SVALBARD, NORWAY: ARCTIC MAMMAL AND BIRDING
SET DEPARTURE CRUISE TRIP REPORT

Svalbard (Spitsbergen): Arctic Norway mammal and birding cruise —
Polar Bears, pack ice, and Arctic birds in the land of the midnight sun

21st- 28t JUNE 2019
By Chris Lotz

The vast landscape of the Arctic, with a Polar Bear for scale.
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Overview

Svalbard (previously known as Spitsbergen), is a pristine Arctic wilderness about midway
between continental Norway (of which it is politically a part) and the North Pole. This stunningly
scenic archipelago, with its jagged peaks, breathtaking fjords, and abundant glaciers is one of the
most popular places to go and find Polar Bears. But there are many other attractions, such as
Walrus, whales including Blue and Beluga Whales, Arctic Fox, Ivory Gull, Little Auk
(Dovekie), Atlantic Puffin, Thick-billed Murre (Brunnich’s Guillemot), Black Guillemot,
King Eider, breeding-plumaged Red (Grey) Phalarope, breeding-plumaged Red-throated
Loon (Diver) and more. We started and ended our week-long cruise in Longyearbyen, a truly
fascinating town of just over 2,000 human inhabitants and the northernmost town in the world.
The pack ice map dictated our route more than any prior planning could have done, and in fact
we were forced to take a completely different route than the one that had been planned. What an
amazing adventure it turned out to be, and we were pleased to find all our targets. What follows
below is a brief trip diary mentioning the main wildlife we managed to locate. If you want the
detailed ship log, which gives sea temperatures, GPS co-ordinates, and a lot of other information
for each day of the trip, please e-mail info@birdingecotours.com. This current report serves
mainly to show you what to expect mammal- and birdwise on our annual Svalbard cruise —
details of next year’s cruise can be found here.

The route we wanted to sail (above) didn’t happen because of pack ice, but we still saw all our
targets.

www.birdingecotours.com info@birdingecotours.com
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Detailed Report

Day 1, 215t June 2019. Embarkation and sailing Isfjorden and then southward

Tim and Kay had arrived a couple of days early and had already joined a whale-watching and a
birding tour around Longyearbyen. They’d found King Eider, Pink-footed Goose, the hrota
subspecies of Brant (Pale-bellied Brent) Goose, breeding-plumaged Red (Grey) Phalarope,
Rock Ptarmigan (aka “Roof Ptarmigan”, as it was actually sitting on someone’s roof), Arctic
Fox, Svalbard Reindeer (an endemic subspecies), and last but not least Blue Whale among
other goodies.

The ship cast off around 6.30 p.m. and sailed through the beautiful Isfjorden (one of Svalbard’s
longest fjords, within which Longyearbyen lies). Because of the current pack ice map we knew
that we’d be unable to take our expected route along the western side of Spitsbergen (the biggest
island of the Svalbard Archipelago, and also the previous name of the entire archipelago when it
was controlled by the Dutch rather than the Norwegians). So we decided to head south then east,
to avoid the impenetrable pack ice. While traversing the fjord and also when we reached the
open sea we found Common Eider, stacks of graceful Northern Fulmars, Black-legged
Kittiwake, Atlantic Puffin, Thick-billed Murre (Brunnich’s Guillemot), Black Guillemot,
Little Auk (Dovekie), and Parasitic Jaeger.

By morning we had made it as far as Hornsund, Spitsbergen’s southernmost fjord.

Fabulous Arctic scenery: Svalbard is awesome!

www.birdingecotours.com info@birdingecotours.com
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More fabulous Svalbard scenery.

Day 2, 22" June 2019. Polar Bear number one

During breakfast the call was made that our first Polar Bear had been sighted from the ship’s
bridge and had just entered the water and was swimming. Everyone rushed out of the dining
room to enjoy this amazing mammal as it slowly swam, unfortunately always at some distance
from the ship. The bear briefly alighted on a small iceberg and then continued swimming before
getting out onto a beach at Burgerbukta (a side fjord off the northern part of Hornsund).

