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Tour Leader/s: Trausti Gunnarsson with six participants 
 
Travelling in Iceland during the winter months is exhilarating. The landscape provides a spectacular 
backdrop to the harsh, wintry conditions that wildlife must endure to survive this tough period. 
Additionally, clear nights are sometimes enlivened with spectacular displays of the northern lights. 
 
Day 1: Arrive Iceland                 Thursday 16 November 2017 
After meeting and greeting in the terminal we head out from Keflavík airport. At the pools at Fitjar there 
were several gulls: great black-backed, herring, glaucous and Iceland, and there were good opportunities to 
compare the size, shape and other features of these species. There were a few mallards, a female teal flew 
in, and a large flock of greylag geese circled low above us in the fading light. We drove on to Hveragerði, 
our base for the next four nights, admiring the stunning volcanic landscape of Reykjanes Peninsula, covered 
with a layer of fresh snow.  After settling in, we enjoyed a lovely home cooked meal of Arctic char and 
discussed the days ahead. It was overcast in the evening but cleared up later, although unfortunately the 
sky activity was very low and didn’t develop into visible auroras. 
 
Weather:  W light to moderate breeze, partly cloudy and -1°C. 
 
Day 2: Geysir, Gullfoss, Lake  Laugarvatn & Þingvellir     Friday 17 November 2017 
It was a beautiful morning as we drove up towards Geysir. There were several ravens around and we saw a 
female merlin perched in a tree before flying off. As we walked into the geothermal area, we had great 
views of several redpoll and the very active Strokkur Geysir didn’t disappoint, with several spouts in the 
morning sun. We also stopped at Gullfoss waterfall which cascades on two levels into the icy gorge below; a 
bonus here was several beautiful snow buntings that we added to our list.  
 
Stopping briefly in Haukadalur woodland to look for more passerines, some more redpoll, goldcrest and 
crossbill were heard but didn’t show. After warming up with a hot drink, we drove on to Lake Laugarvatn, 
which was frozen apart from some gaps kept open by water from the hot springs.  Here we saw our first 
Barrow's goldeneyes - two pairs and a drake - great views of these lovely birds. We then moved on to Lake 
Þingvallavatn, where there were several red-breasted mergansers, together with a few cormorants and 
common gulls, before enjoying our picnic in a beautiful spot on the lakeshore. Þingvellir is an UNESCO 
World Heritage Site and it was here that the old, open-air Viking parliament was formed in about 930AD. 
We headed for the site of the medieval assembly for a walk, during which we saw a merlin, this time a 
male. Þingvellir is a rift valley, formed by the movement of the two crustal plates of North America and 
Eurasia, and evidence of recent volcanic activity surrounds the area.  
 
Later we drove down along the Sog River that drains the lake, where we saw our first whooper swans, plus 
two ducks and a drake goosander on the lagoon between the two lower hydroelectric stations. Further 
downstream we encountered a large number of wildfowl: whooper swans, mallard, wigeon, Barrow's 
goldeneye, red-breasted merganser and teal.  Jim spotted a white-tailed eagle following a number of ducks 
upstream. Returning to the guesthouse, we enjoyed another delicious meal, before updating our bird list 
and taking a look at the geological map of Iceland to learn a little about the natural history of the island.  
 
Later in the evening, we headed out to look for the auroras; unfortunately the sky wasn’t as clear as 
predicted and the aurora activity wasn’t very strong. We spent a while looking and saw some faint auroras 
through the clouds and then, just before returning to the guesthouse, our patience was rewarded with a 
beautiful display of Northern Lights, with curtains of green and pink rays dancing across the sky – amazing! 
 
Weather:  NW light to fresh breeze, bright and -4°C. 
 
