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A PRACTICAL GARDENING REFERENCE





Important — please read.



This guide is an educational gardening reference for Iceland. Climate, rainfall, soil, water availability, plant-health rules, invasive-species controls and permitted treatments can vary by region and change over time. Planting dates and climate guidance should be adapted to the reader’s exact locality, elevation and microclimate. Always follow product labels and current local rules for fertilizers, pesticides and plant movement. Where plant toxicity, allergies, food safety, structural work, electrical systems or chemical treatments are involved, obtain appropriate professional advice.



GARDENER’S NOTE Use this book as a practical planning reference and verify local growing conditions before acting.



Published by YouFlora • YouFlora.com








Important — please read. This guide is an educational introduction to gardening and native flora in Iceland. Growing conditions vary widely by locality, altitude and microclimate, and plant hardiness, flowering times, soil needs and pest pressures differ from garden to garden — treat any specific dates, temperatures and measurements here as general illustrations, not guarantees. Before planting, confirm that a species suits your site and is not restricted: some ornamental plants are invasive in certain regions and others are toxic to people, pets or livestock, and local rules may protect native or wild species. Check current guidance from your national or regional agriculture/horticulture authority, a trusted local nursery, or a botanical garden, and never forage or consume any plant without expert identification. Effective date of research: 2026.






1. Welcome to Gardening in Iceland
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1.1 How to Use This Guide

Welcome—velkomin!—to your journey into Icelandic gardening. This guide is designed to be your practical, regionally relevant companion, whether you’re nurturing a Reykjavik balcony box, rewilding a windswept Westfjords plot, or restoring native flora on a family landholding. Iceland’s climate and geography present unique challenges and opportunities, so this book is tailored to help you succeed—with respect for the land, local traditions, and the remarkable resilience of Icelandic plants.


Navigating the Guide


	Start with the Basics: Chapters 1–3 orient you to Iceland’s gardening ethos, essential tools, safety, and the country’s distinctive climate and soils. These sections are especially vital if you’re new to Icelandic conditions or gardening altogether.

	Explore by Plant Type: Chapters 4–7 profile native trees, shrubs, perennials, wildflowers, and wetland plants, with in-depth planting and care instructions. Use these chapters when selecting species for specific sites or when troubleshooting.

	Design and Cultivation: Chapters 8–11 cover designing for Icelandic microclimates, soil improvement, planting techniques, and year-round maintenance—ideal for planning new gardens or rejuvenating existing ones.

	Edibles and Ornamentals: Chapters 12–15 focus on food crops and ornamental gardening, with tested advice on what thrives in Icelandic conditions, from black currants (Ribes nigrum) to cloudberries (Rubus chamaemorus) and hardy tulips.

	Problem-Solving and Sustainability: Chapters 16–17 address pest management and sustainable practices, crucial for keeping your garden healthy and ecologically sound.

	Regional Guidance: Chapter 18 helps you adapt general advice to your specific region, accounting for local microclimates, wind, and daylight.




How to Use Species Profiles

Each plant profile includes:


	Botanical and Common Names: For accurate identification and sourcing.

	Ideal Conditions: Soil, sun, water, and shelter preferences—always check these before planting.

	Propagation Tips: Methods suitable for Iceland’s short growing season (e.g., seed, division, cuttings).

	Maintenance and Troubleshooting: Practical advice for coping with wind, frost, and pests.

	Cautions: Notes on toxicity, invasiveness, or special handling—vital for families, pet owners, and nature conservation.




⚠️ Common Mistake: Don’t assume that a plant thriving in a neighbor’s garden will suit yours. Iceland’s microclimates can vary dramatically even within small areas—always observe your site’s sun, wind, and soil.





Using Tables and Callouts

Throughout the guide, you’ll find tables for quick reference (e.g., sowing times, plant spacing, soil amendments) and callouts with pro tips, pollinator notes, or climate alerts. These are designed to save you time and help you avoid common pitfalls.




