always there.
35. Unnar
The book basically opens up quoting my grandfather. And I never knew he was ever in
rescues. Never talked about it in my family ever. And I opened the book and the first
sentence was my grandfather’s name and I was like WHAT?

	
  

	
  

8	
  

