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Tour participants: Tom Mabbett and Tim Melling (leaders) with 43 Naturetrek clients 
 
Summary 
 
We enjoyed a fantastic circumnavigation of Spitsbergen, the largest island of the Svalbard archipelago, 
encountering a truly special array of wildlife along the way. No less than 10 Polar Bears were found, with multiple 
animals at kills in the pack ice, giving astonishing views. Two close-up Blue Whales feeding around the ship, Fin, 
Humpback and Minke Whales with a pod of Beluga Whales too. Arctic Foxes, Walrus colonies, hundreds of 
thousands of seabirds, Harp, Ringed and Bearded Seals, Ivory Gulls, “red” Phalaropes and four skua species 
constantly entertained us along with breathtaking scenery. We marveled at the glaciers up close and enjoyed finding 
a great wealth of wildflowers on our regular shore landings. All this coupled with excellent food and a lot of fun 
along the way of course.  
 
Day 1          Thursday 6th July 
 
It was raining in Oslo this morning, but a brief pre-breakfast walk produced lots of Fieldfares gathering worms for 
their broods, but little else. We booked onto our lunchtime flight and headed north to Svalbard, marveling at the 
amazing scenery under clear skies when we arrived. The temperature was an amazing 17 degrees, which is about 
10 degrees above normal. Our coach was waiting, and we headed straight to the MV Plancius where we had our 
safety briefing and lifeboat drill before heading off on our adventure. From the boat we saw a number of Reindeer 
plus our first sightings of Arctic birds; Brünnich’s Guillemots, Little Auks, Black Guillemots, Eiders, Fulmars, 
Arctic Terns, Glaucous Gulls, Puffins plus single Red-throated Diver and Arctic Skua. We were just tucking into 
our first delicious meal when someone called a whale seen through the restaurant windows. We were expecting 
Minke but it turned out to be two huge Fin Whales giving great views. As we continued in bright sunshine we were 
entertained by large numbers of Fulmar, Brünnich’s Guillemots, Little Auks plus smaller numbers of Puffins. Then 
more whales were spotted, first more Fin Whales then some distant fluking from several Humpbacks, but there 
was a much larger blow, and the call we were all hoping for; “Blue Whale!”  A magnificent Blue Whale performed 
really close to the boat, surfacing four or five times, then diving for five minutes before surfacing again. This 
continued for the best part of an hour before it was time to leave it and continue our journey. We could not really 
have asked for a better start to the trip. 
 
Day 2               Friday 7th July 
 
People were up early as we arrived in Kongsfjord and were rewarded with sightings of two Minke Whale plus many 
Auks including Puffins. A few Arctic Skuas were chasing Arctic Terns too. After breakfast we visited New London 
on Blomstrand Halfoya which was full of arctic flowers including our first of many sightings of Mountain Avens, 
Purple Saxifrage, Drooping Saxifrage, Tufted Saxifrage, Moss Campion, Polar and Net-leaved Willows plus several 
yellow Whitlow Grasses. A pair of Long-tailed Skuas were chasing terns and seeing off Arctic Skuas, but they were 
attacked by breeding Turnstones. We saw four Turnstones here in beautiful plumage plus a couple of Purple 
Sandpipers and many Snow Buntings. We walked to two small lakes where we saw nesting Long-tailed Ducks and 
Red-throated Divers. We also saw two Pink-footed Geese and a number of Barnacle Geese with goslings. The 
long walkers also managed to get good views of a male Ptarmigan. 
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After lunch we sailed down to the glacier at the end of Kongsfjord and saw several Arctic plus Long-tailed Skua 
chasing Kittiwakes. We then headed back to Ny Alesund in warm sunshine where we spent the afternoon. But on 
the quay as we arrived, we spotted our first Ivory Gull which flew around the boat a few times before disappearing. 
We then ran the gauntlet of Arctic Tern attacks as we headed into town. On the pool we saw Red-throated Divers 
and Long-tailed Ducks. There were plenty of Snow Buntings feeding fledged young, and lots of Barnacle Geese 
with goslings. A few people saw an Arctic Fox which managed to snatch a gosling. There were a couple of Reindeer 
around and about twenty Common Seals on the beach. But perhaps most popular was a male Grey Phalarope 
which made several visits to a small pool in the village. As we headed back to the ship a flock of six King Eiders 
flew past, then eight different King Eiders flew in the opposite direction a few minutes later, seven males and one 
female. Photographs showed that these were different flocks. There were also four more drake King Eiders that 
flew by with Common Eiders shortly afterwards. When we were back on the ship, we spotted another Arctic Fox 
near the pool plus our first Great Skua flew over the ship. 
 
