
Franz Josef Land – Russia’s Arctic 
Wilderness 

Naturetrek Tour Itinerary    
 

 

 

Naturetrek Mingledown Barn Wolf’s Lane Chawton Alton Hampshire GU34 3HJ UK 

T: +44 (0)1962 733051 E: info@naturetrek.co.uk W: www.naturetrek.co.uk 
 

Outline itinerary 

Day 1 Fly Oslo and overnight. 

Day 2 Fly Longyearbyen & embark M/V Sea Spirit. 

Day 3/4 Crossing the Barents Sea. 

Day 5/11 Franz Josef Land.  

Day 12/13 Crossing the Barents Sea. 

Day 14 Disembark M/V Sea Spirit & fly London. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Dates 
Sunday 10th July – Saturday 23rd July 2022 

Cost – Main Deck  

£12,995 per person   

Cabin upgrades (please check availability) 

Classic Suite: extra £850 per person 

Superior Suite: extra £995 per person  

Deluxe Suite: extra £2,595 per person 

Premium Suite: extra £3,895 per person 

Owner’s Suite: extra £8,395 per person 

 

Cruise Only – Minus £550 from the above prices 
(excludes flights but includes pre-cruise hotel). 
 

Highlights: 

• Explore this remote and very rarely visited high Arctic 
archipelago. Only two cruise ships explore the islands! 

• Join the comfortable ice-strengthened M/V Sea Spirit  

• Excellent chance of Polar Bear on the pack-ice & land 

• Marine mammals including Walrus & Beluga 

• Look for the rare Bowhead Whale 

• Little Auk, Ivory Gull & other seabirds 

• Led by expert naturalist guides 
 

 From top: Polar Bears, Bowhead Whale & M/V Sea Spirit behind 

Walrus.   
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Introduction 

The isolated and rarely visited 

archipelago of Franz Josef Land is the 

most northerly landmass in Eurasia. At 

their nearest point, these islands are a 

mere 560 miles from the North Pole; a 

distance bettered only by Canada’s 

Ellesmere Island and a remote corner 

of Greenland. Consisting of 191 ice-

coated islands – none of which are 

permanently inhabited – the group 

covers more than 16,000 square kilometres of near-pristine Arctic wilderness. Overall, 85% of the archipelago is 

glaciated, with more than 2,500 cubic kilometres of ice enveloping the land; enough, were it all to melt, to cause a 

global sea level rise of 6 millimetres. 

 

For most of the year, ice dominates all life and landscapes in Franz Josef Land. From October to February, the 

Sun does not appear above the horizon and at its maximum extent, 95% of the sea freezes. For a few brief months, 

between late June and September, however, the icy grip of winter relaxes just enough to release an astonishing 

profusion of wildlife. Even so, summer temperatures rarely rise far above 3oC, making Franz Josef Land 

significantly colder than Svalbard, 160 miles to the south-west. 

 

Here, only the very hardiest creatures can thrive, but 

many of those do so in scarcely believable abundance. 

Over five million seabirds nest in the archipelago each 

year, including around a million Brünnich’s 

Guillemots, and vast swarms of Little Auks that carpet 

the rocky hillsides. Twelve other bird species breed, 

mostly cliff-nesters such as Black Guillemot, Northern 

Fulmar and Black-legged Kittiwake, but Snow 

Bunting, Purple Sandpiper, Ivory Gull and others also 

raise their young on the tundra. 

 

The harsh climate and the permafrost limit soil development in Franz Josef Land, and some areas are consequently 

devoid of vegetation. Trees (apart from the 5 centimetre-high Polar Willow!), shrubs and other tall plants are unable 

to survive, and on the most nutrient-poor islands, nothing but lichens can grow. Elsewhere, however, where a 

merge soil has developed plant life is surprisingly diverse. Fifty seven species of vascular plants are known to occur 

here, the most common of which are Arctic Poppy and nine species of Saxifrage. Vegetation is typically sparse in 

the unforgiving ice-scoured landscape, but where the ground is fertilised by guano from the enormous seabird 

colonies, plant cover can reach 100%. 

