BIRDING ABROAD
VARANGER FIORD
26 MAY – 2 JUNE 2016
The Varanger Fiord in northern Norway provides the most accessible arctic birding in
Europe. Here bird watchers can experience the taiga, the tundra and the arctic coastline all
within one area, and in late May the spring thaw is in full swing and bird activity at its height.
Our quest was to see the much sought after speciality birds of Varanger such as King Eider,
Steller’s Eider, Brunnich’s Guillemot, Long-tailed Skua, Rough-legged Buzzard and Redthroated Pipit, as well as some notable resident species of the taiga forest, including Hawk
Owl, Siberian Jay, Siberian Tit and Pine Grosbeak. With a supporting cast including
displaying waders in full breeding attire, many sea duck and a number of passerines
normally seen only as scare visitors to Britain, the trip promised to be full of quality bird
watching, set amongst a back drop of stunning landscapes in the land of the midnight sun.
The trip was led by Nick Whitehouse of Birding Abroad, who was joined by group members
Rob Adams, Martin Limbert and Richard Sprakes.
On Thursday 26 May, the group took the morning flight from London to Oslo where we spent
a few hours in transit before moving onwards to Kirkenes. We were pleasantly surprised by
the unusually mild weather which greeted our 8 pm arrival. Daytime temperatures were in
the region of 15-18 degrees Celsius and the forecast was for it to remain that way all week!
After collecting our comfortable hire vehicle, we took the short journey into Kirkenes town
and our hotel where all enjoyed a scrumptious evening meal. Later blackout curtains proved
particularly helpful to dim the rooms, as it remained light all through the course of the ‘night’.

Bluethroat in song – destined to become a familiar sight each day
On Friday 27 May we set off after a hearty breakfast on the westwards drive around the
southern arm of Varanger Fiord, our destination being Vadso on its northern shore. Fells,

low birch forest, and huge impenetrable bogs provided the scenery as we progressed. The
Monkefjorden yielded our first displaying (Red-spotted) Bluethroats, a species that was to
prove fairly common each day, as well as many singing Redwing, Willow Warbler and a few
Brambling. Groups of duck offshore included many Common Eider, six Velvet Scoter and 20
Common Scoter with several Red and Black-throated Divers in full breeding plumage.
Groups of Arctic Terns flew gracefully around, another species that we noted in double
figures each day. Scanning the extensive bogs produced welcome views of a pair of Taiga
Bean Geese, plus displaying Wood Sandpipers, accompanied overhead by a variety of
raptors including a pair of Rough-legged Buzzards, a handful of soaring White-tailed Eagles
and a Hen Harrier. During the drive we reminded ourselves about the importance of keeping
alert to the presence of any owl-like shapes on roadside wires, and just a few moments later
a shout rang out from inside the car - “Hawk Owl!” The bird remained briefly before
swooping down from the wires, flying passed us before settling nicely in an area of stunted
birch forest giving great ‘scope views. An ambition bird for most birders, we were all thrilled
by the sighting. This stop also produced our first Willow Grouse of the trip, another species
we were to see daily in small numbers.

Neiden chapel made a delightful stop
The pleasant woodland surrounding the chapel at Neiden had singing Common Redstarts
and Pied Flycatchers, a colony of Fieldfares and a Lesser Spotted Woodpecker. Moving on,
we reached Varangerbotn at the western head of the fiord, where we enjoyed our picnic
lunch whilst exploring the fragmented birch woods and boardwalk, noting a couple of pairs of
Pied Flycatcher and a few Common Redpolls. Journeying on along the northern shore of

Varanger, we duly reached the small village and peninsula of Nesseby, where another lovely
church overlooked the fiord. The shoreline held some 1500 Red Knot in stunning breeding
plumage, though these birds still had many more miles to complete their migratory journey.
A few Bar-tailed Godwits were also in red summer attire, and three Little Stints were
discovered in the shallow pools. The peace was disturbed by the sight of a huge Gyr Falcon
which powered past us continuing away up the fiord (wow, it was a big bird!) and a couple of
Arctic Skuas which were harrying gulls. The small pool on the peninsula looked an ideal spot
for a phalarope, and a female Red-necked duly flew in as we stood there and gave splendid
views to all. White-tailed Eagles were dotted along the shoreline, the day count being some
30 birds accompanied by a dozen Rough-legged Buzzards.

