Russia-Scandinavia Expedition 2007 Trip Report

Countries Visited:  Russia, Norway, Finland, Sweden & Svalbard
Russia Locations:  Prioksko-Terrasny Zapovyednik (Reserve), Lake Baikal (Pribaikalski, Baikalolenski, Barguzinski Zapovyedniks (Reserves) and Zaibaikalski National Park and the Selenga Delta), Primorye (Lazovsky, Kedrova (ya) Phad and Lake Kankha Zapovyedniks), Kamchatka (Kronotsky, Nalychevo, South Kamchatka and Yuzhno-Kamchatsky Zapovyedniks), Commander Islands and Kuril Islands.
Scandinavia Locations:  Tromso whaling areas, Dovrefjeld National Park, Alta high tundra regions, Hornoya, Norway,  Lake Inari and Lemonjoki National Park Finland, Abisko National Park Sweden.  Multiple spots in Svalbard.
Dates:  June 9 through August 29, 2007
Tour Operator:  Russia - Baikal Expeditions, North pole Voyages (far east), Lucky Travel and Tours (Primorye), Svalbard – Oceanwide Expeditions, Scandinavia – self drive.
Group: myself, wife and 5 year old son (best travel partners ever!!!)

Russia
Ever since the PBS special titled “Realm of the Russian Bear” with David Attenborough and Nikolai Drozdov, I have wanted to travel to the wilds of Russia.  This elusive dream was finally (partially – still a lot of places I want to get to!) realized in 2007 when my family and I finally went for broke (literally and figuratively) and headed to Siberia.  And while were in the neighborhood, we decided to stop by and check out Scandinavia and the high Arctic….why not, right!?

After a week in Paris to get my wife her “culture” fix (hell I enjoyed it tons too – and we saw some sewer rats to make it a “mammal-watching” trip…), we braved the passport lines in Moscow.  Our first day spent in Moscow, we drove about three hours south the metropolis to Prioksko-Terrasny to see one of the remnant populations of European Bison (Bison bonasus).  While there are some truly wild bison, albeit re-introduced in the Caspian-Ural areas, Prioksko-Terrasny offers some of the best views of this rare beast.  Here they manage a breeding population and a semi-wild herd that numbers in the hundreds of individuals. We saw several small herds in “wild-like” conditions.  They were a spectacular sight in the taiga – birch-pine-larch community.  Morphologically they are very distinct compared to their plains-adapted, North American cousins.  After a few days getting used to Russia and exploring the great Red capital, we boarded the Tran Siberian express toward the Siberian expanse.
We then spent two weeks in the greater Lake Baikal waters and region.  Experiencing life aboard a Russian fishing boat (Yaroslavet) for many days was truly spectacular.  We spent several days cruising the lake and trekking its surrounding Zapovyedniks (reserves requiring special permit and generally not open to the public or tourists).  We trekked and viewed from the deck of the boat, but night spotting was virtually impossible due to two reasons – darkness did not set in until after midnight, and our vodka consumption usually started at dinner time and after a few hours…..
Lake Baikal and Surrounding Areas
Lake Baikal is a vast area.  The lake itself is as long as the British Isles and the body of fresh water is the largest in the world, containing 20% of the planet’s surface fresh water.  We spent time trekking and exploring three reserves and one national park.  We also spent three amazing days birding in the Selenga delta region of the southern portion of the lake.  While the wilderness areas around the park are filled with wildlife, spotting animals is a challenge.  We were very fortunate to see at least seven European or Siberian brown bear (Ursus arctos arctos) including a sow with cubs and two very large males.  We were even charged by a particularly large male feeding on caddis flies along the “Shore of the Brown Bears” in Baikalolinsky Zapovyednik.  We did catch a quick glimpse of a Barguzin sable, a forest lemming (Myopus schisicolor), Siberian chipmunk (Tamias sibirica), Suslik (arctic ground squirrel species – Spermophilus major) and hundreds of Baikal seals or Nerpa.  We had quality sightings of both fox species in the region – Vulpes vulpes and the amazing Corsac fox (Vulpes corsac).  We saw lots of sign of at least two cervid species including Manchurian red deer (North American “elk”) and roe deer.  Although we did not see large numbers, the quality of sightings and the amazing venue well made it all very worthwhile.
After two amazing weeks in the Lake Baikal region, we headed straight to the Primorye region of the Russian Far East where we had some phenomenal wildlife experiences and met some of the friendliest Russian folks you could imagine.  We stayed with rangers, researchers and Russian families, and the hospitality was truly humbling.  Whatever negative preconceptions of Russians we had prior to the trip, they were completely dashed after two months there.  