 

Arctic Foxes, Franz Josef Land’s only land mammal, also benefit from these sprawling seabird cities, with eggs and 

chicks being vital staples of their diet in the summer. The archipelago’s most iconic resident is the Polar Bear. This 

formidable predator is actually classified as a marine mammal as it spends most of its time out on the frozen seas! 

Polar Bear   

Little Auk   



Tour Itinerary  Franz Josef Land – Russia’s Arctic Wilderness 

 

 

2  © Naturetrek     May 21 
 

The Polar Bears of Franz Josef Land are a part of the Barents Sea population, which totals around 2,500 animals; 

a number which has remained stable for at least 20 years. Polar Bears mostly prey on seals – Harp, Ringed and 

Bearded – and only return to land when forced to do so when denning or when the sea ice breaks up in summer. 

 

A fourth ‘pinniped’ species, the Walrus, also inhabits the islands 

in significant numbers. Up to 3,000 of these primeval-looking 

creatures live and breed here, sharing the waters with a range of 

cetaceans. Of these, Minke, Humpback and Beluga Whales are 

the most frequently encountered, while Orca and the near-

mythical Narwhal occur occasionally, but are very rarely seen. 

Franz Josef Land is also the most important location for the 

highly endangered Russian Arctic population of Bowhead 

Whale. This legendary behemoth dwells year-round in Arctic 

waters, and can live for over 200 years. Although heavily hunted in the 1800s the population of this high-arctic 

whale is now thankfully recovering, albeit slowly.   

 

In fact, one such whaling vessel – the Spitsbergen, captained by 

Nils Fredrik Rønnbeck – may have first discovered Franz Josef 

Land in 1865. If so, his discovery was never announced. This 

was a common approach at the time, as commercial interests 

sought to keep profitable new whaling and seal hunting 

grounds secret from their competitors. Seven years later, the 

archipelago was visited by the Austro-Hungarian North Pole 

Expedition of 1872, which officially named the territory after 

Franz Joseph I of Austria. 

 

Further exploration occurred during the remainder of the nineteenth century, and the islands were used as a base 

for a number of attempts to reach the North Pole between 1898 and 1905. Although none of these expeditions 

was ultimately successful, many substantially raised the scientific and popular profile of Franz Josef Land. 

Increasing Russian interest in the archipelago (which was also claimed by Norway) led to a declaration of 

sovereignty in 1914, and in 1926 the then Soviet Union formally annexed the islands. Despite this, Norwegian 

sealers continued to operate in the surrounding waters, until a failed 1929 attempt by Norway to establish a base 

ended any meaningful claim the country had to the territory. 

 

Between 1930 and 1990 there was no Western presence on the islands, except 

for an undetected and ill-fated German weather station during the Second 

World War. During the Cold War, the islands’ strategic position encouraged 

the deployment of a significant USSR military presence, including the 

construction of several aerodromes. However, after the fall of the Soviet 

Union, foreign scientists were invited back to the islands, which were 

declared a nature reserve in 1994. In 2011, Franz Josef Land was formally 

included in the Russian Arctic National Park, heralding the dawn of a new 

era of tourism and conservation in this remote region. However, for now it 

remains very little-visited and our cruise offers a rare opportunity to 

Walrus   

Bowhead Whales    



Franz Josef Land – Russia’s Arctic Wilderness Tour Itinerary 

 

 

© Naturetrek     May 2021 3 
 

experience these awe-inspiring and near-pristine islands. For this expedition cruise Naturetrek will be joining the 

108 passenger M/V Sea Spirit, a comfortable ice-strengthened expedition ship that regularly cruises the waters of 

Franz Josef Land during the summer months.   