Day 3          Saturday 8th July 
 
Soon after leaving Kongsfjord we hit fog which remained with us all night, but at about 6:30am it lifted to bring a 
clear sunny day again. We entered Liefdefjord and saw all the usual seabirds including a few Arctic Skuas. We 
scanned the Andoyen Islands as we passed but nothing much of note. We then headed to the Monaco Glacier 
where we had Zodiac rides all along the length of the glacier. We had some lovely close views of Arctic Terns 
perched on floating ice in great light for photographs, plus Glaucous Gulls and Black Guillemots. Most spectacular 
were thousands of Kittiwakes feeding on copepods that had become stunned by the fresh melt-water from the 
glacier as they are so salt sensitive. 
 
After lunch we travelled to Bukksfjord but en route we saw several Reindeer and a single Harp Seal. We used the 
Zodiacs to get ashore where we had some walks across the tundra and visited some geothermal springs. The 
ground here was very flower-rich and we saw a number of species we had not yet seen; Pygmy, Snow and Sulphur-
coloured Buttercups, Lapland Whitlow Grass, Hairy Lousewort, Hawkweed-leaved and Alpine Saxifrages, Arctic 
and Polar Campions, Arctic Sandwort among others. We managed to see lots of Snow Buntings plus a few Purple 
Sandpipers but most popular were a pair of Ptarmigan, a white male with a brown female. In Svalbard male 
Ptarmigans remain white year-round while the females that do the incubating moult to brown plumage for the 
nesting season. It was still sunny but quite windy which made for an exciting Zodiac ride back to the ship. The 
long walkers managed to find an Arctic Fox being mobbed by Arctic Terns.  
 
After an excellent dinner we were called on deck as there was our second Blue Whale close to the bow when we 
were still inside Liefdefjord. We watched it surface many times and occasionally it showed its tail flukes as it dived. 
A little later a Fin Whale was seen, again close to the ship plus a couple of Harp Seals. At 11pm we passed the 80th 
parallel with Moffen Island visible far off to the west. 
 
Day 4             Sunday 9th July 
 
We arrived in the pack ice early morning and after breakfast everyone was out on deck. A Minke Whale, some 
Harp Seals and a Ringed Seal were seen early on. Before 9am we quickly spotted two Polar Bears, then a third that 
wandered away and was lost to view. One Polar Bear was on a kill, which appeared to be a Walrus as it was huge 
and some claimed to have seen the diagnostic flippers, though it had been skinned. One Polar Bear came in to 
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feed alongside the other, then they were joined by a fourth bear, so there were three Polar Bears feeding on the 
Walrus carcass at once. There were also six Ivory Gulls in attendance feeding off scraps or waiting patiently for an 
opportunity to feed. The bears interacted by growling and posturing but they never really fought. They also rolled 
around in the snow and “bulldozed” with their snouts in the snow. One female came really close to the back of 
the ship, so close we could not get the whole animal in the camera view. We watched them for most of the morning 
and the expedition leader said that this was the best Polar Bear experience they had had all year. We pottered 
around in the pack ice all afternoon watching Guillemots, Little Auks and Kittiwakes, then unexpectedly a Lesser 
Black-backed Gull. A single immature Pomarine Skua was also seen by a few people. Most people managed to see 
Ringed Seal but several Harp Seals proved more elusive. Alas there were no more Polar Bear sightings, but we 
could not complain after this morning’s wonderful experience. 
 