Primorye (Ussuri) Region of the Russian Far East
In this spectacular region we had the unique pleasure to track Siberian tigers, Amur leopards and Himalayan black bear in the world’s last vast wilderness areas containing these species.  We spent three days in Kedrova (ya) Phad Zapovyednik where were we trekked with the park’s superintendent searching for the various species found there.  We did very well with reptiles and amphibians such as the oriental fire-bellied frogs, mamushi snakes and many other species.  We came across fresh kills of Amur leopards and fresh beds used in very recent days.  My four-year old boy surprised all of us (“us” being myself, my wife (both experienced spotters), the reserve superintendent (who has 25 years of tracking experience) and two trackers who do this for a living…) when he noticed a fresh Amur leopard print that went unnoticed by all of “us”.  “Hey daddy – look at this tiger track….”  This was the closest we came to seeing this amazing species but I felt totally satisfied in seeing a fresh print (that morning’s) of one of 34 individuals of that species left on earth.
Another high point in the region was on another trek looking for tiger sign.  We immediately came across fresh tiger scratch marks every twenty or thirty meters.  I noted the regularity of the marks and their freshness.  After almost TWO kilometers of literally dozens of these fresh scratch marks, we came across a very fresh bed.  I noticed the grass on the bed still rebounding from being pressed to ground by a very large tiger.  The ground was still warm!  We also collected many stray hairs that were left by the tiger that had just left, most likely due to our approach.  I asked the park superintendent about how fresh she thought all of the sign was, and she replied, “It’s not a matter of whether the tiger was here today, or a couple hours earlier, it is how many MINUTES ago…”  That strange feeling that something was watching us never left for the duration of the trek.  While there we came across herds of Dybowski’s Sika Deer and other cervid sign showing a healthy prey base for the tigers and leopards.
After three unbeatable days in Kedrova(ya) Phad we spent a week in Lazovsky Zapovyednik where based ourselves at “Cordon America” and at the north coast ranger cordon along the Sea of Japan near Glazkovka.  We trekked over 100 km during our stay there and did have a fair amount of luck.  The region was absolutely spectacular and we made a real effort to find the Amur goral by spotting every single crag and rock outcropping in the region, but no luck.  It was fun just the same as our goal to see a goral made us scale the tallest mountains in the reserve to get beyond the thick old growth Korean Pine canopy that made seeing the rock outcroppings difficult.  We did get a good sighting of the Ussuri subspecies of the Himalayan black bear and even tracked it for a couple kilometers and a jogging clip… We also snuck up on a huge old-world badger and saw much fresh tiger sign and an old kill.  We once again came upon some Dybowski’s sika deer and even heard the distinctive bark of a very close and irritated musk deer (Moschus moschiferus) while along the main river.  We did see very fresh sign of the Manchurian red deer (Cervus elephas xanthopygos) but no actual sightings.  We did not see much in the way of rodents surprisingly.
While in the region we spent a few days at Lake Khanka doing some world class birding.  While there we stopped by Victor Ludin’s place to see his semi-wild tigers.  Victor is a very eccentric individual and only allowed me to take one picture of the tigers in wild-like conditions.  From what I was told, this is one more picture than most visitors get to take – I guess he has been burned by photographers in the past.  The cats were gorgeous and it was surreal to see them stride through his patch of taiga forest.  While in his area, we saw a wild roe deer (Capreolus pygarus) in the field.  But when I raised my camera to take a picture of it (the deer was NOT on his property) he got angry and called me greedy…  All in all we had a good stay there and he was impressed by my knowledge of Russian flora (the entire two hours with him seemed like an graduate oral exam on the Latin names of the plants – according to my guide, I passed with an A+, and she informed me that that was the reason he allowed me take one picture…I think it was because he had the hots for my wife who he as ogling and verbally flirting with the entire time…).
After these intimate exposures to Russian wilderness and people, we ventured to Kamchatka to start our expedition with North pole Voyages to Kamchatka, the Commander Islands and the Kuril Islands concluding in Sakhalin.  I cannot really recommend this outfitter as their crews border on dangerous incompetence, but they are the only gig going, so you may be forced to travel with them if you want to get to these areas.
Kamchatka
The start of our five week expedition to the Russian Far East, we spent some time in the interior of this amazing peninsula.  About four hours out of Petropavlovsk Kamchatsky is a wonderful wilderness named (in English), “Duck Lakes”.  Here we spent a few days exploring the roadless wilderness looking for brown bear and other wildlife.  Sadly the day we arrived, so did some salmon poachers who poached and gutted salmon far upstream.  After they gutted the salmon they left their carcasses to rot, attracting every bear in the region away from where we were.  Consequently we got skunked there for bear.  But we did get some good sightings of European river otters (Lutra lutra).  I was hoping to see some caribou, snow sheep and marmots but we never made it high enough in elevation for either species although we spent many hours scouring the mountainsides for herds with our Leica spotting scope.
After our interior portion of the expedition, we boarded our expedition ship, the Marina Tsvetayeva, for nearly four weeks.  Our Kamchatka portion of the voyage produced some amazing wildlife sightings (as well as unparalleled views of several cloudless and erupting volcanoes!).  The birding was fabulous as well.  Seeing my first Steller’s sea eagle was an experience I will never forget.  And the feeling stayed nearly the same even after seeing my 35th individual!!  We finally saw some three or so Kamachatka brown bear (Ursus arctos piscivorus) along the shores of Kronostky Zapovyednik.  Also along the shores and river inlets of the peninsula we saw insular harbor seals (Phoca vitulina stejnegeri) and spotted or largha seals (Phoca largha) in good numbers.  Steller’s sea lions (Eumetopius jubatus) were also common and very curious as they swam out to greet our zodiacs on several occasions.  We caught a fleeting glimpse of a collared lemming (Dicrostonyx torquatus) during a tundra hike.  While strolling a remote beach north of Kronostsky, we did come across a Pacific walrus skeleton which surprised me as their populations are supposed to be much further north.
Commander Islands
There is little doubt that the Commanders are some the world’s most remote rocks!  We spent almost a week circumnavigating the two main islands, exploring valleys, rookeries of red kittiwakes and massive seal colonies.  The landscapes were stunning and ever changing.  Although the islands are known for bitter cold and foggy days, we caught a welcome warm spell that brought very calm seas and 90+ degree weather.  We had amazing birding luck while there, seeing virtually all the species the islands are known for.  Mammals are rare and small in diversity as one might imagine due to the islands’ remoteness.  We did have an amazingly close and long encounter with a melanistic Medny Island polar fox (Alopex lagopus seminovi) (all individuals of this subspecies are “blue”.) and regularly came across very fresh sign of the Bering Island fox (Alopex lagopus beringensis).  Saw some more lemming sign but aside from these two species, no other land mammals were sighted.  

