Ribble Bird Tours Trip Report

Iceland June 2nd – 9th 2006

Friday June 2nd   The tour started as the group met at Manchester airport for our late evening flight into Keflavik near to Reykjavik in southern Iceland. The flight was on time and arrived in Iceland at around 11.30pm local time. We soon cleared customs with no baggage going astray and met our Icelandic guide Trausti. The comfortable minibus was soon loaded up and we were on our way to our overnight hotel in Reykjavik some 45 minutes away. However, this short journey was soon interrupted as we noticed our first Ptarmigan of the trip a few metres from the roadside as well as our first Golden Plover, Whimbrel and drumming Snipe. Other species noted en route to our hotel were Red breasted Merganser, Lesser Black backed Gull, Black headed Gull and Eider.

Saturday June 3rd  The day began with warm and sunny weather and as we loaded our bags onto the minibus Black headed Gull and Starling were noted. We were driving north today and our first stop was at Hofsvik where notable birds were a 1st year Glaucous Gull, a 2nd year Iceland Gull, Raven, Red throated Diver and Black Guillemot. At our next stop at Lettarvogar we noted our first Black tailed Godwit and then both dark and pale phase Arctic Skuas at Borganes. The first ‘mega’ of the tour was found at the Glanni Waterfall on the North River at Paradis where we saw 2 male and a female Harlequin Duck. Also here were Merlin, Whooper Swan, Mealy Redpoll and Red breasted Merganser. Continuing on our drive north our next stop was to be at Vatnsdalur. Here new species added were Greater Scaup, Tufted Duck, Wigeon, a pair of Great northern Divers and 14 or so gorgeous Red necked Phalaropes. Next stop was on the coast at Blonduos. There is a small estuary here and today it was alive with birds. A male and 2 female Barrow’s Goldeneye, 12 Harlequin Duck and 20 Long tailed Duck were perhaps the highlight but 25 breeding plumaged brick red Knot were stunners. A dark phase Arctic Skua sat yards away on the beach with other notable birds here being over a thousand Arctic Tern, Sanderling, Great northern Diver, Glaucous Gull and 4 Common Scoter. Again we moved on and at our next stop at a small roadside pool by the Moberg farm track the excellent birding continued with Red throated Diver on the nest, 5 Slavonian Grebe, Teal, Black tailed Godwit and 7 Red necked Plalarope. More Harlequin Duck and Arctic Skua were seen from the minibus as we carried on our journey as were Goosander and Whimbrel. Our hotel for the next 3 nights was near to Akureyri and it was here that we saw our only Short eared Owl of the trip and our first Common Gulls. After dinner some of the group decided to have a few minutes around the hotel to enjoy the local Black tailed Godwits, Snipe, Whimbrel and Golden Plover. However, the tranquillity was soon interrupted by the very familiar trumpeting of a Common Crane that moments later flew into view. An excellent end to a fantastic first day in Iceland as Common Crane is a major rarity in Iceland

( presumably the same Crane was reported from Lake Myvatn a few days later ).

Sunday June 4th  Today we headed towards Lake Myvatn with the day starting warm and bright but with a little cloud. Our stop at a lake at Ljosavatn produced a pair of Great northern Diver, a pair of Red throated Diver, a male Harlequin and an assortment of commoner wildfowl. 2 superb male Long tailed Duck were seen at the Eyjafjaroara at Akureyri with many Arctic Skua seen from the vehicle on the drive to Godafoss. It was here that we tried scanning the area for Gyrfalcon with no success but compensation came in the form of a very confiding Ptarmigan with 2 others nearby and a female Merlin. We then carried on towards Lake Myvatn noting Wigeon, Red necked Phalarope and 2 male Barrow’s Goldeneye as we went. At the lake there were over 30 Harlequin Duck, 180 Red necked Phalarope, 15 Barrow’s Goldeneye, a pair of Great northern Diver, 2 male Snow Bunting, 40 Slavonian Grebe, Arctic Tern, Gadwall, Scaup, Wren, Redwing, Common Scoter, Pintail, over 30 Raven, Long tailed Duck, Red throated Diver and Red breasted Merganser amongst others.