Reindeer crossing a river
Our last stop was at Vestre Jakobselv, where we followed the western flank of the river
inland for a few kilometres. Several Bluethroats gave great views and a wiry Long-tailed
Skua glided nicely overhead, with two more pairs of Taiga Bean Geese and a pair of
Temminck’s Stints displaying near the river mouth. Small herds of Reindeer grazed the short
grassy areas, adding to the ‘arctic atmosphere’. By early evening we had reached Vadso
and checked into our hotel. It had been quite a day with many quality birds to delight us.
Saturday 28 May saw us up and eager to explore more of the Varanger area. Our first port of
call was the little island of Vadsoya, reached by a road bridge from Vadso town. Here we
enjoyed a pleasant stroll in lovely tundra shoreline habitat. Several pairs of Red-throated
Diver were offshore and nearby a few Velvet Scoters and Long-tailed Ducks. Waders
included many Red Knot, Sanderling, Purple Sandpiper, Dunlin and Redshank, with eight
Red-necked Phalaropes on the island’s little pool. A single Shore Lark crept amongst the
shingle and three pairs of Red-throated Pipits were in display alongside the path. It was
interesting to note 15 Barn Swallows, a House Martin and ten Sand Martins dropping in to
feed over the pool. Several Arctic Hares, which showed a pie bald plumage indicating
transitional moult, were an interesting distraction from the birdlife.

Red-necked Phalarope – a female, spinning around
A drivable track inland from Vadso took us out onto the open tundra and fell country. This
proved very fruitful, with breeding pairs of both Black and Red-throated Divers and Longtailed Duck soon being found. Displaying pairs of Whimbrel, Golden Plover, and Spotted
Redshank were all around and male Ruff in resplendent summer finery were lekking nearby.
Though we enjoyed all these memorable birds, it was a confiding pair of Long-tailed Skua
which absorbed most of our time, a species most of us see only rarely in the UK.
As we progressed eastwards we noticed that tree growth was beginning to diminish and
dwarf scrub to dominate. Soon the fiord widened as it opened up to the sea. We checked out
the bays at Ekkeroy and Kiberg but the rarer sea duck were proving difficult to locate with no
King or Steller’s Eiders for our efforts, but we did have good views of many Long-tailed
Duck, Goosander and Red-breasted Merganser for our efforts. Upwards of 30 Arctic Skuas
were counted, and Rough-legged Buzzards and White-tailed Eagles were never far away
throughout the day.
By early evening we arrived at Svartnes where we took the road tunnel under the sea to
Vardo where we checked into our hotel, our group being one of several bird groups staying
there. One of our friends Jonnie Fisk who works with the Biotope pro-nature architectural
practice, based in Vardo, joined us for a drink in the hotel bar where he explained the role of
Biotope and how it was helping to shape eco-tourism in the region.
On Sunday 29 May we ventured out along one of Europe’s most northerly roads to explore
the area between Vardo and Hamningberg with Jonnie acting as our guide for the day. The
coast here faces out into the Barents Sea, itself a southern extension of the Arctic Ocean,
and being more exposed here the weather was cooler, with overcoats and gloves being
worn for the first time on the trip! A pleasant walk around the dwarf willow scrub at Svartnes
resulted in nice views of two Arctic Redpolls with the boggy areas alongside having
displaying Temminck’s Stints, Common Snipe and Wood Sandpipers. A solitary Pink-footed
Goose boosted the wildfowl list. Small bays and inlets along the way were checked diligently

and perseverance paid off at Persfjord which finally producing a nice adult male King Eider
amongst a flock of Common Eiders. Black Guillemots were increasingly common with some
250 being counted during the day, plus many Common Guillemots and Razorbills also
offshore. The only Glaucous Gull of our trip was seen in amongst a large flock of Herring
Gulls.