Day 6          Monday 10th July 
 
This morning we visited Nordaustlandet, the large island in the east of the Svalbard archipelago. The place we first 
stopped was Oxford Halfoya in the Wahlenbergfjord. The flowers here were surprisingly good with lots of Spider 
Saxifrage (aka Polar Stoloniferous Saxifrage) and Svalbard Poppies, both white and yellow forms. Purple Saxifrage, 
Moss Campion, Yellow Marsh Saxifrage, Sulphur-coloured Buttercups and Tufted Cinquefoil added lots of colour 
to the bare tundra. We also managed to find Polar Mouse-ear and Nodding Campion. It was quite quiet for birds 
but a flock of King Eiders was a highlight, plus good views of Arctic Skuas and Purple Sandpiper. Almost everyone 
managed to see an Arctic Fox today, being hassled by Skuas and Terns, and there were a few Reindeer on the 
tundra. The longer walkers managed to find a flock of over a hundred Pink-footed Geese and a couple of Red-
throated Divers. 
 
After lunch we spotted about twenty Walruses quite distantly, but they were females with young, always in the 
water, never hauling out on beaches where the young would be vulnerable to Polar Bears. We went ashore at 
Palanderbukta onto the polar desert habitat where we were shown peculiar circular patterns made by thawing and 
freezing of gravel. Flowers were few but we managed to see lots of Sulphur-coloured Buttercups and more Spider 
Saxifrages and Svalbard Poppies. Birds were very few but a nesting pair of Arctic Skuas kept a close eye on us. As 
we walked back to the Zodiacs we spotted more Walrus offshore, this time a little closer, but again, mothers with 
calves. 
 
In the evening we had a deck barbecue where a good time was had by all. Those who stayed until the end were 
rewarded with a Minke Whale close to the boat. 
 
Day 7         Tuesday 11th July 
 
This morning we visited the magnificent Brünnich’s Guillemot colony at Alkefjellet where 60,000 pairs breed, 
although it seemed like much more than that. The sky was full of flying birds and the sea was dotted with rafts of 
thousands, plus every usable ledge was crammed with birds, and the air was full of their laughing calls. The scenery 
was impressive too with basalt columns like mill chimneys and a glacier just to the north. In amongst the thousands 
of Brünnich’s Guillemots were a few Kittiwakes and Black Guillemots with predatory Glaucous Gulls nesting in 
the grassier parts. Two aberrant Brünnich’s Guillemots were seen with pale plumage and yellow bills and legs. A 
few people managed close but brief views of an Arctic Fox carrying a Guillemot corpse. Everyone agreed that it 
was a most impressive experience. 
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We were intending to visit a Walrus haul-out but unfortunately thick fog set in which meant we could not check 
for Polar Bears, so we headed across to Nordaustlandet. We did not see Walruses hauled out on land but we came 
across several groups of Walruses in the sea as we sailed east. We intended to have a short walk again but there 
were two Polar Bears on the tundra, so instead we had Zodiac cruises to view the bears. 
 
After dinner we cruised along the ice shelf among a mixture of ice bergs and sea ice. Here we saw many Ivory 
Gulls, Great and Arctic Skuas, a few Little Auks and a large number of seals. In total we saw about 12 Bearded 
Seals, 6 Ringed Seals, 30 Harp Seal and about twenty Walruses. The sea was like a mirror throughout but best of 
all were four Polar Bears that were found very late. One was close to the ship and a tannoy announcement got 
everyone out of bed. It had a seal carcass nearby with two Ivory Gulls and about 12 Glaucous Gulls in magical 
light. We never expected a second pack ice experience, let alone one with so many sightings. 
 