	Chapter
	Use It For…
	Example Table or Callout





	4–7
	Choosing native plants
	Pollinator Note, Planting Tip



	9
	Soil improvement
	Soil amendment recipes



	13
	Vegetable timing
	Sowing/harvest calendar



	18
	Regional adaptation
	Climate Note, Microclimate tips







Tailoring Advice to Your Site

Iceland’s gardening conditions are famously variable. For example, the North and East often have longer, colder winters than the milder South Coast. Volcanic soils may lack organic matter but drain quickly, while coastal plots are battered by salt-laden winds. Always adapt the general guidance to your location and microclimate.


🌡️ Climate Note: As a rough guide, most gardens in Iceland see frost risk until late May or early June, and the growing season may last just 90–120 days. However, sheltered city gardens or geothermal areas can offer longer, warmer seasons.





Safety, Conservation, and Respect

This guide emphasizes safety and ecological responsibility. Always identify plants accurately, especially if foraging or growing edibles—many wild species are protected or toxic. Avoid introducing potentially invasive species, and consult local experts if unsure.



Make it Yours

Use this book as a living reference—annotate, bookmark, and revisit sections as your garden evolves. Icelandic gardening is both science and art, shaped by patience, experimentation, and a deep connection to the land. Lestu vel—read well—and enjoy every muddy, windswept, sunlit moment!





1.2 The Icelandic Gardening Ethos

Gardening in Iceland is a testament to both patience and ingenuity. Here, amid windswept lava fields, glacial rivers, and a climate that swings from endless summer daylight to winter’s near-perpetual dusk, the act of nurturing plants is more than a pastime—it’s an act of quiet resilience and national pride. Understanding the Icelandic gardening ethos means appreciating not just what grows here, but how and why people coax life from this unique landscape.


Rooted in Adaptation

Icelanders have always been resourceful when it comes to cultivation. Traditional gardening in Iceland was historically limited to small kitchen plots, turf houses with sheltered courtyards, and the occasional walled garden in towns like Akureyri and Reykjavík. The native flora—such as Betula pubescens (downy birch), Salix phylicifolia (tea-leaved willow), and wild berries—were foraged more than cultivated. Yet, as the 20th century brought improved access to seeds, greenhouses, and knowledge, gardening evolved into a blend of old wisdom and new opportunity.


🌸 Did You Know? Iceland’s first public garden, Grasagarður Reykjavíkur, opened in 1961 and is now home to over 5,000 plant species, many trialed for hardiness in Icelandic conditions.




Embracing the Elements

The Icelandic gardening ethos is shaped by the land’s extremes. Cool summers (typically 10–13°C/50–55°F), short growing seasons (usually late May to early September in most regions), and fierce winds demand careful plant selection and protection. Gardeners here prioritize:


	Shelter: Creating windbreaks with native shrubs (like Juniperus communis, common juniper) or sturdy fences is a first step in most gardens.

	Microclimates: South-facing walls, raised beds, and even geothermal-heated soil patches are exploited for extra warmth.

	Soil Improvement: Volcanic soils are often low in nutrients and organic matter. Icelandic gardeners routinely enrich them with compost, seaweed, and manure.





Respect for Native Flora

There’s a deep respect for Iceland’s native plants, many of which are true survivors. Crowberry (Empetrum nigrum), bog bilberry (Vaccinium uliginosum), and wild thyme (Thymus praecox) are valued for their hardiness and ecological importance. In recent decades, there’s been a growing movement to reintroduce native species to gardens and public spaces, both for biodiversity and to maintain a sense of place.


🌿 Native Spotlight: Bearberry (Arctostaphylos uva-ursi) is a favorite groundcover—tough, evergreen, and beloved by birds. It thrives in acidic, sandy soils and tolerates wind and salt spray.





Community, Celebration, and Experimentation

Gardening in Iceland is often communal. Many towns have shared allotments, and neighbors frequently exchange seedlings, advice, and surplus harvest. The annual Icelandic Horticultural Society’s flower show in Reykjavík is a celebration of what can be achieved despite the odds. Gardeners here are also enthusiastic experimenters, trialing everything from Siberian irises to new potato varieties under polytunnels and cloches.