The marine mammals were both profuse in number and spectacular in nature!  We saw dozens of common sea otters (Enhydra lutris lutris) along with Steller’s sea lions, and insular harbor seals.  We visited a couple rookeries of northern fur seals (Callorhinus ursinus) where we spent hours observing the interesting and sometimes brutally violent behavior of thousands of individuals.  The cetacean group was well represented during our expedition.  We saw Pacific humpbacks, sperm whales, Right or bowhead whale (Balaena gracilis), orca pods (Commander subpopulations).   We were also fortunate to catch a glimpse of a Cuvier’s beaked whale surfacing in front of one of the most spectacular sunsets I have ever seen.
Kuril Islands and Monerone Island
We spent about 11 full days cruising from southern Kamchatka to Sakhalin Island visiting almost a dozen of the spectacular Kuril Islands.  The volcanic nature of these islands makes the scenery stupendous but the diversity of wildlife is also dramatic.  Stretching from north to south for almost 700 miles, the islands have habitats that are truly subpolar to near Asian-temperate and in cases somewhat subtropical – from tundra to endemic bamboo forests.  The Kurils are a naturalist’s paradise.  We had excellent luck with the birding on the islands and even saw a bit of terrestrial mammal life.  The highpoint was the views of at least two individuals of Hokkaido subspecies brown bear (Ursus arctos yesoensis) slapping salmon on Kunishir Island.  Some of the group did get a good sighting of a Kuril Island red fox, although we missed it.  We did see tons of fox sign though.  Bear sign was everywhere as well.  The only rodents we viewed were lemming voles (Alticola lemminus).  