Day 8            Wednesday 12th July 
 
Today we had early morning fog, but it lifted so we could visit a Walrus haul-out at Kapp Lee on Edgeoya. There 
were many Walruses in the water around the ship but on shore we had great views, but not so great smells as we 
were downwind of them. We watched them tussling in the group and also coming in and out of the sea. Some 
animals in the sea came really close as they are curious. We also saw a pod of Beluga Whales in the bay here, though 
not as close as we would have liked. The Belugas were difficult to count but there were maybe ten animals including 
at least three grey youngsters. We also saw four King Eiders, Long-tailed Ducks and a Grey Phalarope. 
 
In the afternoon we visited another site on Edgeoya called Russobukta which had a very rich flower-filled tundra 
plus several lakes with birds. We managed to find Svalbard Saxifrage, Lapland Buttercup and Polar Cress among 
numerous Yellow Marsh Saxifrages. On the pool by the landing, we had two Grey Phalaropes, Red-throated 
Divers, Long-tailed Ducks and many Barnacle Geese. There were also a number of female King Eider and 
Common Eiders but no males. We saw three or four Arctic Foxes and good views of Reindeer. On one of the 
further lakes there were about 300 Pink-footed Geese, plus a few Greylags and a Canada. Surprise finds were two 
Mallards, Golden Plover and a Wheatear. But of great interest were two pure white Barnacle Geese which are 
reported annually in Caerlaverock (Scotland) where the Svalbard population goes each winter. 
 
Day 9                Thursday 13th July 
 
Overnight we had sailed round the southern tip of Spitsbergen and arrived in Hornsund in the morning. It was 
bright but very windy, so we had to find a sheltered spot to land at the far end of the fjord. We saw three Humpback 
Whales and a Minke feeding around the glacier at the end. The landing was quite sparse with little vegetation and 
little wildlife apart from a few Snow Buntings, Gulls, Terns and Skuas. 
 
After lunch we visited a glacier in Burgerbukta for a Zodiac cruise where we had an exciting time motoring through 
the bits of ice. We had great views of Black Guillemots and Puffins plus a single Ivory Gull. We spent the evening 
progressing very slowly among many Little Auks plus a couple of Harp Seals. 
 
 
 
 



Spitsbergen – Realm of the Polar Bear Tour Report 

 

 

© Naturetrek July 23 5 
 

Day 10             Friday 14th July  
 
Unfortunately when we arrived in Bellsund it was too windy to land at the Little Auk colony so we tried to make 
a landing deeper in the more sheltered part of the fjord. But when we arrived the winch was not working so we 
could not launch zodiacs, so we set sail towards Isfjord. In Bellsund we could see a number of distant King Eiders 
but apart from that it was the usual seabirds. We arrived in Isfjord mid-afternoon, and we landed at the beautiful 
cliffs of Alkhornet. As we approached it looked like a giant rhino horn sticking out of the mountain. There were 
very many Reindeer here, including some young calves that would have been born in May or June this year. We 
could see many Kittiwakes and Brünnich’s Guillemots on the cliffs, but most people were more interested in the 
three Arctic Foxes patrolling underneath the cliffs. It looked like a mother and two cubs. We also saw many Snow 
Buntings including recently-fledged young. Flowers were abundant here and we finally found Boreal Jacob’s Ladder 
growing by boulders below the cliff. Highland Saxifrage was also new for the trip. Unfortunately, it was time to 
head back to Longyearbyen just a few miles up the fjord. The Expedition Leader informed us that the total distance 
covered on the cruise around Spitsbergen was 1,091 nautical miles, which is 1,263 land miles. 
 
Day 11                 Saturday 15th July 
 
We were docked in Longyearbyen early morning and at about 8:30 coaches took us to drop our luggage off at our 
respective hotels. After that people wandered around exploring and visiting the museum and the various bars and 
coffee shops. By the dog kennels we saw Arctic Skuas, Dunlin, Purple Sandpiper and a white Barnacle Goose 
among many Barnacles with goslings. A walk up past the cemetery gave us about twenty Pink-footed Geese with 
lots of goslings. 
 