 

Itinerary 

NB - Please note that the following itinerary should be treated as a guide only, not an exact 

program. Flexibility is the key to all Arctic voyages and our exact route, and the number of 

days we have to explore Franz Josef Land, will depend on ice and weather conditions, wildlife 

encounters, the experience of the expedition leader and the advice of the ship's captain and 

crew.  

Day 1 Fly Oslo  

This afternoon we fly from London to Oslo with SAS Airlines where we transfer to a comfortable airport hotel 

for a one-night stay.  

 

(NB – depending on flight times we may opt to continue on to Longyearbyen in the evening and spend our first 

night in Svalbard. This will be confirmed once flight schedules are released around 11 months before departure).  

Day 2   Fly Longyearbyen, embark M/V Sea Spirit 

We now take a mid-morning flight to 

Longyearbyen (Svalbard) and, after a couple of 

free hours exploring the town, we board the M/V 

Sea Spirit in the mid-afternoon our home for the 

next 12 nights. Over half of the population of 

Svalbard live in Longyearbyen, a pretty little town 

overlooked by snow-capped mountains on the 

shores of Advent Fjord. All the usual facilities of 

a small Norwegian town can be found here 

existing in splendid isolation from the mainland of 

Europe. Hardy little Snow Buntings will be feeding on the brief summer crop of seeds as we explore the seafront 

and a scan of the waters will no doubt reveal Arctic Terns bickering noisily on their favourite rocks and Glaucous 

Gulls loafing about the quay looking for scraps. For the birds that nest in the arctic, it is crucial for them to raise 

their families as quickly as possible before the few short months of summer come to an end and as a consequence 

the seabird cliffs and tundra are scenes of frantic activity as parents toil to supply their offspring with food.  

 

In the somewhat more relaxed world of the cruise passenger, however, we will be escorted to our cabins and can 

then venture up on deck, or into the lounge to watch the spectacularly scenery slip past as we leave Longyearbyen, 

head out into Isfjord and begin our Arctic cruise.  

 

 

 

Longyearbyen   
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Day 3 – 4 Crossing the Barents Sea 

From Isfjorden we head south along the western coastline of Spitsbergen and, once around the island’s southern-

most tip, we will proceed straight to Franz Josef Land across the Barents Sea. Lectures and workshops by your 

tour leaders and expedition staff will prepare us for what lies ahead. 

 

There will be plenty to keep us entertained from the deck 

of the ship too. As we make our way across the Barents 

Sea we are likely to encounter areas of pack ice which 

usually linger between Svalbard and Franz Josef Land 

throughout the summer months. The ice-strengthened 

hull of the M/S Sea Spirit will allow us to pick our way 

through the ice and, as we continue our journey north-

east, we must keep our eyes open for Ringed, Harp and 

Bearded Seals, Walrus and the true ‘king of the Arctic’, the 

Polar Bear. This magnificent creature, the largest of the 

world’s eight species of bear, has come to symbolise the frozen north and is supremely adapted to the extreme 

environment in which it lives. Polar Bears are loners and wanderers, covering hundreds of miles of frozen ocean 

in their relentless search for seals. Approximately 2,500 Polar Bears are thought wander the ice-floes of Svalbard 

and Franz Josef Land and, whilst nothing can be guaranteed in the world of wildlife-watching, this exciting cruise 

offers the very best chance of a meeting with this formidable creature. 

 

The icy north is also home to an interesting variety of hardy birds and during the crossing we will be keeping a 

look-out for Brünnich’s Guillemot, Little Auk, Pomarine and Long-tailed Skuas and the ghostly-white Ivory Gull. 

Cetaceans may include Minke, Fin or Humpback Whales.    

Day 5 – 11 Franz Josef Land 

This is expedition cruising at its most authentic. As such, our route and exploration opportunities in Franz Josef 

Land are heavily dependent on the weather and the extent of the sea ice. Our experienced captain and expedition 

team will decide our best route and continually adjust plans as necessary in this wild and remote corner of the high 

Arctic. 