Gardening with Care

With Iceland’s fragile soils and unique ecosystems, there’s a strong awareness of environmental responsibility. Overgrazing, erosion, and invasive species are real concerns. The introduction of non-native plants is approached cautiously, and gardeners are encouraged to choose species that support pollinators and birds, avoid invasive risks, and never harvest wild plants without proper identification.









	Gardening Principle
	Typical Practice in Iceland
	Pro Tip





	Wind Protection
	Shelterbelts, fences, native shrubs
	Layer plantings: tall windbreaks with low groundcovers



	Soil Enrichment
	Compost, seaweed, manure, raised beds
	Start a compost heap early—decomposition is slow here



	Plant Selection
	Hardy natives and proven exotics
	Prioritize plants trialed at local botanic gardens



	Community & Sharing
	Seed swaps, communal plots
	Join a local gardening society for tips and camaraderie






⚠️ Common Mistake: Don’t underestimate Iceland’s wind! Even tough plants can suffer windburn or uprooting. Always stake young trees and use windbreaks.



Ultimately, the Icelandic gardening ethos is about working with, not against, nature. It’s about celebrating every new shoot and blossom, knowing they are hard-won. In this land of fire and ice, even a small patch of green is a triumph.





1.3 Essential Tools & Resources

Gardening in Iceland is a unique adventure, shaped by volcanic soils, unpredictable weather, and a short, luminous growing season. Whether you’re tending a Reykjavík balcony or a windswept Westfjords plot, the right tools and local know-how make all the difference. Here’s your guide to assembling an Iceland-ready gardening toolkit—plus the best places to turn for reliable advice, seeds, and supplies.


The Icelandic Gardener’s Toolkit

While the basics of gardening are universal, Iceland’s conditions call for some special considerations. Tools must be sturdy enough to handle rocky ground, compacted turf, and sudden weather shifts. Here’s what you’ll typically need:









	Tool
	Why It’s Essential in Iceland
	Pro Tips for Use/Selection





	Spade/Spading Fork
	For breaking new ground in tough, stony soil.
	Choose a strong, stainless steel head; shorter handles are easier in wind.



	Hand Trowel
	Planting perennials, bulbs, and seedlings.
	Opt for ergonomic, frost-resistant handles.



	Rake
	Leveling beds and removing volcanic grit.
	Metal tines cope better with lava sand.



	Pruning Shears
	Cutting back birch (Betula pubescens) and willows (Salix spp.).
	Keep blades sharp for clean cuts on woody stems.



	Watering Can
	Essential for dry spells and container gardens.
	Large rose head for gentle watering; lightweight for easy carrying.



	Wheelbarrow
	Moving compost, soil, and stones.
	Puncture-proof wheels handle rough ground.



	Protective Gloves
	Guarding against rough volcanic grit and cold.
	Insulated, water-resistant pairs are best.



	Windbreak Netting
	Protects young plants from harsh winds.
	Use to shelter seedlings and delicate perennials.






⚠️ Common Mistake: Many newcomers underestimate the wind’s power. Always store lightweight tools securely, and anchor any temporary structures!




Resources: Where to Find Seeds, Plants, and Advice


	Local Nurseries & Garden Centers: Iceland’s main towns—Reykjavík, Akureyri, Egilsstaðir—host nurseries like Garðheima and Blómaval, which stock hardy native plants (e.g., Empetrum nigrum – Crowberry, Salix lanata – Woolly Willow) and imported varieties proven to thrive. Staff are often seasoned gardeners happy to share regional tips.

	Icelandic Seed Suppliers: For native seeds and cold-hardy vegetables, check out Fræ Reykjavíkur and the Icelandic Agricultural University’s plant material programs. They offer seed packets adapted to Iceland’s latitude and soils.

	Garden Clubs & Societies: Joining groups like the Icelandic Horticultural Society (Garðyrkjufélag Íslands) connects you to plant swaps, workshops, and a wealth of local expertise—especially valuable for advice on microclimate gardening or rare Icelandic flora.

