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The Gannet Morus bassanus is a rare vagrant species in the Black Sea region (E 
Bulgaria). There are altogether 9 records of Gannet in Bulgaria over the last 
100 years, all on the Black Sea coast. This paper describes the three most recent 
records. On 29–31 July 2008 6 individuals were observed in the vicinity of 
St. Constantine and Elena Resort (12 km north of the town of Varna, Varna 
Region, NE Bulgaria). Gannets were fi shing by numerous (typical) dives, 
accompanied by a fl ock of Cormorants Phalacrocorax carbo and Yellow-legged 
Gulls Larus michahellis. A review of all the species’ records in Bulgaria, as well 
as the subfossil records in the Black Sea region is given.
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1. Introduction

The present breeding distribution of Gannet Morus 
bassanus can be described as North Atlantic. The 
range outside the breeding season also includes the 
whole Mediterranean, except the Sea of Marmara 
(Carboneras 1992). The species has been described 
as an accidental visitor in the former Yugoslavia, 
Greece, Turkey, Lebanon, Syria and Cyprus (Cramp 
& Simmons 1977), some of these countries being 
neighbours of Bulgaria. Wanless (1997) states that 
the Gannet’s distribution away from the colonies is 
relatively well known and that the breeding birds are 
partial migrants dispersing south to the Bay of Biscay or 
into the Mediterranean. Its status in the Mediterranean 
has been studied much more exhaustively than that in 
the Black Sea (Paterson 1993). In this work I present 
existing data on Gannet in the Bulgarian Black sea 
region, together with some recent observations.

2. Literature data

According to Michev (1990), the only two Bulgarian 
records of the species are from the Black Sea coast. The 
fi rst, in 1912, is that of Varbanov (1912) in the vicinity of 

the town of Burgas, and the second (1 immature bird), 
by K. Warnke (published by Königstedt & Robel 
1978) on 10 Aug 1969 in the vicinity of Slanchev Bryag 
resort (32 km north of Burgas). Boev (1962) specifi ed 
that record of Varbanov (1912) rests on proofs that 
cannot be accepted, but Nankinov & Todorov (2006) 
comment that this specimen was actually observed 
during the winter in 1912 in the suburbs of Burgas. 
The latter authors report the record of an immature 
individual Gannet on 9 Jun 2005, fl ying over the 
sea in the vicinity of Shabla Lake, accompanied by a 
mixed fl ock of Yellow-legged Gulls Larus michahellis 
and Mediterranean Gulls Larus melanocephalus. In 
addition, two records are listed in the database of the 
Bulgarian National Rarities Committee (BUNARCO): 
(1) on 28 Sep 1985 in the Atanasovsko Lake Nature 
Reserve near Burgas (Schimkart 1992, cited in 
Nankinov & Todorov 2006), and (2) on 8 Aug 1995 
in the Uzungeren Protected Locality (Mandra Lake) 
of Kiril Bedev. Nankinov (1992) asserted the status of 
Gannet in Bulgaria as accidental visitor. Kostadinova 
& Gramatikov (2007) included Gannet in the list of 
bird species occurring in Bulgaria. Recently Gannet was 
listed as a vagrant in Bulgaria (BirdLife International 
2008). In addition, Christophers (2007) observed, 
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on 18 Jun 2007, an adult Gannet fl ying from north 
to south along the edge of the sea, above the beach 
of Shabla (Dobrich Region, NE Bulgaria). Thus, the 
Gannet is a very rarely observed species in the 120-year 
long history of Bulgarian ornithology.

3. Recent observations

On 29−31 Jul 2008 we observed up to 6 Gannets in the 
region of the St. Constantine and Elena Resort (12 km 
north of town of Varna, Varna Region, NE Bulgaria). 
Each day the weather was sunny, calm and warm with 
daily temperatures up to 28°C. The observations 
lasted from 20 seconds up to 2−3 minutes. 

On 29 Jul 2008 at about 11.00 h an adult bird was 
seen in fl ight in a north-easterly direction over the sea 
at approx. 200 m from the shore in the region of the 
Hotel Complex Slanchev Den (in the northern part 
of the St. Constantine and Elena Resort). It fl ew at 
approx. 30 m above the sea surface with slow wing 
beats. The wings were sharp, very long and with bright 
black tips. All other parts were white. The rear profi le 
had the characteristic bends in the middle of the 
wings. Compared to the otherwise common Yellow-
legged Gull Larus michahellis and to 3 Cormorants 
Phalacrocorax carbo, fl ying at that time in the region, 
the observed bird appeared very large. 

On 30 Jul 2008 between 11.30 and 12.00, 5−6 
adult birds were observed in fl ight over the sea from a 
small touristic motor-boat about 350−500 m from the 
shore (Figure 1). All birds were fi shing and constantly 

made the specifi c dives into the water from 10−12 
m height. The Gannets were fi shing, together with a 
fl ock of Cormorants, and landing on the sea surface. 