Ivory Gull   

Polar Bear watching   
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Apart from having to report in at the Russian polar station 

Nagurskoye in Cambridge Bay at the start and end of our time here 

we are free to explore the many waterways and islands of this 

breathtaking Arctic wilderness. On most days we will also board 

inflatable zodiacs to go ashore and explore the tundra, dotted with 

colourful Arctic flowers, cruise along a glacier or steer to the foot of 

towering cliffs crowded with nesting seabirds. At other times when 

shore excursions are not planned we can watch the magnificent 

coastline slip by from the deck of the ship safe in the knowledge that the warmth of the lounge or bar are only a 

short flight of stairs away should we fancy a warming cup of coffee or a snack!  

 

The Franz Josef Land archipelago was incorporated into the 

Russian Arctic National Park in 2012. It is a region of 

outstanding natural beauty that we will explore over the next 

seven days in search of its wildlife and scenic highlights. We 

will be searching for Polar Bears, Walrus and other 

quintessential ‘High Arctic’ wildlife and visit high cliffs and 

scree slopes home to enormous nesting colonies of 

Brünnich’s Guillemots, Little Auks, Fulmars and Kittiwakes. 

In global terms the Little Auk is one of the most numerous 

of all species and whilst in Britain we know it mostly as a storm driven winter visitor, here in its summer haunt it 

is easier to appreciate its true status as thousands of birds hurtle like starlings towards their concealed nests on the 

boulder strewn scree slopes high on the mountain sides.  

 

Ivory gulls nest inland, whilst on the coast we should see Arctic Terns, Arctic Skuas, Purple Sandpipers and 

Common Eiders. We must also keep a careful eye open for the delicate Ross’s Gull and the rare Sabine’s Gull for, 

although neither breed here, non-breeding individuals or failed breeders are occasionally sighted in the summer.   

 

We also hope to find pods of Beluga Whales and will be on the 

lookout for the low bushy blow of a Bowhead Whale. Sadly, the 

slow-moving habits of Bowheads made them an easy target for 

the early whalers and even today they remain one of the world’s 

rarest cetaceans. It has recently been discovered that Bowheads 

are one of the longest lived of any animal. A harpoon head dating 

from the year 1885 was removed from an adult Alaskan whale in 

2007 proving that the animal was at least 130 years old. Indeed, it 

is now widely accepted that these amazing creatures may live for as long as 200 years!  We will take full advantage 

of the 24-hour daylight of mid-summer to make the most of every opportunity for wildlife viewing. 

 

As well as enjoying the wildlife we will marvel at the islands dramatic landscapes, from its immense tidewater 

glaciers and glittering icebergs of a myriad different shapes, to the polar deserts and tundra that edge the coast and 

the crazy-paving of pack-ice that lies offshore. Franz Josef Land is also home to some interesting geological 

oddities, such as the mysterious stone spheres on Champ Island, the origins of which are still not fully understood. 

Purple Saxifrage   

Cruising the pack-ice   

Beluga Whales   
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Collectors of geographical extremes may take note that Cape 

Fligely on Rudolf Island is the northernmost point of land in 

the Eastern Hemisphere! 

 

It is impossible to ignore the region’s fascinating history. 

Franz Josef Land offers visitors the opportunity to walk in the 

footsteps of some of history’s most famous polar explorers. 

The journals of Fridtjof Nansen, Julius von Payer, Benjamin 

Leigh Smith, Frederick George Jackson, and come alive at 

sites such as Cape Norway, Cape Flora, Cape Tegetthoff.  

Day 12 – 13 Return crossing to Svalbard 

Following our week of exploration in Franz Josef Land, we will retrace our steps across the Barents Sea and back to 

Longyearbyen in Svalbard. The crossing will give us our final opportunity to look for the region’s hardy Polar wildlife, 

and perhaps one final Polar Bear. 