After lunch we took zodiac cruises to try to get closer to the Polar Bear, but it had walked quite
far up a hill by then. After spending a bit of time with the (fairly distant) Polar Bear we went in
zodiacs to the base of one of the amazing glaciers in the area. While cruising around we were
pleased to get some closer encounters with some of the birds we’d already seen the previous day,
along with the humongous Glaucous Gull, a very close-up Ivory Gull which we were
immensely pleased with, Arctic Tern, and other goodies.

Once we were back on the ship and had started sailing toward the open ocean we encountered a
pod of perhaps 50 white Beluga Whales — incredible! We enjoyed spending time out on deck
enjoying these bizarre mammals. A Bearded Seal also put in a welcome appearance.

This is the land of the midnight sun, where the sun literally does not set in the summer months,
and we had to use a lot of discipline to force ourselves to go to bed at a “reasonable” hour (e.g.
11 p.m.!) rather than staying up the whole night watching wildlife. During the night, however, it
did get misty, so wildlife viewing was a bit trickier anyway.

www.birdingecotours.com info@birdingecotours.com
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Day 3, 23" June 2019. Walruses and more

We awoke to find misty conditions resulting in bad visibility, but after breakfast we did manage
to do a successful zodiac cruise to view and photograph Walrus. This was at Kapp Lee (also
known as Dolerittneset), which is a well-known “haul-out” site for Walruses, which come and lie
on the beach here. We were enjoying a close-knit group of about 20 of these amazing creatures,
when we suddenly saw another one swimming toward us, giving fantastic views and
photographic opportunities. This is an interesting site, as there is some tundra here (Svalbard
doesn’t have much plant cover — only 10 percent of the land is vegetated), and it is also a cultural
site for the Russian Pomor people. Whale bones are scattered on the beach. We briefly saw a
Purple Sandpiper, and a few other birds and even a brief Arctic Fox put in appearances for
some.

In the afternoon we sailed around a humungous glacier, Negribreen, but sadly the visibility was
almost non-existent. We did enjoy the floating ice, though. And, believe you me, we saw a lot of
other glaciers during the trip, so not all was lost. On poor-visibility days like this we enjoyed
brilliant lectures offered by experts in various fields (today they were about glaciers and Polar
Bears, respectively).

We had a really exciting night as we negotiated an area with 70 percent sea ice through a narrow
straight (Freemansundet), which separates the islands of Edgegya and Barentsgya. Throughout
the night we listened to the sound of cracking ice. We were very lucky to get through this
straight, as the ice charts showed a “plug” (of 100 percent sea ice) that had been there for a
couple of days, but which had moved away just in time for us to (barely) make it through. We
were heading toward the second-largest island (after Spitsbergen) of the Svalbard Archipelago,
Nordaustlandet, which we couldn’t have done if the “plug” of ice had still been present.
Wildlife-wise we saw a couple of Bearded Seals on floating ice as we navigated the straight.

Day 4, 24" June 2019. Incredible views of Polar Bear — hooray!

The weather improved greatly today, and we once again enjoyed grand vistas. After breakfast the
guides at the bridge spotted a distant Polar Bear that we then slowly approached and eventually
got very close to! The captain (Alex Nazarov) did a fine job of slowly approaching the bear
without disturbing it. What an incredible time we spent with this young male!

Walruses on blocks of floating ice entertained us later after we’d spent a lot of time with the
Polar Bear. At one point, an adult Walrus with a baby waddled off the ice and went for a swim.
Apart from these amazing animals, today was similar to most days of the cruise, with certain bird
species abounding. Thick-billed Murre (Brunnich’s Guillemot) and Black-legged Kittiwake
were the most prolific species daily, with Black Guillemot, showing off its lovely white wings
and pink legs in flight, and Little Auk (Dovekie) also being rather common. Parasitic Jaeger
was less numerous, and downright rare around here were Long-tailed Jaeger, Pomarine
Jaeger, and Great Skua, but we did see one or two of each during the cruise as a whole.
Common Eider and the beautiful Ivory Gull (arguably the most important avian special of the
trip) would occasionally put in appearances. We also saw some other good birds when we landed
by zodiac on the land — more about those later.