At 1pm some people visited a Little Auk colony about 5 miles beyond the airport with a local guide where a 
Ptarmigan and some distant King Eider were also seen. Further birdwatching in the afternoon produced a Great  
Black-backed Gull which was new for the trip, plus an Ivory Gull and some Long-tailed Ducks. 
 
Day 12           Sunday 16th July 
 
This morning we caught coaches to the airport before 5am for our 7:35 flight to Oslo, then for most of us onto 
London. This was where we made our farewells and shared our last memories together of what really was a trip of 
a lifetime. Thanks to everyone for helping to make it such a memorable and enjoyable trip. 
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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. 
 
Social Media 

We’re social! Follow us on Facebook, Twitter and Instagram and be the first to hear about the launch of new 
tours, offers and exciting sightings and photos from our recently returned holidays.  
 

 

 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Cruise route July 2023 
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Species lists 

Birds (H = Heard only) 

    July 2023 
Common name Scientific name 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 
Pink-footed Goose Anser brachyrhynchus  2   100 15 300  2 40 
Barnacle Goose Branta leucopsis  ✓    2 50 30  ✓ 
Canada Goose Branta canadensis       1    

Greylag Goose Anser anser       5    

King Eider Somateria spectabilis  20 1  7  10 10 10 20 
Common Eider Somateria mollissima 30 40 30  30 20 10 7 20 ✓ 
Mallard Anas platyrhynchos       2    

Long-tailed Duck Clangula hyemalis  8     12   7 
Rock Ptarmigan Lagopus muta  2 2    1   1 
Red-throated Diver Gavia stellata 1 6   2  2 1  1 
Northern Fulmar Fulmarus glacialis ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 
Common Ringed Plover Charadrius hiaticula  2        2 
Golden Plover Pluvialis apricaria  1     1    

Ruddy Turnstone Arenaria interpres  4         

Purple Sandpiper Calidris maritima  10 2  4 1 4 2  5 
Dunlin Calidris alpina  1        7 
Grey Phalarope Phalaropus fulicarius  2     4    

Black-legged Kittiwake Rissa tridactyla ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 
Ivory Gull Pagophila eburnea  1  7  20  1  1 
Lesser Black-backed Gull Larus fuscus    1       

Great Black-backed Gull  Larus marinus          1 
Glaucous Gull Larus hyperboreus 20 10 30 1 20 40 15 20 10 10 
Arctic Tern Sterna paradisaea ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 20 30 30 30 20 50 
Great Skua Stercorarius skua  1    3  1 1  

Pomarine Skua Stercorarius 
pomarinus 

   1       

Arctic Skua Stercorarius 
parasiticus 1 12 8 2 4 5 4 10 10 10 

Long-tailed Skua Stercorarius 
longicaudus 

 2   1      

Little Auk Alle alle ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 20 20 ✓ ✓ ✓ 
Brunnich's Guillemot Uria lomvia ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 50 
Black Guillemot Cepphus grylle ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 
Atlantic Puffin Fratercula arctica ✓ ✓  30    20 40  

Wheatear Oenanthe oenanthe       1    

Snow Bunting Plectrophenax nivalis 2 ✓ ✓  5 2 30 5 20 30 

 
Mammals 

    July 2023 
Common name Scientific name 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 
Arctic Fox Vulpes lagopus   1 1   1 2 4   3   
Polar Bear Ursus maritimus       4   6         
Walrus Odobenus rosmarus         30 40 150   1   
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    July 2023 
Common name Scientific name 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 
Bearded Seal Erignathus barbatus   1       12         
Harp Seal Pagophilus groenlandicus 1   1 5   30   2     
Harbour Seal Phoca vitulina   20 1               
Ringed Seal Pusa hispida       2 2 6         
Reindeer Rangifer tarandus 8 5 20   20 1 12   50   
Beluga Whale Delphinapterus leucas             10       
Minke Whale Balaenoptera 

acutorostrata 
  2   1 1 1   1     

Blue Whale Balaenoptera musculus 1   1               
Fin Whale Balaenoptera physalus 5   1               
Humpback Whale Megaptera novaeangliae 3             3     