The marine mammal viewing was the highpoint of the Kurils by far.  We once again had great Steller’s sea lion encounters on several occasions.  There were more insular harbor seals and well over 100 common sea otter sightings.  On one occasion we witnessed a “social raft” of over 40 individuals.  On Monerone Island, we saw large groupings of the non-social spotted or largha seals.  Sperm whales were very common on the Pacific side of the islands.  We had two close encounters with pods of the Kuril Island subpopulation-orca.  They seemed to be somewhat paler with subtler saddle patches.  Dall’s porpoises (both the Phoceonoides dalli dalli and P. d. truei subspecies) and Pacific white-sided dolphins were seen in staggering numbers.  Mega pods in the high hundreds of individuals were seen on several occasions.  Minke whales were also seen by the dozens – perhaps over one hundred in one morning.  Going through large groups of Minke for hours observing them spy hop, breach, and fin slap will be experiences I will never forget.  
Although we stayed in Russia for two months, it was clear that we need five times that time to even come close to doing the nation’s fauna justice.
Scandinavia (13 days self drive)
After the Russian segment of the expedition we had a period of about 5 days to kill when we basically traveled through fjordland Norway.  We had amazing scenery and lots of $25 beers (damn that place is overpriced!!!!) and some lovely fjord cruises, but we also had some interesting mammal sightings.  We encountered a large female moose near Oslo and some common porpoises (Phocoena phocoena) and Atlantic common seals (Phoca vitulina vitulina) in Geirangerfjord and Sognefjord.  European red squirrels (Sciurus vulgaris) were common as well.  We also had the opportunity to spend an entire day trekking spectacular Dovrefjeld National Park near Oppsdal.  Here we had close encounters with two past-prime, elderly, re-introduced but now wild, musk ox bulls.  We did see two other separate herds of musk ox on the surrounding ridges.  We were unable to spot the wild native herds of reindeer there but we did chase down a Norwegian lemming (Lemmus norwegicus) and even got some images of it.
After our expedition to Svalbard, which divided our Scandinavian expedition, we were able to self drive Lapland for about 1.5 weeks.  We did plan some quality time in a couple national parks, had some good birding luck and saw some nice mammals as well.  Near Alta, Norway we were able to see at least 10 individuals of the few remaining wild and native populations of mountain caribou (Rangifer tarandus tarandus) including two major bulls.  We saw thousands of the domesticated varieties throughout Lapland and Salmi country.   We encountered a common red fox (Vulpes vulpes) near Hornoya.  European red squirrels were extremely common throughout the drive.  While in Lemonjoki National Park in Finland, we had a decent viewing of a European beaver (Castor fiber) and the Eurasian river otter.  We did get glimpse along the road of European hedgehogs (Erinaceus europaeus) although all but one or two were road-kill.  But there is little doubt that one of our most phenomenal afternoons of the entire three month expedition was our voyage amongst the sperm whales off the coast of Tromso, Norway.  We spent three full hours viewing literally dozens of dozing sperm whales.  As viewing restrictions are FAR more relaxed in Norway (which still hunts whales sadly) than in the states, we were able to get very close indeed.  In fact there were several instances I felt we were truly disturbing the whales, although the close proximity allowed for spectacular photographs.
Svalbard (Spitsbergen)

One of the world’s great arctic wildernesses, Svalbard offers unparalleled arctic wildlife viewing.  With hunting stopped now decades ago, many populations of the island group’s fauna are recovering (with perhaps the only exception being the Right whales, which do no appear to be rebounding at all).  We spent two full weeks circumnavigating the islands with Oceanwide Expeditions, who I would recommend completely.  They have a strong eco-ethic and know their destinations very well.  Their naturalists are knowledgeable and experienced.  

Aside from the truly unparalleled scenery, we were able to see every single species of bird the region claims.  We were also able to see all the mammals except for the one rodent species present.  The Svalbard subspecies of reindeer (Rangifer tarandus platyrhunchus) were seen in a number of locations and were spectacular and very interesting with their“stunted”, Allen’s Rule-stature.  We witnessed good numbers of Svalbard polar foxes (Alopes (=Vulpes) lagopus spitsbergensis) in both blue and winter phases at close ranges.  We watched a family pack hunt barnacle geese successfully at NyAlesund.  All other mammals were marine ranging form several herds of Atlantic walrus (Odobenus rosmarus rosmarus), bearded seals (Erignathus barbatus), fin whales (Baleanoptera physalus), Sei whale (Baleanoptera borealis) Atlantic humpback and sperm whales.  We missed the belugas that the region is famous for sadly.  But there is little doubt that the mammalian highpoints for the trip were the several quality sightings of polar bear.  In zodiacs we were able to get very close indeed to the many solitary individuals we saw.  In all we viewed at least thirteen bears in the two weeks there, but this is supposedly a very low number which may have been due to the lateness in the season (mid August) and/or the unprecedented distance of any pack ice (300 miles further north than had ever been documented before!).
Complete Species Lists:

Russia

Name





Numbers seen
1. European Bison (Bison bonasus)


50++
2. Siberian brown bear (Ursus arctos arctos)

7
3. Barguzin sable (Martes zebillina)


1
4. Forest lemming (Myopus schisicolor) 

1
5. Siberian chipmunk (Tamias sibirica)


2
6. Souslik (Spermophilus major) 


20+
7. Baikal Seal or Nerpa (Phoca sibirica)

500+
8. Red Fox  (Vulpes vulpes)



1
9. Corsac fox (Vulpes corsac).  



1
10.  Dybowski’s Sika Deer (Cervus nippion dybowski)
20++
11.  Roe Deer (Capreolus pygarus)


1
12.  Old world badger (Meles meles)


1
13.  Kamachatka brown bear (Ursus arctos piscivorus) 
2-3
14.  Insular harbor seals (Phoca vitulina stejnegeri) 
25+

15.  Spotted or Largha seals (Phoca largha)

30+
16.  Steller’s sea lions (Eumetopius jubatus) 

100++
17.  Collared lemming (Dicrostonyx torquatus)

1
18.  Medny Island polar fox (Alopex lagopus seminovi) 1
19.  Common sea otters (Enhydra lutris lutris) 

100+

20.  Northern fur seals (Callorhinus ursinus) 

1000’s

21.  Pacific humpbacks  (Megaptera novaeangliae)
5

22.  Sperm whales (Physeter macrocephalus)

25+


23.  Bowhead whale (Balaena gracilis)


1-2

24.  Cuvier’s Beaked Whale (Ziphius cavirostris)
1

25.  Orca (Commander & Kuril subpopulations)

25+ 
26.  Hokkaido brown bear (Ursus arctos yesoensis) 
2-3
27.  Lemming voles (Alticola lemminus)


1
28.  Dall’s porpoises (Phoceonoides dalli dalli)

500++ 

29.  True’s Pprpoise (P. d. truei) 



2-3

30.  Pacific white-sided dolphins (Lagenorhynchus obliquidens)
500++
31.  Pacific Minke whales (Balaenoptera acutorostrata davidsonii)
100+

Vocals, Fresh Sign or Near Misses

1. Musk deer (Moschus moschiferus) 

2. Manchurian red deer (Cervus elephas xanthopygos) 
3. Siberian Tiger (Panthera tigris altaica)
4. Amur leopard (Panthera pardus orientalis)
5. Bering Island fox (Alopex lagopus beringensis)
6. Kuril Island Red Fox (Vulpes vulpes kurilensis)
Scandinavia (Lapland and Fjordland)
Name





Numbers seen
1. Moose (Alces alces)




2

2. European beaver (Castor fiber)


1
3. Common porpoises (Phocoena phocoena) 

10+

4. Atlantic common seals (Phoca vitulina vitulina) 
2
5. European red squirrels (Sciurus vulgaris) 

10+

6. Musk ox (Ovibos moschatus)



13

7. Norwegian lemming (Lemmus norwegicus) 

1

8. Mountain caribou (Rangifer tarandus tarandus) 
10+

9. Red fox (Vulpes vulpes)



1
10. Eurasian river otter (Lutra lutra)


1

11. European hedgehogs (Erinaceus europaeus)

2+
12. Sperm Whales
(Physeter macrocephalus)

30+
Svalbard

1. Svalbard reindeer (Rangifer tarandus platyrhunchus) 
30+

2. Svalbard polar foxes (Alopes (=Vulpes) lagopus spitsbergensis) 
4

3. Atlantic walrus (Odobenus rosmarus rosmarus)
40+ 

4. Bearded seals (Erignathus barbatus)


10+

5. Fin whale (Baleanoptera physalus)


2

6. Sei whale (Baleanoptera borealis) 


1

7. Atlantic humpback (Megaptera novaeangliae)
1

8. Polar Bears (Ursus maritimus)


13