One of the main aims of today was to see pack ice. It was fantastic observing the imposing wall
of ice where the ice cap meets the sea and from which icebergs form. Putting binoculars onto the

www.birdingecotours.com info@birdingecotours.com
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blue vertical stripes on this wall of ice revealed beautiful waterfalls. The large island of
Nordaustlandet is mainly covered by a massive ice cap, and that’s where we were heading to.

Today’s friendly Polar Bear.

A bizarre Walrus.

www.birdingecotours.com info@birdingecotours.com
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Day 5, 25" June 2019. The Arctic Desert

In the morning we did a zodiac trip to a desert area that was largely sterile but interesting from a
geological point of view. We did see a few blooming flowers and even some insects.

In the afternoon we again went in zodiacs and alighted on some sea ice for 25 minutes, followed
by a zodiac cruise through some beautifully shaped pieces of ice, many of them a spectacular
blue color. We saw many of the same birds as we’d seen previously, but in the afternoon we did
enjoy a really productive half hour with some new birds. These were Common Eider, a
breeding-plumaged female Red (Grey) Phalarope (the females are much more dazzling than the
males, which is the reverse of the norm in birds) that flew straight past the ship, a Long-tailed
Jaeger, and two Parasitic Jaegers. An Ivory Gull spent some time foraging above the sea ice
just in front of the ship.

We needed to start getting back towards Longyearbyen, as we only had two full days of cruising
left, so we navigated the narrow Freemansundet again on our journey south-westward.

The calm sea allowed us to photograph Thick-billed Murres (Brunnich’s Guillemots) and other
birds reflecting in the water.

Day 6, 26" June 2019. Sundneset

This morning we found ourselves in Sundneset (Barents Island), an amazing place for a zodiac
landing, as there is some extensive tundra here, which provides food for all manner of wildlife,
not to mention a couple of nice lakes. The walk here this morning was arguably the best birding
session of the entire trip, and some folks also saw Arctic Fox. There were a good number of the
attractive Svalbard Reindeer in the area. Beautiful Red (Grey) Phalaropes swirled around in
one of the lakes. A good number of Purple Sandpipers foraged. A couple of Common Ringed

www.birdingecotours.com info@birdingecotours.com
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Plovers displayed above us. A lone European Golden Plover stood a head higher than the other
shorebirds. A male Rock Ptarmigan (the Svalbard and Franz Josef Land endemic hyperborea
subspecies) put on quite a show, as did numerous Snow Buntings that were displaying and
singing like crazy. We also were close to several King Eiders and Long-tailed Ducks.

After lunch we continued sailing southward toward the southern tip of Spitsbergen. One or two
people saw a Pomarine Jaeger, the only new bird for the trip.

A beautiful male King Eider.

Day 7, 27t June 2019. Blue Whale

Good views of Blue Whale were enjoyed by those who opted to get out of bed when the call
came through in the middle of the night (but of course the sun was up, as this is indeed the land
of the midnight sun!).

After breakfast we landed at the historic Camp Millar, an old gold mining venue. Here there
were colonies of various seabirds, the most accessible being Little Auk (Dovekie), flocks of
which sometimes flew low over us on their way from their foraging trips at sea to their
breeding/roosting sites. Thick-billed Murres (Brunnich’s Guillemots) and Black-legged
Kittiwakes were also much in evidence. Ghostly white Glaucous Gulls and a summer-coat
Arctic Fox surveyed the base of the Little Auk breeding site in the hopes of finding a meal (for
example a fallen chick or an egg). A nesting Parasitic Jaeger (Arctic Skua) did a fascinating
distraction display as we walked past. We also got quite close to a pair of Glaucous Gulls with
two cute chicks. Next to these was a pair of striking Barnacle Geese. Some camouflaged Purple
Sandpipers foraged on the beach. Several Svalbard Reindeer, one with antlers (most lack them
at this time of the year), gave closer views than previously.

www.birdingecotours.com info@birdingecotours.com
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In the afternoon we traversed the short distance to Fagerbukta, where some crazy folks did a
“polar plunge”, swimming in the icy water where a beach met a picturesque glacier.

Camp Millar on an atmospheric day.

The Svalbard subspecies of Reindeer

www.birdingecotours.com info@birdingecotours.com
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(Svalbard) Reindeer with our vessel in the background.