The road to Hamningberg
We paused at a Biotope designed wind shelter which gave us a great vantage point from
which to sit and watch the community of birds around a small tundra lake. Exquisite Blackthroated and Red-throated Divers were on nests as were Whooper Swans; Common Scoter
and Greater Scaup pairs were diving, whilst dabbling ducks included Northern Pintail and
Common Teal. A group of four Common Cranes flew in, only to be harried by several Arctic
Skuas, whilst a Willow Grouse stood alertly on adjacent boulders. Whimbrel, Redshank,
Golden Plover, Ringed Plover, Ruff, Common Snipe, Red-necked Phalaropes and Wood
Sandpipers all intermittently put on displays. White-tailed Eagle and Rough-legged Buzzards
soared overhead as if to check out what the fuss was about, whilst Red-throated and
Meadow Pipits were in aerial display alongside each other. Northern Wheatears dazzled and
flashed in display and a fine Lapland Bunting dropped in to the marsh, with the nearby dwarf
scrub yielding two more Arctic Redpolls. It must be said that the stop here was something to
savour, and the Arctic Circle certainly put on a splendid show for us.
The road stopped at Hamningberg, these days an almost deserted community barring a few
weekend homes. The weather, whilst cooler, had remained relatively calm with little wind to
whip up the chances of a few late passing skuas, so our sea-watching session was brief and
we were out of luck too with White-billed Diver, some of which remain here during summer.
A stroll along the northern bay at Skjavika produced six more King Eiders, a mix of four subadult males and two female types. We then drove slowly back to Vardo pausing occasionally

to check the gull flocks and rafts of Common Eiders offshore. Of interest were a couple of
gulls which had us scratching our heads; one resembling a second-winter Heuglin’s Gull, the
other resembling a similar aged Kumlien’s Gull! Our day with Jonnie over, we duly thanked
him for his friendly and knowledgeable support before we returned to our Vardo hotel and a
well deserved evening meal and drink.
Monday May 30th saw us take the boat trip across to Hornoya Island, a journey of only 15
minutes across a rather choppy channel. Upon landing at the jetty, we only had to walk a few
metres before we arrived at another nicely constructed Biotope wind shelter, from where we
got spectacular views of the cliffs with their large colonies of breeding seabirds. It was a
fantastic sight. Common Guillemots were the most abundant seabird followed by Razorbills
and then Puffins, all of which were watched at arm’s length as we took the path up and
around the cliff and grassy slopes. Many Shags were standing on path-side rocks, almost
touchable, whilst Kittiwakes were swarming overhead. Our target bird was of course
Brunnich’s Guillemot and it wasn’t long before we located groups of these birds on the
ledges just above our heads. Nice comparisons could be made with their Common relative
(which included many ‘bridled’ types), and a count of some 30 Brunnich’s was our best
estimate for the day. Continuing over the top of the island, a couple of pairs of Twite put in
an appearance, as did a few Rock Pipits of the local race littoralis. The eastern side of the
island approaching the lighthouse hosts one of continental Europe’s few breeding colonies
of Barnacle Geese and we duly noted some nine birds guarding their territories alongside
Grey Lag Geese. A Raven caused havoc as it dashed amongst the Kittiwakes attempting to
steal an egg or two. Our time on Hornoya had been a delight; a very special highlight of the
trip.

Landing on Hornoya

Common and Brunnich’s Guillemots side by side
Returning to the mainland, we loaded the car and set off westwards, retracing our steps
back towards Vadso. Higher tundra was checked for Ptarmigan, but unfortunately all we
could find were more Willow Grouse. Close up views of breeding Arctic and Long- tailed
Skuas were enjoyed during the day with a fine male Lapland Bunting also showing well. A
small tarn held breeding Scaup and a Smew, with displaying Red-throated Pipits all around.
Tuesday 31 May was spent driving back towards Kirkenes, leaving the fabulous Varanger
Fiord behind, before entering the patchwork of ancient woodland, bogs and lakes that is the
Pasvik Valley. We stopped at the same place we had seen Hawk Owl on the way out, and
duly relocated the bird once again, clearly occupying a territory here. A Willow Grouse was
accidentally flushed from its nest which held 12 eggs, so we quickly retreated to allow the
bird back. It was early afternoon when we checked into our lovely accommodation in
Svanvik, the gateway to the Pasvik Valley. We were greeted with the aerial displays of
Green and Wood Sandpipers, plus Bar-tailed Godwits and Golden Plovers using the mowed
grassy areas to feed. The centre’s feeders which were still well stocked but attracted only
House and Tree Sparrows, Greenfinches and Great Tits, so we visited a site near the hamlet
of Melkefoss, where locals had been feeding forest birds all winter. Fortunately, some
residual seed remained and as we watched, a few Bullfinches and Common Redpolls
nibbled away and a group of ten Waxwings flew over. Moments later the distinctive shape of
a Pine Grosbeak moved in to the trees above before dropping down to the seed. It was then
joined by six others (the total being three males and four females) which duly gave great
views, being typically tame and approachable. Delighted with our fortune at seeing this very
special and highly desired species, we returned to our accommodation for a fine evening
meal.