  



 
 

Day 3: Hveragerði, Strandarkirkja, Lake Hlíðarvatn & Herdísarvík Bay             Saturday 18 November 2017 
This morning we started the day with a walk in Hveragerði village; blackbird and starling were around and 
we had great views of a confiding wren of the islandicus subspecies. The sun was rising as we drove down 
to the coast, with wonderful views of the mountains and the south coast. We could see Mount Hekla, one 
of the most active volcanoes, and Mount Eyjafjallajökull that erupted in 2010 and disrupted flights all over 
Europe. There is also evidence of how Iceland’s south coast has been affected by sea level changes in the 
last 11,000 years, with extensive cliffs cut by the waves, but now located far from the coast. By the estuary 
of Óseyrartangi, we scanned the icy river and saw common seal, great northern diver and long-tailed ducks. 
Offshore there were several eiders, more seals and red-breasted mergansers. In Þorlákshöfn harbour we 
added red-throated diver, black guillemot and purple sandpiper to our list and enjoyed wonderful close 
views of long-tailed ducks and great northern diver in perfect light.  
 
We then moved on to the picturesque Strandarkirkja in Selvogur and looked over the sea wall where, again, 
there were several eider and some red-breasted mergansers, wigeon, and we also saw our first harlequin 
duck flying past. We had lovely close views of wren, redwing and Susanne spotted a robin - a bit of a rarity 
in Iceland. After enjoying a picnic here, we moved on to Lake Hlíðarvatn. By the road near the lake, David 
spotted a male ptarmigan as it flew up in the snow, so we reversed the van and got fantastic views of this 
beautiful bird - in winter plumage save for a couple of brown feathers. Susan also found another male 
nearby. The lake was mostly frozen, but on open gaps there were whooper swans, greylag geese and a 
variety of ducks including red-breasted merganser, Barrow's goldeneye, teal, tufted duck, scaup and long-
tailed duck, as well as great Northern diver. As we drove along, Angela spotted a gyrfalcon being seen off 
by ravens along the top of the cliffs, but unfortunately it disappeared around a bend in the mountain 
before all of us could get on it.  
 
We moved on to Herdísarvík Bay to look for harlequin ducks, but before we can even get to the shore, a 
gyrfalcon came flying low along the coast, making several hunting passes along the bay and the lagoon right 
in front of us. It alighted briefly on a tussock before flying off again to have another go at the ducks on the 
lagoon. In the end, the hunt was unsuccessful and the falcon disappeared into the distance – what a 
fantastic experience! Then we got news that a western Palearctic first, a white-winged crossbill (the 
Nearctic subspecies of two-barred crossbill) that was found in a little conifer plantation at Seltjörn a few 
days ago, has been seen again. We headed straight there to try our luck but, despite our best efforts, all we 
found was blackbird, redwing and a couple more robins. By this time it was time to head back to the 
guesthouse, where we did our usual log, had dinner and discussed our wonderful day. 
 
It was overcast in the evening, but later cleared up and we took a drive out to look for auroras. We saw a 
few shooting stars from the Tauroids but the aurora activity was very low and the faint arches we saw 
unfortunately didn’t develop into a Northern Lights display. 
 
Weather:  W light to moderate breeze, sunny then overcast and -1°C. 
 
Day 4: Grindavík, Reykjanes, Sandvik, Hafnir, Sandgerði & Garðskagi               Sunday 19 November 2017 
We started our day with a drive to Grindavík, home to many long-tailed ducks and eiders; we also saw 
several small groups of harlequin duck which allowed excellent views in the morning sun. Cormorant, shag, 
great northern diver, black guillemot, snow bunting and redwing were among the other birds in the area. 
As we moved on, Jim spotted a female merlin perched on a crag. After we watched it for a while, it took off 
on a hunting flight, before settling on another rock nearby. We drove on to Reykjanes through lava fields 
that look like they have just been formed. The costal cliffs were a spectacular sight and Eldey Island was 
looming offshore, with a sculpture of a great auk commemorating the place where the last birds met their 
fate in 1844. Offshore there was a large raft of eiders.  
 