Day 14 Fly London 

Once back at Longyearbyen a spectacular flight over huge glaciers, braided river valleys and snow-capped peaks 

will bring us back to mainland Norway, from where we must continue our journey south away from the roof of 

the world and back to London’s Heathrow Airport (or Manchester if you prefer). 

 

NB: Please note that the departure time of the SAS flight from Longyearbyen to Oslo varies from early afternoon 

to 0400 hours. Schedules will be available approximately 11 months prior to departure.  Please also note that SAS’s 

Longyearbyen/Oslo schedule often permits a direct connection through Oslo and back to the UK on Day 14 of 

the tour. If this is not possible we may have to overnight in Oslo on our return and fly from Oslo to the UK the 

following morning. This would incur an additional cost of approximately £100 per person (in a twin room). 

 

Tour grading  

Grade A/B – Optional morning and afternoon walks on shore, plus zodiac cruising. Entering and leaving the 

zodiac craft can present a few difficulties on occasion, but there are always plenty of crew to lend a hand if 

necessary. Longer walks are occasionally offered for those who wish to stretch their legs. Please also be aware that 

there are no footpaths on Franz Josef Land and the terrain can be steep and rough. Excursions will be mostly by 

zodiacs – rubber, inflatable landing craft – and all landings will be wet landings (where the zodiacs are driven 

directly onto a beach).   

 

It is also important that you are able to get up and down the steep gangway from the ship to the water level to 

board the zodiac craft. Please also be aware of the need to climb up and down several short stairways/steps when 

moving around the deck of the ship. Should you require additional information on the above please give the 

Naturetrek office a call on 01962 733051.  

Stone spheres on Champ Island    
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Please remember that you are travelling in remote areas without access to sophisticated medical facilities, so we 

would ask you not to join the tour if you have a life-threatening condition, need daily medical treatment or have 

difficulty walking.  

Focus 

This is a general natural history cruise focusing on the wildlife that lives around Franz Josef Land and the 

archipelago’s spectacular landscapes.  Whilst, we will certainly make a special effort to see Polar Bears during our 

stay (and have an excellent chance of succeeding), please be aware that bears are not the sole focus of this cruise.  

We will also spend time ashore, in search of the other mammals, birds and flora, cruise amidst dramatic polar 

scenery, learn about the history of the islands and just enjoy the unique peace and solitude of being in the Arctic 

realm.   

Food & accommodation 

All food and accommodation is included in 

the cost except for evening meals and 

lunches in Oslo and Longyearbyen. For the 

night in Oslo we use a comfortable airport 

hotel.  

 

For this cruise we will be joining the M/V 

Sea Spirit which features spacious suites for 

the accommodation of 108 passengers. The 

Sea Spirit has an ice-strengthened hull 

(Lloyd’s ID ice class) and a set of retractable 

fin stabilizers for smoother sailing. The 

vessel comes equipped with a full complement of zodiac landing craft and has plenty of outside deck space for 

wildlife viewing. The expedition staff and crew will be joined by one or two Naturetrek naturalist guides (depending 

on the final size of our group).  

 

 

Cabins: 

The M/V Sea Spirit offers the following cabin grades. The photographs and room plans below show a typical 

cabin of that grade. Please be aware, however, that cabins of a particular grade are not uniform in shape and size 

and the exact layout of each may vary a little from those illustrated below. The size and shape of each cabin is 

outlined on the deck plan. 