	Online Resources: The websites of the Icelandic Institute of Natural History and Icelandic Forest Service provide detailed plant lists, climate zone maps, and growing guides tailored to Icelandic conditions.




🌱 Planting Tip: Always check the provenance of seeds and plants—choose those labeled as “hardy to Zone 2” or lower, or specifically suited for subarctic climates.





Adapting to Iceland’s Unique Challenges


	Shelter Materials: Given Iceland’s persistent winds, materials for building shelterbelts—like woven willow hurdles, plastic windbreak netting, or even locally sourced lava rocks—are as vital as a trowel or spade.

	Soil Amendments: Volcanic soils are often low in organic matter. Stock up on compost, well-rotted manure, or seaweed (ask about collection rules!) to enrich your beds.

	Season Extension Tools: Cloches, cold frames, and polytunnels are invaluable for getting a head start on the brief growing season. Many Icelandic gardeners build simple frames from driftwood and plastic sheeting.





A Note on Safety

Iceland’s soils and native plants are generally safe to handle, but a few species—like Aconitum napellus (Monkshood), sometimes grown ornamentally, and Digitalis purpurea (Foxglove)—are toxic. Always wear gloves, and never consume wild or garden plants without expert identification.


🌡️ Climate Note: Iceland’s weather can swing from sun to sleet in a single afternoon. Keep rain gear and warm layers handy in your garden kit!



With these tools and resources at your fingertips, you’re well-equipped to meet Iceland’s gardening challenges head-on—and to join a long tradition of resourceful, resilient Icelandic growers.





1.4 Safety and Environmental Considerations

Gardening in Iceland offers both invigorating rewards and unique challenges. Before you reach for a trowel or sow a single seed, it’s vital to consider both personal safety and your impact on the island’s fragile environment. Iceland’s subarctic terrain, volcanic soils, and sensitive native flora demand a thoughtful, well-informed approach.


Personal Safety in the Icelandic Garden

Weather Hazards:

Iceland’s weather is famously unpredictable. Sudden cold winds, heavy rain, or even a summer snow squall can catch gardeners off guard. Always dress in layers, wear waterproof boots, and keep a weather eye on the forecast—especially if you’re gardening in exposed areas or higher altitudes.


⚠️ Common Mistake: Underestimating wind chill and UV exposure. Even on cool, cloudy days, Iceland’s clean air means UV rays can be intense. Wear high-SPF sunscreen, sunglasses, and a hat.



Tool Use and Ergonomics:

Many Icelandic soils are stony or compacted, particularly in areas with volcanic ash or lava fragments. Use sturdy, ergonomic tools (a long-handled digging fork or mattock is often more effective than a spade). Always wear gloves to protect against sharp stones and possible irritant plants.

Handling Plants:

While most native Icelandic plants are non-toxic, imported ornamentals or vegetables may not be. For example, monkshood (Aconitum napellus), sometimes grown for its blue flowers, is highly poisonous. Always wash hands after handling unfamiliar plants, and supervise children and pets closely.


Environmental Responsibility: Protecting Iceland’s Unique Nature

Iceland’s ecosystems are both beautiful and delicate. Centuries of overgrazing and erosion have left soils thin and plant communities vulnerable. As a gardener, you are a steward of this landscape.

Preserve Native Flora:

Whenever possible, choose native Icelandic species for your garden. Plants like downy birch (Betula pubescens), wild thyme (Thymus praecox), and crowberry (Empetrum nigrum) are adapted to local conditions and support native wildlife.


🌿 Native Spotlight: Betula pubescens (downy birch) is Iceland’s only native tree—planting it helps restore natural woodlands and provides valuable shelter in exposed gardens.



Avoid Invasive Species:

Some popular garden plants can become invasive in Iceland’s climate, escaping cultivation and outcompeting natives. Notable examples include lupine (Lupinus nootkatensis), originally introduced for erosion control, which now overruns large tracts of heathland. Always check with local authorities or the Icelandic Institute of Natural History before introducing new species.