Monday June 5th   Today started overcast and cloudy and our itinerary was changed to concentrate on finding Gyrfalcon as we’d missed out yesterday. We headed for an area where a nest had been last year and were soon enjoying good prolonged views of a superb male bird. The nest site was nearby and it was here that the female also gave good although brief views. On our way to the Gyrfalcon site we came across a male Merlin that had just killed a Meadow Pipit and this bird also gave excellent views along with a few Harlequin Duck on the roadside river. At our lunch stop there were Ptarmigan, Long tailed Duck and Wigeon to see. On our drive from Aldeyjarfoss we saw our first Pink footed Geese when 9 were by the roadside. At Husavik we found Glaucous and Iceland Gulls in the harbour as well as numerous Fulmar and Black Guillemots. From here we continued north around the Tjornes headland where both Great and Arctic Skuas were seen. We were on our way to Axarofjrdur Bay to see the large Puffin colony when something else that was large loomed out of the sea to our left. As we pulled up to scan the sea, 2 Humpback Whales broke the surface a few hundred yards offshore. They were heading towards the Puffin colony so we did likewise. When the Humpbacks reached the area off the colony they started to feed and gave fantastic views as they came closer and closer – so close that we could easily hear them when they ‘blew’. Also here was a Minke Whale but that didn’t hang about to feed as it was ‘on the move’. When we finally paid some attention to the Puffins it was estimated that there were about 8,000 of them around – mainly on the sea. Also on the sea were 11 Harlequin Duck and a pair of Red necked Phalarope. On our drive back to Akureyri there were Long tailed Ducks, Great northern Divers, Scaup, Whooper Swans and Eider but nothing to compare with those magnificent cetaceans.

Tuesday June 6th   Today was the day to head south with the weather turning cold, wet and windy. As we left Akureyri our first birds of note were Purple Sandpiper and a pair of Red necked Phalarope. On a nearby estuary there were 4 Shelduck ( a rare bird in Iceland ), 3 Pintail, 130 Dunlin, Black tailed Godwit, Golden Plover and a female Ptarmigan. As we continued our drive there were13 Harlequin Duck, 3 Goosander and a dozen Black tailed Godwit from the minibus and around 70 Pink footed Geese near Varmahlid. At the Moberg farm pool 30 Red necked Phalarope, 8 Slavonian Grebe, Scaup and a Red throated Diver on the nest were all admired and at lunch in Blonduos the highlights were a pair of Long tailed Duck, Great Skua and Glaucous Gull. Another Glaucous Gull was seen at Hvalfjorour along with Puffin, Fulmar, Arctic Tern, Eider, Redshank, Ringed Plover and 3 Red throated Divers.

Wednesday June 7th   Today remained cold and wet with the first birds of the day being Redwing, Whooper Swan, Redpoll, Greylag Goose and Snipe. There were one or two scarce and rare birds in the area so the day was built around seeing these. At Eyrarbakki a drake King Eider was difficult to pick out of a mass of Common Eider particularly in a heavy sea but patience was rewarded as it flew to a nearby, sheltered roost and consequently gave great views. Also here were a Great Skua on the beach, Cormorants, 20 Red necked Phalarope, Shag, Red throated Diver, Glaucous Gull, Arctic Skua, Gannet and Red breasted Merganser. At Porlakshofn there were 3 Glaucous Gulls, half a dozen Black Guillemot and numerous Kittiwake and Fulmar. On the River Sog there was Eider, Red breasted Merganser and 7 gorgeous Harlequin Duck but the highlight for some was the drake Lesser Scaup that was consorting with numerous Tufted Duck at the hydroelectricity plant on the river. Lesser Scaup is a North American species that is a major Icelandic rarity. At Lake Pingvallavatn the best birds were Ptarmigan, Red throated Diver and Great northern Diver on the nest.

Thursday June 8th   There were sunny spells today but still a wind and it was not too warm. The morning was spent visiting the Myrdalsjokull Glacier and the very impressive Skogafoss Waterfall where about 400 pairs of nesting Fulmar could be found. Nearby there were breeding Skuas with about 10 Great and 25 Arctic. At Vik 11 Harlequin Duck, Black Guillemot and Puffin were amongst the highlights and at nearby Dyrholaey there were a couple of Rock Dove / Feral Pigeons. At Seljavelli there was yet another impressive waterfall with nearby Wren – heard and seen by some.

Friday June 9th    Our final day in Iceland. The weather had improved and was clear and quite warm. Our main target today was to be Brunnich’s Guillemot on the sea cliffs at Hafnaberg but en route we took a slight detour to successfully twitch Blackbird in a garden. At the coast we’d soon had excellent views of 4 Brunnich’s Guillemot, Razorbill, Common Guillemot, Black Guillemot, Kittiwake, Fulmar and Great Skua. The stroll to the sea from the minibus had been enlivened by a couple of cracking Snow Buntings and Wheatear while those who remained at the minibus had a Merlin. At Sandgerdi there was Turnstone and Bar tailed Godwit with a few Manx Shearwater off the harbour entrance and 3 immature Glaucous Gulls on the pools. At the pool at Gardur there was a Coot – rare in Iceland, but not the hoped for near resident North American Black Duck that spends most of the year here. Our final hour or so in Iceland was spent at Garoskagi. Here there were numerous fly by Manx Shearwaters with a flock or two sat on the sea, Purple Sandpiper, Sanderling, Dunlin, Turnstone, Ringed Plover, Eider, Cormorant and Arctic Skua. Offshore a brief Minke Whale headed west as we headed a couple of miles south ease to the airport. As we pulled up at the airport a handsome male Snow Bunting was singing away………………………………………………….

Total Species seen on this tour was 76
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