 
Plants 

Scientific Name Common Name 
Pteridophytes  Ferns and allies 
    
Equisetaceae  Horsetail Family 
Equisetum arvense Arctic Horsetail 
    
Angiosperms Flowering Plants 
    
Brasicaceae  Cabbage Family 
Cardamine pratensis ssp. angustifolia Polar Cress 
Cochlearia groenlandica Polar Scurvygrass 
Draba alpina Golden Whitlow-grass  
Draba fladnizensis White Artic Whitlow-grass 
Draba norvegica Rock Whitlow-grass 
Draba oxycarpa Pale Whitlow-grass 
    
Caryophyllaceae  Pink Family 
Cerastium arcticum Arctic Mouse-ear  
Cerastium regelii Polar Mouse-ear 
Minuartia biflora Tufted Sandwort  
Silene acaulis Moss Campion Common 
Silene involucrata ssp. furcata Arctic White Campion  
Silene uralensis ssp. arctica Polar Campion 
Stellaria humifusa Arctic Chickweed 
Arenaria pseudofrigida Fringed Sandwort 
Ericaceae  Heather Family 
Cassiope tetragona ssp. tetragon White Arctic Bell Heather 
    
Papaveraceae  Poppy Family 
Papaver dahlianum Svalbard Poppy 
    
Polemoniaceae  Jacob’s Ladder Family 
Polemonium boreale Boreal Jacob’s Ladder  
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Scientific Name Common Name 
Polygonaceae  Dock Family 
Oxyria digyna Mountain Sorrel 
Bistorta vivipara Alpine Bistort  
    
Ranunculaceae  Buttercup Family 
Coptidium X spitsbergense Svalbard Buttercup 
Ranunculus nivalis Snow Buttercup 
Ranunculus pygmaeus Pygmy Buttercup 
Ranunculus sulphureus Sulpher-coloured Buttercup 
Ranunculus lapponicus Lapland Buttercup 
Roseaceae  Rose Family 
Dryas octopetala Mountain Avens 
Potentilla hyparctica ssp. hyparctica Arctic Cinquefoil  
Potentilla pulchella ssp. pulchella Tufted Cinquefoil 
    
Salicaceae Willow Family 
Salix polaris Polar Willow  
Salix reticulata Net-leaved Willow 
Saxifragaceae  Saxifrage Family 
Micranthes nivalis Alpine Saxifrage 
Saxifraga aizoides Yellow Mountain Saxifrage 
Saxifraga cernua Drooping Saxifrage 
Saxifraga cespitosa ssp. cespitosa Tufted Saxifrage 
Saxifraga hirculus  Yellow Marsh Saxifrage 
Saxifraga oppositifolia ssp. oppositifolia Purple Saxifrage  
Saxifraga platysepala Polar Stoloniferous Saxifrage  
Saxifraga rivularis ssp. rivularis Highland Brook Saxifrage  
Saxifraga svalbardensis Svalbard Saxifrage  
Saxifragea hieracifolia Hawkweed-leaved Saxifrage 
    
Scrophulariaceae  Figwort Family 
Pedicularis hirsuta Hairy Lousewort  
    
Liliidae Monocotyledons 
    
Cyperaceae  Sedge Family 
Eriophorum scheuchzeri ssp. arcticum Polar Cotton-grass  
    
Juncaceae Rush Family 
Juncus biglumis Two-flowered Rush  
Luzula arcuata ssp. arcuata Curved Wood-rush 
Luzula confusa Northern Wood-rush  
    
Poaceae  Grass Family 
Alopecurus magellanicus Polar Foxtail 
Deschampsia alpina Tundra Hair-grass 
Festuca viviparoidea Viviparous Fescue 
Poa alpina var. alpina Alpine Meadow-grass 

 


