
FAUNA AND FLORA OF THE HIGH ARCTIC 

A talk by Jack Mallins for the Wexford Naturalists Field Club on Saturday September 13th in the 

National Heritage Park Ferrycarrig 

As part of the Wexford Naturalists Field Club 10th Birthday celebrations, Jack Mallins, wildlife 

photographer and judge of our Photography Competition, gave an illustrated talk about his journeys 

to the Norwegian Arctic to see and photograph the plants, animals and incredible scenery of the 

Polar habitat.   

Our first port of call was Varangerfjord in NE Norway, 70 degrees North, in temperatures of -32C, 

looking for seabirds, whose numbers were down due to the crash in fish stocks that also led to the 

collapse of the local fishing industry (or was it the other way round?).  Empty racks where fish were 

hung to dry dotted the coast.  Two kinds of Eider were seen; first the spectacular1 King Eider who 

obtained drinking water by eating snow off the sea surface, and who also fished for crab and starfish 

whom they dismembered by thrashing on the sea surface.   

The smaller Steller’s Eider reacted in unexpected ways to the sight of people on small boats 

approaching.  When anyone pulled up the hood of their winter parka, the ducks closed up in tight 

defensive formation, possibly mistaking the sight for a Seal or Polar Bear, when the hood was pulled 

down, the swimming flock relaxed and spread out.  On land, Mallins photographed Arctic Hares (the 

same species as our Irish Hare) and Reindeer, flocks of nesting Guillemot and Red-Necked 

Phalaropes.  While in Varangerfjord, Jack and party stayed in the Polar Hotel, with four guests, 

business was booming.   

The next stop was Svalbard Archipelago2; 78 degrees N, far into the Arctic Circle where winter is 

night and summer is day.  They are unexpectedly huge islands, totalling half the area of Ireland with 

a population of 2,600 and a crime rate of pretty much zero.  A mountainous area, 60% covered by 

glaciers and, with 7 National Parks, 23 Nature Reserves and protection orders on any human 

heritage dating before 1946, 65% of the total area of Svalbard is protected by law. Picking flowers 

and taking shells or bones as souvenirs are banned.  Flying into the only airport is scary with 

mountains louring on both sides.   

Brushed by the Gulf Stream, the climate is mild, winter temperatures in the long night range from -6 

to -12C, about 20C warmer than at this latitude in Russia or Canada.  The plants have to endure 24-

hour darkness in winter and a short growing season of mere weeks; plants take several years to 

flower and willow trees are mature at 8cm (3 inches) tall.  Insects are either scarce or absent and 

flowers reproduce by runners rather than insect-pollinated seeds.  Insect-eating birds like many of 

our common perching birds are absent so the commonest ‘little brown job’ or LBJ seen was the 

lovely Snow Bunting, a seed-eater.   

                                                           
1
 Spectacular referring to the males, the females are more discreetly coloured, so a relatively dull bird was referred to as 

‘just a female’, our speaker was not allowed get away with that one.   

2 Also called Spitsbergen, its weather station was famously bombarded in WW2 by the giant German battleship Tirpitz; the 

only battle this ship ever fought.   



Only 3 species of native land mammal live on Svalbard.  The Svalbard Reindeer, a distinct subspecies 

isolated for 5,000 years, are tiny, short-legged and half the weight of reindeer elsewhere.  Arctic 

Foxes live at the foot of the cliffs of nunataks3 where bird colonies nest and breed when the birds 

breed, feeding their large litters on the chicks that the adults catch.   

The Polar Bear is an iconic symbol of Svalbard, 3,000 of them live on and around Svalbard and Franz-

Joseph Land, this region being one of their major breeding and hunting areas.  Polar Bears have 

some of the largest home ranges known to any land animal4.  They are very dangerous, a child was 

killed by one not long before Mallins’ visit.  Polar Bears are unafraid of humans and other land 

animals, are inclined to approach and may decide to kill and eat anyone they can get close enough 

to.  As top predator, they roam where they please, or used to before human hunting and the new 

threat of global warming posed their threats.   

Jack Mallins based himself in the capital of Longyearbyan and saw such birds as Arctic and Long-

tailed Skuas, Puffins and Guillemots bigger than our own, Dark Fulmar, Glaucous Gull, Ivory Gull, 

Kittiwake (very common), Purple Sandpiper, Pink-footed Goose, Brent Goose and Snow Bunting.   

Despite the harsh climate and seasonal lack of daylight, the flora of Svalbard was impressive; no 

large trees but Purple, Spider Plant and Alpine Saxifrage, Small Sand Wort, Woolly Lousewort, Hairy 

Lousewort,  Lobed Buttercup, Boreal Jacob’s Ladder, Polar Likeness, Nodding Likeness and Moss 

Campion; called the Compass Plant because it grows thickest on the east-facing side of boulders.  

Many of these plants are annuals further south, they live their life-cycle in one year.  But here, they 

need several of the short summers to mature and flower so live for 3 or more years.   

As they sailed further north, Jack Mallins was shocked to see how the summer sea-ice had reduced 

in the eight years since his previous visit.  The sea was littered with ice floes, not covered in a solid 

ice-sheet as it used to be, slides shown from his first trip showed this contrast strongly.  This 

deprived many Arctic seals like the Harp, Hooded and Bearded Seals of ice to give birth and shelter 

their pups on.  And this deprives Polar Bears of their major food-source in the summer.  Young pups 

are balls of fat and are a precious source of easily-digested energy for bears that may not have eaten 

in 6 to 8 months.  What bears he saw and photographed looked reasonably well-fed but some 

showed too much interest in the boat and its crew.  One alternated walking with lying down and 

rolling in the snow but every time it stopped, it had come a lot closer than the last time, the boat 

eventually had to pull away as the bear looked on with a look of wounded innocence.   

A walrus colony resting on a beach seemed to be steaming in the polar sun, a heat haze emanating 

from their blubber-laden one-ton bodies, their tusks gleaming.  The camera did not capture the 

noise and smell coming out of them however.  Walruses do not seem to dig for food or drag 

themselves along the ice with their tusks –they rummage for molluscs on the sea bed with their 

                                                           
3 A Nunatak is a cliff or rock face that is not covered by ice in a glacial or icy area.  These attract colonies of breeding birds 

as the slopes and tops stay ice-free.   

4 ‘Land’ animal is something of a technicality as most of Polar Bear habitat is sea-ice.  But only swimming and flying animals, 

like whales and migrating birds routinely travel greater distances.  Among walking animals, Polar Bears use by far the 

largest ranges, thousands of km2 in extent.   



muzzles, blowing and sucking to remove sand and suck up any shellfish they reach.  The tusks, 

converted canines, are used for show and fighting and so are usually kept intact and sharp.  

By now only 300km or so south of the North Pole, we still saw Humpback Whales, Bearded Seals and 

Grey Phalaropes, Golden Plover and Wheatear.    The variety of life even so far north amazes and 

delights but the changes seen in only a few years can only frighten and worry.  Global warming is 

now a generally-accepted reality, and a real threat to this specialised and fragile habitat and its 

inhabitants.   

 