Soil and Water Care:

Icelandic soils are often low in organic matter and prone to erosion. Avoid disturbing large areas of ground at once, and use mulch or groundcovers to protect bare soil. When using fertilizers, opt for organic or slow-release types—nutrient runoff can harm local waterways.

Peat and Wetlands:

Peat is a traditional soil amendment but harvesting it damages sensitive bog ecosystems. Use alternatives like composted seaweed, leaf mold, or imported peat-free composts.



Sustainable Gardening Practices


	Compost kitchen and garden waste to enrich your soil and reduce landfill.

	Collect rainwater for irrigation when possible, especially in drier southern regions.

	Encourage pollinators by planting native wildflowers and avoiding pesticides.











	Practice
	Why It Matters in Iceland
	Safer Alternative/Tip





	Planting non-natives
	Can displace native flora, spread invasives
	Prioritize native or well-behaved exotics



	Using chemical pesticides
	Harms pollinators, contaminates water
	Use barriers, hand-picking, or organic sprays



	Peat harvesting
	Destroys bogs, releases carbon
	Use compost, seaweed, leaf mold







Be a Good Neighbor and Citizen

Respect local bylaws, especially in rural or protected areas. Never collect wild plants or seeds without permission—many are protected, and wild populations are easily damaged. When in doubt, consult local gardening clubs, the Icelandic Forest Service, or municipal horticulturists.


🌸 Did You Know? Iceland’s wild flora includes around 480 native and naturalized species—many are rare or endemic, found nowhere else in the world. Every gardener can help preserve this botanical heritage.



With care, Icelandic gardens can be both safe havens for people and sanctuaries for nature.







2. Iceland’s Climate Zones and Seasons
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2.1 Understanding Maritime Subarctic Climate

Iceland’s gardens are shaped as much by the elements as by the gardener’s hand. The island sits at the edge of the Arctic Circle, yet thanks to the warming North Atlantic Current, its climate is less severe than latitude alone would suggest. Still, gardening here means embracing the quirks and constraints of a maritime subarctic climate—a unique blend of cool temperatures, persistent wind, and dramatic seasonal light.


The Basics: Cool, Moist, and Unpredictable

On most of Iceland’s coast, the climate is classified as subarctic (Köppen Dfc), tempered by the maritime influence of the surrounding ocean. This means:


	Cool summers: Average July temperatures typically hover between 9–13°C (48–55°F) in lowland areas, rarely climbing above 20°C (68°F).



	Mild but variable winters: January averages range from –1 to 3°C (30–37°F) near the coast, though inland and upland areas can dip much colder.

	High humidity and frequent precipitation: Rain (and snow) is common, with annual precipitation ranging from 400 mm in the north and interior, to over 1,400 mm in the south and southeast.

	Wind: Strong, persistent winds are a defining feature, especially in exposed areas and during winter storms.




🌡️ Climate Note: Iceland’s weather is famously changeable; a sunny morning can turn to wind-driven rain by afternoon. Always check local forecasts and be flexible with your gardening plans!




Daylight Extremes: The Midnight Sun & Long Winter Nights

Perhaps the most dramatic aspect for gardeners is the annual swing in daylight. In midsummer, the sun barely sets, especially in the north—giving plants a burst of growth during the short season. Conversely, winter brings long, dark days, with precious few hours of sunlight.









	Season
	Typical Daylight Hours (Reykjavik)
	Growing Conditions





	Mid-June
	21 hours (twilight all night)
	Rapid growth, frequent rain



	Late July
	18 hours
	Still vigorous, cooler nights



	Mid-September
	13 hours
	Slowing, risk of early frost



	Mid-December
	4 hours
	Dormancy, minimal activity







Soil and Temperature Challenges

The maritime subarctic climate means soils warm slowly in spring, and cold snaps can occur any month. Frost-free days are limited—typically late May through early September in the south, and even shorter in the north or at higher elevation. This shapes both what you can grow and how you grow it.


	Soil temperature: Planting too early is risky; soil may remain below 7°C (45°F) well into May.

