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 The outmigration of young adults is a common feature of many rural regions across the North 
Atlantic.  Few demographic trends have such dire social and economic consequences to communities 
that, in many cases, already exist on the margins.  Often beginning as “female flight”, full-blown youth 
flight has been a feature of rural Icelandic communities for many decades, particularly in more isolated 
regions such as the East Fjords.  In an effort to attract investment, diversify the economy, and ultimately 
combat depopulation, the Icelandic government approved construction of the Kárahnjúkar Hydropower 
Plant in Fljótsdalshérað municipality in the early 2000s.  Designed primarily to provide cheap power for 
Alcoa's Fjarðaál aluminum smelter in Reyðarfjörður, it was hoped this ambitious project would provide 
new opportunities for young East Icelanders, in the construction and energy sector as well as the service 
industry that theoretical would develop to serve a more stable population.  In this work we examine the 
demographic impacts of the Kárahnjúkar hydropower project nearly a decade after its completion.  We 
examine age-specific bilateral migration trends between Icelandic municipalities both before and after 
the project began, using age-profiles of migration to assess the impact of the project on the migration 
decision of young Icelanders.  Drawing on the rich registry data provided by Hagstofa Íslands, we 
specifically address the following question; (1) what baseline patterns of age-specific outmigration 
existed prior to the onset of the Kárahnjúkar hydropower project, (2) what would likely patterns of out-
migration have looked like in the time since if the project had not advanced (assessed using model 
migration schedules), and by means of comparing observed outcomes (3) what impact did the project 
have on youth out-migration.   Finally, we examine outcomes within the context of similar projects 
undertaken in prior decades across the rural North Atlantic.   