M/V Sea Spirit   
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Main Deck 

Averaging 23 square metres/248 square feet, Main Deck cabins are equipped with either two twins or a king-size 

bed. They are located on the Main Deck with a minimum of two portholes for exterior views. Amenities include: 

en suite facilities, in-room safe, refrigerator, TV/DVD individual temperature control and hair dryer. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Classic Suite 

Averaging 21 square metres/226 square feet, these cabins are located on the Oceanus Deck. They feature a picture 

window, two wardrobes and a choice of either two twin beds or a king-size bed. Amenities include: en suite 

facilities, in-room safe, refrigerator, TV/DVD, individual temperature control and hair dryer. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Superior Suite 

Superior Suites are located on the Club Deck. Averaging 20 square metres/ 215 square feet, these cabins feature 

two twin beds or a king-size bed. The picture window overlooks an outside walkway on the Club Deck. Amenities 

include: en suite facilities, walk-in closet or wardrobe, in-room safe, refrigerator, TV/DVD, individual temperature 

control, hair dryer. 
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Deluxe Suite 

The Deluxe Suites with balconies are located on the Sports Deck. Averaging 24 square metres/ 258 square feet 

means plenty of room. Choose from either two twin beds or a king-size bed. A sliding glass door leads to a private 

balcony. These suites feature a walk-in closet or wardrobe. Amenities include en suite facilities, in-room safe, 

refrigerator, TV/DVD, individual temperature control, and a hair dryer. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Premium Suite 

The Premium Suites are located on the Sun Deck. Averaging a generous 30 square metres/ 323 square feet, with 

two twin beds or a king-size bed. Access the private balcony by a sliding glass door. Amenities include: en suite 

facilities, lounge area, in-room safe, refrigerator, satellite telephone access, TV/DVD, individual temperature 

control and hair dryer. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Owners Suite 

Super-spacious (43 square metres/ 463 square feet) elegant suite on the Sun Deck with a king-sized bed. Designed 

for entertaining, the Owner’s Suite also has a separate living room. A BOSE stereo system provides background 

music, or watch videos on the HD plasma TV. Sliding glass doors lead to a private deck. En suite facilities include 

a jetted bathtub.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
Dining room 

Panorama Lounge 
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Extra expenses 

Lunches and dinners in Oslo and Longyearbyen are not included in the tour cost along with drinks, laundry and 

all items of a personal nature. Although solely at your discretion, you might like to allow approximately £200 per 

person for tips for local expedition staff and the ships crew. 

 

NB - Please note that due to the volatile nature of fuel prices and currency exchange rates at the moment 

Naturetrek reserves the right to impose a surcharge on this cruise should fuel prices increase significantly (and the 
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boat operators request an additional payment) or if there is a further significant weakening of the Pound Sterling. 

As always, however, we will do our very best to avoid such increases in costs.  

Climate 

The weather in Franz Josef Land is colder than that experienced in Spitsbergen, the west coast of which is warmed 

by the West Spitsbergen Current, an extension of the Gulf Stream. During the summer, the average temperature 

hovers around freezing, but it can get colder than that at times, and there is a significant wind chill whenever a 

breeze blows up. The weather can be changeable, even in the summer, with periods clear sunny weather 

interspersed with the occasional low pressure system bringing with it wind and rain/snow.  

Your safety & security  

You have chosen to travel to Franz Josef Land. Risks to your safety and security are an unavoidable aspect of all 

travel and the best current advice on such risks is provided for you by the Foreign, Commonwealth & 

Development Office. In order to assess and protect against any risks in your chosen destination, it is essential that 

you refer to the FCDO website – www.gov.uk/foreign-travel-advice/russia or telephone 0870 6060290 prior to 

travel. 

How to book your place 

In order to book a place on this holiday, you will need to read the Naturetrek terms and conditions in the back of 

our brochure or on our website, and then book either online at www.naturetrek.co.uk, by calling us on 01962 

733051, or by completing and returning the booking form in the brochure together with a deposit of 20% of the 

holiday cost.  If you do not have a copy of this brochure, please call us on 01962 733051.  

Receive our e-newsletter 

Join the Naturetrek e-mailing list and be the first to hear about new tours, additional departures and new dates, 

tour reports and special offers. Visit www.naturetrek.co.uk to sign up. 

 

Images courtesy P Marshall, P Stanbury, T Melling, Poseidon Expeditions & Shutterstock Ltd.    

 

 

 