	Frost: Sudden ground frosts can damage new growth, so many gardeners use protective covers or cold frames, especially for tender seedlings.

	Rain and drainage: Intense rain, especially in the south, can waterlog beds. Raised beds and well-draining soil amendments are often essential.




⚠️ Common Mistake: Don’t be tempted to plant out too soon! Icelandic springs are notoriously fickle. Wait until soil has warmed and risk of hard frost has passed for each crop.





What Thrives: Native and Adapted Plants

Native Icelandic flora—like downy birch (Betula pubescens), crowberry (Empetrum nigrum), and wild thyme (Thymus praecox)—are naturally adapted to these cool, wet, and wind-buffeted conditions. Many introduced garden plants struggle unless they’re selected for cold tolerance and short-season growth. Hardy perennials, cold-tolerant vegetables (like kale and potatoes), and tough ornamentals (such as lupins and poppies) have proven their mettle here.


🌿 Native Spotlight: The resilient willow (Salix phylicifolia) not only shrugs off wind and cold, but its fast growth makes it ideal for shelterbelts—crucial in Icelandic gardens.





Practical Takeaways for Icelandic Gardeners


	Choose varieties bred for short seasons and cold tolerance.

	Use windbreaks (plants, fences, or walls) to reduce wind stress.

	Rely on raised beds, mulches, and row covers for warmth and protection.

	Be prepared to adapt: some years bring excellent growth, others test even the hardiest plants.



By understanding and embracing the maritime subarctic climate, Icelandic gardeners can create thriving, beautiful spaces—even on the edge of the Arctic.





2.2 Regional Variations: South, North, East, and Westfjords

Iceland may appear uniform on a map—an island of glaciers, volcanoes, and endless mossy plains—but for gardeners, its four main regions offer distinctly different climates and growing opportunities. Understanding these regional quirks is the first step to choosing the right plants, creating resilient gardens, and enjoying the full potential of Iceland’s brief but intense growing season.


The South: Mildness and Opportunity

The southern coast, stretching from Reykjavík to Vík and beyond, is Iceland’s gardening heartland. Thanks to the moderating influence of the North Atlantic Current, winters here are relatively mild (with temperatures typically hovering just below freezing) and summers are cool but stable, often reaching 10–13°C. Rainfall is generous, and snow rarely lingers into spring.

Soils in the south are often rich, dark volcanic loams—fertile but prone to compaction. Here, you can experiment with a wider range of plants, both native and introduced. Downy birch (Betula pubescens), rowan (Sorbus aucuparia), and willows (Salix phylicifolia) thrive, as do vegetables like potatoes, cabbage, and kale.


🌱 Planting Tip: In southern gardens, start seeds indoors in March–April and transplant after the last expected frost (typically late May), when soil has thawed and dried.




The North: Shorter Season, Hardy Choices

North Iceland, especially around Akureyri and Húsavík, is colder, drier, and has a shorter frost-free period. Winter temperatures can dip well below -10°C, and even summer nights may flirt with frost. However, the long summer days—sometimes 22 hours of daylight—give plants a burst of photosynthetic energy.

Here, focus on the toughest species: crowberry (Empetrum nigrum), Arctic willow (Salix arctica), and Icelandic fescue (Festuca richardsonii) are native survivors. Root crops (like turnips and carrots) and hardy greens (such as spinach and chard) do well, but often need row covers or cold frames for protection.


🌡️ Climate Note: North Iceland’s gardens benefit from windbreaks—rows of willow or birch—to shelter delicate plants from chilling Arctic winds.





The East: Sheltered Fjords and Surprising Diversity

The East Fjords, from Seyðisfjörður to Egilsstaðir, are a patchwork of microclimates. Steep mountains shield the fjords from the harshest weather, creating pockets where spring arrives early and autumn lingers. Rainfall is moderate, and snowmelt feeds streams and moist soils, perfect for lush meadows and woodland gardens.

Gardeners here can grow a remarkable diversity of perennials and shrubs. Bearberry (Arctostaphylos uva-ursi), dog violet (Viola canina), and even introduced ornamentals like delphiniums and lupins (note: the non-native Nootka lupin, Lupinus nootkatensis, is invasive—plant with caution and check local guidelines).