Day 8, 28" June 2019. Birding Longyearbyen

We disembarked the ship just after 9 a.m. and went birding in Longyearbyen until 2 p.m. We
enjoyed good views of an Arctic Fox molting out of its white winter coat and looking scruffy
but cute. Svalbard Reindeer were much in evidence on the outskirts of the town. Snow
Buntings were everywhere, singing and displaying. Common and King Eiders, a beautiful
Long-tailed Duck, many Barnacle Geese, and a handful of Pink-footed Geese all showed very
well. Stunning breeding-plumaged Red (Grey) Phalaropes whirled around foraging. Other
shorebirds included ridiculously close-up Purple Sandpipers and a lone Dunlin. Breeding-
plumaged Red-throated Loons (Divers) sat on their nests extremely close up. We also got
amazingly close to a beautiful pair of Rock Ptarmigans, the male white and the female brown.
All in all it was a great end to the trip.

We celebrated with a combined late lunch/early dinner and then had a few hours of sleep before
our early flights home. What a fantastic trip, and it was superb company traveling with Tim and
Kay.

www.birdingecotours.com info@birdingecotours.com
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Our scruffy-looking but cute Arctic Fox.

A nice pair of Rock Ptarmigans on the outskirts of Longyearbyen.

www.birdingecotours.com info@birdingecotours.com
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Bird List - Following 10C (9.1)

The following notation after the common names is used to show conservation status following
BirdLife International: VU = Vulnerable, NT = Near Threatened.

English Name \ Scientific Name

Ducks, Geese, Swans (Anatidae)

Pink-footed Goose Anser brachyrhynchus
Brant Goose Branta bernicla
Barnacle Goose Branta leucopsis

King Eider Somateria spectabilis
Common Eider - NT Somateria mollissima
Long-tailed Duck - VU Clangula hyemalis

Pheasants & Allies (Phasianidae)
Rock Ptarmigan Lagopus muta

Plovers (Charadriidae)
European Golden-Plover Pluvialis apricaria
Common Ringed Plover Charadrius hiaticula

Sandpipers, Snipes (Scolopacidae)

Ruddy Turnstone Arenaria interpres
Sanderling Calidris alba

Dunlin Calidris alpina
Purple Sandpiper Calidris maritima
Red Phalarope Phalaropus fulicarius

Gills, Terns, Skimmers (Laridae)

Black-legged Kittiwake - VU Rissa tridactyla
Ivory Gull - NT Larus eburnea
Glaucous Gull Larus hyperboreus
Arctic Tern Sterna paradisaea

Skuas (Stercorariidae)

Great Skua Stercorarius skua
Pomarine Jaeger Stercorarius pomarinus
Parasitic Jaeger Stercorarius parasiticus
Long-tailed Jaeger Stercorarius longicaudus

www.birdingecotours.com info@birdingecotours.com
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English Name Scientific Name
Auks (Alcidae)

Little Auk Alle alle
Thick-billed Murre Uria lomvia
Black Guillemot Cepphus grylle
Atlantic Puffin - VU Fratercula arctica

Loons (Gaviidae)
Red-throated Loon \ Gavia stellata

Petrels, Shearwaters, Diving Petrels (Procellariidae)
Northern Fulmar Fulmarus glacialis

Longspurs, Snow Buntings (Calcariidae)

Snow Bunting \ Plectrophenax nivalis

Total seen \ 29
Mammal List

Common Name | Scientific Name

Rorquals (Balaenopteridae)
Common Minke Whale Balaenoptera acutorostrata
Blue Whale Balaenoptera musculus

Narwhal and Beluga Whale (Monodontidae)
Beluga Whale \ Delphinapterus leucas

Dog-like mammals (Canidae)
Arctic Fox \ Vulpes lagopus

Bears (Ursidae)
Polar Bear \ Urus maritimus

Walruses (Odobenidae)
Walrus \ Odobenus rosmarus

True seals (Phocidae)
Bearded Seal \ Erignathus barbatus

www.birdingecotours.com info@birdingecotours.com
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Svalbard, Norway June 2019

Common Name

Scientific Name

Harbor Seal

Phoca vitulina

Deer (Cervidae)

(Svalbard) Reindeer

‘ Rangifur tarandus platyrhynchus

\ Total seen

9
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