Male and Female Pine Grosbeaks
Woodcock were ‘roding’ and another Hawk Owl was seen flying through the grounds and
onwards into the forest. A brief walk into the forest just before midnight was quiet except for
the occasional displaying wader every now and again. Clearly even with a midnight sun,
most birds need to rest and shelter away from predators.
Wednesday 1 June was spent exploring the Pasvik Valley, a fantastic wilderness of Finmark
sandwiched between Russia, Finland and Norway. Several Pine Grosbeaks were located at
the same site as the previous day, where further excitement was elicited with the
appearance of first one, and then two Siberian Tits, one of which in particular was very
inquisitive and came in very close.

Siberian Tit, another of the target birds seen well
We made several leisurely walks into the virgin forest which revealed merely an intense
stillness, broken every now and then by the occasional Willow Warbler or Brambling song.
Clearings amongst lush wetland areas, especially those with borders of sedges and willows
were carefully checked for Little Bunting, but we were out of luck and had to be content with
several singing thunbergi Grey-headed Wagtails, a nice pale borealis Willow Tit and some
Bluethroats. Gradually our luck changed, especially when a pair of Siberian Jays flew across
the road in front of the car, and having stopped and disembarked, the birds continued to
show well, clearly just as interested in us as we were in them!
Pushing on south into Ovre Pasvik near to the hamlet of Nyrud we were disappointed to find
the seasonal cafe was closed but a couple of friendly Dutch campers made us a refreshing
pot of tea. We learned that one was a journalist and the other a photographer for National
Geographic magazine, here researching an article on life in the ‘boreal zones’ of the world.
We spent a few pleasant minutes exchanging our accounts of why we were spending time in
such a remote wilderness as this. Thirst quenched, we resumed our quest, and after driving
steadily along some forest tracks enjoyed great views of a two different female Black
Grouse, followed a few minutes later by views of a female Capercaillie, enabling us to
compare the features of both species. At one stop the bill clapping sounds of displaying male
Capercaillie could be heard but frustratingly we could not find a safe way through the
sphagnum bog to see the bird. The lake at Vaggetem held several pairs of Smew, a male
Garganey, 40 + Whooper Swans and a Little Gull, with a well signed trail leading to the den

of a Brown Bear providing added interest. The last two years have been excellent for Hawk
Owls in Pasvik and during the day we chanced upon two more of these fantastic birds, one
on roadside wires deep in the forest and the other sitting on the top of small pines in a
pasture not too far from our accommodation.

The Birding Abroad group enjoying the refuge of a Biotope designed shelter
A displaying Greenshank was, rather surprisingly, new for the trip and after seeing many
Red-throated and Meadow Pipits earlier in the week, it was a nice change to watch some
Tree Pipits in display. A group of five Waxwings flew over but by late afternoon it was time to
return to Svanvik.
In addition to the species already described, we also observed a nesting pair of Gyr Falcons
during the course of the week. It is mentioned here so as not to disclose their whereabouts –
a very privileged observation of a very rare species.
Over a final evening meal, we reflected on what a super trip it had been, with the majority of
our target species seen well. All took home some amazing memories of Varanger and
Pasvik - the places, the people, the birds and wildlife - all were magnificent. This is a truly
iconic part of Europe for birders and we are sure to return one day.
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