🌿 Native Spotlight: The East is famous for its wild angelica (Angelica archangelica), a traditional Icelandic herb prized for its medicinal and culinary uses—but always consult an expert before foraging or consuming any wild plant.





The Westfjords: Rugged Beauty and Gardening Grit

The Westfjords, Iceland’s most remote region, is a land of extremes: fierce winds, cool summers, and heavy winter snows. Gardeners here must embrace the challenge. The growing season is shortest, and soils are often thin and rocky. Raised beds, windbreaks, and careful plant selection are essential.

Native mosses, lichens, and hardy groundcovers (like wild thyme, Thymus praecox) are mainstays. Edible gardening is possible—try potatoes, rhubarb, and hardy herbs like chives (Allium schoenoprasum)—but success depends on microclimate and shelter.


⚠️ Common Mistake: Underestimating wind exposure in the Westfjords leads to stunted or windburned plants. Site your garden close to natural windbreaks (rocks, buildings) and use shelterbelts for protection.







Regional Garden Comparison Table












	Region
	Last Frost (Typical)
	Soil Type
	Key Native Plants
	Edible Crops
	Garden Challenges





	South
	Late May
	Volcanic loam
	Downy birch, willow, rowan
	Potatoes, brassicas
	Wet soils, mild winters



	North
	Early–Mid June
	Volcanic, gravel
	Crowberry, Arctic willow, fescue
	Root crops, hardy greens
	Late frosts, wind



	East
	Late May–Early June
	Moist loam
	Bearberry, dog violet, angelica
	Perennials, herbs
	Variable microclimates



	Westfjords
	Mid–Late June
	Rocky, thin
	Wild thyme, mosses, lichens
	Potatoes, rhubarb
	Wind, short season, cold







Wherever you garden in Iceland, knowing your region’s quirks will help you choose the right plants, time your tasks, and create a thriving northern garden—no matter how wild the weather outside your window.





2.3 The Icelandic Growing Season

Gardening in Iceland is a dance with time: the growing season is short, intense, and brimming with opportunity for those who know how to harness its peculiarities. While Iceland’s latitude (between 63° and 66° North) might suggest forbidding conditions, the interplay of cool summers, mild winters (by Arctic standards!), and wild swings in daylight create a unique, if fleeting, window for plant growth. Let’s explore how to make the most of it.


When Does the Season Start and End?

Typically, the outdoor growing season in Iceland spans from late May or early June through early September. In southern regions—such as around Reykjavík or Selfoss—frosts may lift a week or two earlier than in the highland or northern areas (like Akureyri or Húsavík). However, local microclimates matter: low-lying, sheltered gardens warm up faster, while exposed sites or those near cold water may see later thaws and earlier autumn chills.


🌡️ Climate Note: In most of Iceland, the average summer temperature hovers around 10–13°C (50–55°F), with rare days above 20°C (68°F). Nights remain cool, so heat-loving crops require extra protection—or a greenhouse.




Daylight: The Gardener’s Secret Ally

From late May through July, Iceland enjoys near-continuous daylight. In the north, the midnight sun barely dips below the horizon for weeks. This abundance of light makes up for cool temperatures by accelerating photosynthesis and growth—plants like potatoes (Solanum tuberosum), kale (Brassica oleracea var. acephala), and native wildflowers such as sea campion (Silene uniflora) can grow astonishingly fast.


🌸 Did You Know? Icelandic rhubarb (Rheum rhabarbarum) is famed for its tender stalks, thanks in part to the long, cool days that encourage steady, sweet growth.