After lunch here, we moved on to Sandvík where the rifts of the Mid-Atlantic Ridge come ashore, and 
where there is a symbolic bridge marking the divergent movement of the North American and the Eurasian 
Tectonic Plates.  In Hafnir we saw more harlequin ducks showing perfectly in the low sunlight, together 



 
 

with a few redshanks, purple sandpipers and red-breasted mergansers. Whooper swans are flying in, a 
great northern diver, and a few common seals are hauled out on the rocks. At Sandgerði we added curlew, 
bar-tailed godwit, dunlin and oystercatcher to our waders’ list and Jim caught a glimpse of another 
gyrfalcon, but unfortunately it disappeared quickly. At Garðskagi lighthouse a wren was waiting for us, and 
we also managed to see gannet, turnstone and even a wood mouse pottering about. We drove back to the 
guesthouse, delighted with another wonderful day.  
 
Weather:  NE gentle to strong breeze, bright but overcast in the late afternoon and very strong winds with 
drifting snow coming across Hellisheiði mountain road. Temperatures around  -4°C. 
 
Day 5: Elliðavatn Lake, Grafarvogur Bay, Reykjavík & return to the UK               Monday 20 November 2017 
Leaving our lovely guesthouse in Hveragerði this morning, we drove across the mountains to Reykjavík, 
passing through Rauðhólar pseudo craters and stopping at Elliðavatn Lake, which was all but frozen over. 
The volcanic formations here are very interesting, and we saw some whooper swans, wigeon and mallard. 
David spotted a bird perched on a distant pylon that turned out be gyrfalcon, and the group got some good 
flight views as it moved on towards Reykjavík. We stopped at Grafarvogur Bay where we saw eider, teal 
and goosander; snow buntings were also around, along with various gulls. We took a little photo stop at the 
Sólfar sculpture on the coast of Reykjavík Bay, where the scenery looking across to the Esja Mountains 
covered in snow was spectacular. At the duck pond, Tjörnin, in the centre of Reykjavík, a lot of birds were 
crowding in the small ice-free corner kept open by geothermal water being pumped in. We observed 
several whooper swans at arm’s length, and also greylag geese, mallards, tufted ducks, black-headed gulls, 
common gull and a single pink-footed goose.  
 
At Seltjarnarnes there were several waders on the shore, mostly purple sandpiper but also several 
turnstone, plus a few oystercatcher and golden plover that showed beautifully in the low sunlight. There 
were also several eider, some red-breasted merganser and nearby we added gadwall to our list of wildfowl. 
As we were driving off, David spotted another gyrfalcon and we saw it fly away over the rooftops of nearby 
houses. At the Reykjanes Peninsula and the little woodland at Seltjörn, there were three other 
birdwatchers who informed us that the white-winged crossbill had not been seen so far today, so we 
enjoyed our last picnic in the van, surrounded by the local passerines. There were several redpoll, redwing 
and blackbird, as well as robin, goldcrest and common crossbill. A merlin swept past, creating havoc among 
the redpolls, and a ptarmigan flew in behind us. About 15 minutes before we had to depart for the airport, 
a group of crossbills flew into the conifers in front of us; Jim was the first to spot the white-winged crossbill 
among them - we cannot believe our luck, what a great end to a fantastic trip! 
 
Weather: NE light to moderate breeze, partly cloudy and -2°C. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
All images by Trausti Gunnarsson 
  



 

 

 

 
 

  

 

 

 

    

  Common Name Scientific Name 16 - 20 November 2017 

  BIRDS AVES   

1 Greylag Goose Anser anser Recorded on four days. 

2 Pink-footed goose Anser brachyrhynchus One seen on lake Tjörnin in Reykjavík on 20.11. 

3 Whooper Swan Cygnus cygnus Seen on four days. 

4 Gadwall Mareca strepera Seen at Seltjarnarnes on 20.11. 

5 Eurasian Wigeon Mareca penelope Seen on three days.  

6 Mallard Anas platyrhynchos Recorded each day. 

7 Eurasian Teal Anas crecca Recorded on four days. 

8 Tufted Duck Aythya fuligula Recorded on two days. 

9 Greater Scaup Aythya marila Seen on lake Hlíðarvatn on 18.11. 

10 Common Eider Somateria mollissima Recorded on three days on the coast. 

11 Harlequin Duck Histrionicus histrionicus 
Seen on two days, more then two dozen individuals in all, some great 
views. 