On 31 Jul 2008 at about 11.45 we saw 2 adult 
Gannets fi shing about 350 m from the coast. They 
dived quite impressively, and were accompanied by 
a group of Yellow-legged Gulls, later staying on the 
water surface. The Yellow-legged Gulls rested on the 
sea surface beside the Gannets, apparently unaffected 
by them. At about 12.00 2 Gannets were spotted in the 
air, again at about 300−400 m from the shore. One of 
them appeared to have dark plumage (juvenile?), but 
we could not see the bird well enough. Christophers 
(2007) writes that the Gannet’s fl ight is level and 
strong, with steady shallow wingbeats interspersed 
with short glides. Precisely the same can be said for all 
the birds observed in the region of the St. Constantine 
and Elena Resort. Some terns (Sternidae) also dive 
in the sea, and most of them also have white body 
plumage and black wing tips, but their size is very 
much smaller, while the wing beats are much more 
frequent. The specifi c diagnostic fi eld features of 
Gannet and its particular fi shing behaviour exclude 
any false identifi cation. These records were accepted 
by the National Rarities Committee (BUNARCO). 

4. Discussion

The former distribution (in Antiquity and later) of 
Gannet is well documented by a series of bone remains 
in the Northern part of the Black Sea. Burchak-
Abramovic & Tsalkin (1971 & 1974) reported on 
3 subfossil bones of 2 adult individuals of Gannet, 
found in 1969 in a Skithian settlement of Crimea 
(the Ukraine), dated 2000 B.C. Antipina (1981) states 
that the remains of Gannet are found regularly in the 
ancient archaeological sites of the North-West Crimea 
(cited in Panteleyev 2001). In addition, in the Eastern 
part of Crimea, he reported on 6 bones (4 individuals) 
from Nymphaea (4th−2nd century B.C. and 1st–2nd 
century A.D.) and 1 bone (1 individual) each from 
Pantikapea (4th century B.C. – 2nd century A.D.) and 
Mirmekia (probably 14th–15th century A.D.). Thus, 
the Ukrainian records prove the Holocene distribution 
of Gannet in the Black Sea.

Present records (numbered 7th to 9th) of Gannet in 
Bulgaria possibly confi rm its actual recent dispersion 
eastwards, encompassing the Black Sea region, but 
they could also be simply the result of the more 
elaborated avifaunal explorations in the recent years. 
The seasonal distribution of the records covers 3 
seasons: winter (1 record – Jan-Feb 1912); spring 
(2 records – 9 Jun 1969; 18 June 2007); summer 

Figure 1: One of the Gannets Morus bassanus observed on 
30 Jul 2008, 12 km north of town of Varna (NE Bulgaria). 
Photo: Z. Boev

Slika 1: Eden izmed strmoglavcev Morus bassanus, 
opa`enih 30.7.2008 12 km severno od mesta Varna (SV 
Bolgarija). Foto: Z. Boev
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(5 records – 29–31 Jul 2008; 8 Aug 1995; 10 Aug 
1969); autumn (1 record – 28 Sep 1985). Neglecting 
the dubious record in the winter of 1912, all the 
remaining observations fall in the summer period, i.e. 
9 Jun – 28 Sep. Only 2 of the 15 observed individuals 
of Gannet were immature. All the other individuals 
were adults with mature plumage. All the birds were 
observed in fl ight over the sea and none landed on the 
coast. All records are concentrated along the Bulgarian 
Black Sea coast (Figure 2). Obviously, the records of 
the Gannet along the western Black Sea (Bulgarian) 
coast in the last decade have become more frequent, 
but it is still premature to state that a change of the 
species’ status has occurred.
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5. Povzetek 

Strmoglavec Morus bassanus je naklju~ni gost v 
^rnomorski regiji (V Bolgarija). Skupno je znanih 9 
zapisov za strmoglavca v Bolgariji, vsi v tej regiji. V 
~lanku so predstavljeni trije najnovej{i zapisi. V dneh 
med 29. in 31.7.2008 je bilo opazovanih najve~ 6 
osebkov na obmo~ju naselij St. Constantine in Elena 
(12 km severno od Varne, SV Bolgarija). Strmoglavci 
so lovili ribe, se ve~krat zna~ilno potopili, skupaj z 
njimi pa je bila tudi jata kormoranov Phalacrocorax 

carbo in rumenonogih galebov Larus cachinnans. Avtor 
podaja pregled vseh zapisov strmoglavca v Bolgariji in 
tudi pregled subfosilnih ostankov vrste v ^rnomorski 
regiji.
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1 – Burgas (1912); 2 – Slanchev Bryag (1969); 3 – 
Atanasovsko jezero (1985); 4 – Uzungeren (jezero Mandra) 
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Constantine in Elena (2008)
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