Frost: The Ever-Present Challenge

Even in summer, a sudden cold snap can bring frost, especially inland and at higher elevations. Early and late frosts are a perennial risk. Always check local forecasts before planting out tender seedlings, and keep horticultural fleece or cloches at



Sowing, Planting, and Harvesting: Timing is Everything











	Activity
	Typical Timing (South/Lowland)
	Typical Timing (North/Highland)
	Notes





	Start seeds indoors
	Late March–April
	Early–mid April
	Use heated propagators for warmth-lovers



	Harden off seedlings
	Mid–late May
	Late May–early June
	Acclimatize gradually to outdoor conditions



	Plant out frost-tender
	Late May–early June
	Early–mid June
	Wait until soil is workable & frost risk drops



	Direct sow hardy crops
	Late May
	Early June
	Carrots, parsnips, peas, some herbs



	Main harvest period
	July–early September
	July–early September
	Watch for early frosts by late August



	Lift/cover perennials
	September
	Late August–September
	Mulch or bring indoors as needed











Extending Your Season


	Cold Frames & Polytunnels: Even a simple plastic tunnel or glass cold frame can add 2–4 weeks to each end of your season. These are invaluable for salads, herbs, and starting off seedlings.

	Raised Beds: These warm up faster than open ground, improving germination and root growth.

	Mulching: Use straw, seaweed (well-rinsed), or compost to insulate soil and protect roots from sudden cold snaps.





Choosing the Right Plants











2.4 Coping with Wind, Frost, and Daylight Extremes



Taming the Icelandic Wind




	Shelterbelts: Planting rows of hardy, wind-tolerant natives like downy birch (Betula pubescens) and willows (Salix phylicifolia, Salix lanata) can create living windbreaks. Stagger your plantings in at least two rows for best protection, spacing saplings roughly 1–1.5 meters apart. In very exposed sites, start with fast-growing willow cuttings—push 30–40 cm sticks directly into moist spring soil.

	Fences and Screens: Where space is limited, slatted wooden fences or woven willow hurdles break wind without creating damaging turbulence. Avoid solid barriers; they can funnel wind over the top and increase damage downwind.

	Microclimates: Use existing buildings, stone walls, or even mounded earth to create sheltered pockets for delicate plants.








Outsmarting Frost and Cold Snaps




	Choose Hardy Plants: Prioritize tough natives and proven cultivars. For example, crowberry (Empetrum nigrum) and Iceland moss (Cetraria islandica) shrug off subzero nights.

	Timing is Everything: Delay sowing or planting out frost-sensitive species until late May or even early June, after the last hard frosts have typically passed. Use cloches, fleece, or plastic tunnels to extend the season for vegetables and annuals.

	Mulch Matters: A thick layer (5–8 cm) of organic mulch—seaweed, compost, or bark—insulates roots and helps stabilize soil temperatures. In raised beds, line the sides with insulating materials to buffer against temperature swings.









Navigating Daylight Extremes




	Embrace the Midnight Sun: During summer, long days turbocharge growth. Use this to your advantage by choosing fast-maturing crops (like radishes, lettuce, and spinach) and perennials that can quickly set buds and fruit.

	Shade for Tender Plants: Paradoxically, the intense summer sun can sometimes scorch seedlings or shade-loving species. Use shade cloth or plant larger companions on the sunward side to offer relief during the brightest hours.

	Winter Rest: Most garden plants, native and cultivated, require winter dormancy. Don’t be tempted to force growth with artificial light outdoors—let your garden rest and plan for spring.









Quick Reference: Coping Strategies for Key Challenges









	Challenge
	Practical Solutions
	Best Plant Choices





	Strong Wind
	Shelterbelts, fences, microclimates
	Downy birch, willows, common juniper



	Sudden Frost
	Mulch, delayed planting, cloches/fleece
	Crowberry, bearberry, hardy perennials



	Daylight Extremes
	Succession sowing, shade cloth, embrace dormancy
	Fast-maturing veg, resilient natives










EPUB/media/ygbs-cover-front.png
THE COMPLETE
GARDENING GUIDE FOR

ICELAND EDITION

\ﬂ GROW CONFIDENTLY





EPUB/media/file0.png





EPUB/media/file1.jpg
Wélc»ome to Gardening in
Iceland

YOUFLORA





EPUB/media/file2.jpg
CHAPTER 02

Iceland’s Climate Zones and
Seasons

YOUFLORA