Checklist 



 
 

12 Long-tailed Duck Clangula hyemalis Recorded on three days, some great views. 

13 Barrow's Goldeneye Bucephala islandica 
Five seen on lake Laugarvatn and about 20 more on river Sog on the 
17. Several more on Lake Hlíðarvatn on 18.11. 

14 Common Merganser Mergus merganser Recorded on two days. 

15 Red-breasted Merganser Mergus serrator Recorded every day but one. 

16 Rock Ptarmigan Lagopus muta Seen on two days, 4 in all, some great views. 

17 Red-throated Loon Gavia stellata Five individuals recorded on two days. 

18 Common Loon Gavia immer Seen on two days 7 in all. 

19 Northern Gannet Morus bassanus Seen from Garðskagi lighthouse on 19.11. 

20 European Shag Phalacrocorax aristotelis Seen at Grindavík on 19.11. 

21 Great Cormorant Phalacrocorax carbo Recorded every day but one. 

22 White-tailed Eagle Haliaeetus albicilla One seen in flight along river Sog 17.11. 

23 Eurasian Oystercatcher Haematopus ostralegus Recorded on two days. 

24 European Golden Plover Pluvialis apricaria A few seen at Seltjarnarnes on the last morning. 

25 Eurasian curlew Numenius arquata Recorded in Sandgerði on 19.11. 

26 Bar-tailed godwit Limosa lapponica Seen in Sandgerði on 19.11. 

27 Ruddy Turnstone Arenaria interpres Recorded on two days.   



 
 

28 Dunlin Calidris alpina  Recorded in Sandgerði on 19.11. 

29 Purple Sandpiper Calidris maritima Recorded on three days. 

30 Common Redshank Tringa totanus A few seen in Hafnir on 19.11. 

31 Black-legged Kittiwake Rissa tridactyla Recorded at Reykjanes on 19.11. 

32 Black-headed Gull Chroicocephalus ridibundus Seen on two days. 

33 Mew Gull Larus canus Recorded on three days. 

34 Great Black-backed Gull Larus marinus Recorded on four days. 

35 Glaucous Gull Larus hyperboreus Recorded every day but one. 

36 Iceland Gull Larus glaucoides Seen every day but one. 

37 European Herring Gull Larus argentatus Recorded on four days. 

38 Black Guillemot Cepphus grylle Recorded on two days. 

39 Rock Dove Columba livia Seen on the last day. 

40 Merlin Falco columbarius Recorded on three days six birds in all, some great views. 

41 Gyrfalcon Falco rusticolus 
Recorded on three days, at least four individuals, some amazing views   
of a bird hunting ducks in Herdísarvík on 18.11. 

42 Northern Raven Corvus corax Seen every day but one. 

43 Goldcrest Regulus regulus Seen at Seltjörn on 20.11. 



 
 

44 Eurasian Wren Troglodytes troglodytes Recorded on two days, some great views.  

45 Common Starling Sturnus vulgaris Recorded on four days. 

46 European robin Erithacus rubecula Recorded on two days. 

47 Common Blackbird Turdus merula Recoreded on three days. 

48 Redwing Turdus iliacus Recorded on four days. 

49 Common Redpoll Acanthis flammea Seen on two days. 

50 Red crossbill Loxia curvirostra Several seen at Seltjörn on 20.11. 

51 Two-barred crossbill Loxia leucoptera This WP first seen well by most participants at Seltjörn on 20.11. 

52 Snow Bunting Plectrophenax nivalis Recorded every day but one, some great views. 

        

  MAMMALS MAMMALIA   

1 Common Seal Phoca vitulina Seen on three days. 

2 Wood mouse  Apodemus sylvaticus  One seen at Garðskagi lighthouse on 19.11. 

 


