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The Gannet Morus bassanus is widespread in the
North Atlantic, with its main European breeding
populations in the United Kingdom, Ireland, Faroe
Islands, Norway and France (BARRETT 1988, HAMER ez
al. 2001, GREMILLET et al. 2006, WANLESS ¢t al. 2008,
FORrT et al. 2012). After a decline due to excessive
harvesting in the 19" century, the species underwent
a recovery, resulting in a substantial population
increase during much of the 20" century (WANLEsS
et al. 2005). Although the rate of population growth
appears to have slowed down, the population is still
believed to be increasing in numbers (WANLESS ez al.
2005, BIRDLIFE INTERNATIONAL 2012).

The Gannet can also be found in the Mediterranean
(PATERSON 1993), particularly in its western part during
winter (PATERSON 1993, KUBETZKI et al. 2009, FORT
et al. 2012). About 4% of the European population
has been estimated to enter the Mediterranean during
winter (PATERSON 1993). The literature on this species
in the Mediterranean Sea is scarce, but it appears that
its breeding is extremely rare in this basin. Summer
records of adults and sub-adults, particularly in
the eastern Mediterranean, including the northern
Adriatic, have been attributed to misoriented birds
(PaTersON 1993). The status of the Gannet in the
Adriatic Sea, however, is not entirely clear.

Three Gannet records currently exist for Slovenia,
two along the Slovenian coast of the Adriatic Sea
(HANZEL 2008, GAMSER et al. 2012) and one in
central Slovenia, about 52 km inland (HaNZEL
& SERe 2011). The first record for Slovenia was
provided by HANZEL (2008), who observed a single
2" winter individual off the town of Piran (Figure 1),
about 250 m from the shore. The author recognised

Gulf of Trieste

Figure 1: The Gulf of Trieste, with some of the locations
cited in the text. The two dots (1, 2) depict the positions
of the first and second Gannet Morus bassanus records

reported in this paper, respectively.

Slika 1: Trzaski zaliv z lokacijami, omenjenimi v tekstu. Piki
(1, 2) oznacujeta poziciji obeh novih opazanj strmoglavcev
Morus bassanus.

the species through a telescope. The subsequent
drawing and the description of the bird provided the
confirmation required to allow its formal inclusion
in the Slovenian list of bird fauna (HANZEL 2008).
The second observation of an immature individual
was recorded near Vrhnika, central Slovenia (HANZEL
& SERE 20711), but the bird was not photographed
(J. HANZEL pers. comm.). The third and last record
was provided by GAMSER ez al. (2012), who observed
and photographed a 2" calendar year individual
at Debeli rti¢ (Figure 1). None of these records,
however, were accompanied by photographs that
would allow unambiguous species identification.
Nevertheless, the detailed descriptions, drawings
and available photographic material or the consensus
among observers were deemed sufficient for formal
verification by the Slovenian Rarities Committee and
inclusion in the Slovenian list of records. In this paper
we provide two new records of the Gannet in Slovenia
and briefly discuss its occurrence in the region.

In the late afternoon and evening of 9 Jun 2014,
we were observing a group of Common Bottlenose
Dolphins Zursiops truncatus from a research boat in the
Slovenian part of the Gulf of Trieste (northern Adriatic
Sea), as part of a long-term study of Bottlenose
Dolphin ecology and conservation (GENOV e al. 2008).
The sea was calm (sea state 1, Beaufort scale) and the
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Figure 2: Initial view of Gannets Morus bassanus in the
Slovenian part of the Gulf of Trieste, with the Italian coast
and Slovenian hills in the background. (photo: T. Genov)

Slika 2: Prvi pogled na strmoglavce Morus bassanus v
slovenskem delu Trzaskega zaliva, z italijansko obalo in
slovenskimi hribi v ozadju. (foto: T. Genov)

Figure 3: Four Gannets Morus bassanus. The 'Formaggino’,
a prominent landmark, can be seen in the background,
allowing visual assessment of the approximate sighting
location. (photo: T. Genov)

Slika 3: Stirje strmoglavci Morus bassanus. V ozadju je
viden 'Formaggino’, izrazita orientacijska tocka, ki omogoca
oceno priblizne lokacije opazanja. (foto: T. Genov)

Figure 4: Two immature (left) and two adult (right) Gannets
Morus bassanus passing the research boat. (photo: T. Genov)

Slika 4: Dva mlada (levo) in dva odrasla (desno) strmoglavca
Morus bassanus v letu mimo raziskovalnega plovila. (foto: T.
Genov)

skies predominantly clear. At 20.31 hrs, we noticed a
flock of birds near the waterline, about 400 m from
the boat, and identified them as Gannets. We took
55 digital photographs using a Canon EOS 30D
DSLR camera with Canon L USM 70-200 2.8 lens
(Figures 2—5). The flock consisted of four birds, two
2" calendar year individuals and two adults (Figures 3
& 4). It was not possible to determine their sex due to
lack of any sexual dimorphism in this species (REDMAN
et al. 2002). The birds passed about 5 m above the
research boat and were out of sight at 20.33 hrs. The
position of the research boat at the time when the birds
were closest to it was 45°34.161" N; 13°31.124" E
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Figure 5: An adult Gannet Morus bassanus. (photo: T.
Genov)

Slika 5: Odrasel strmoglavec (Morus bassanus. (foto: T.
Genov)

(Dot 1, Figure 1), as determined by the Global
Positioning System (GPS). The approximate location
of the sighting, 5.7 km from the nearest shore (Piran),
is also evident from Figure 3, where a prominent
church near Trieste, called the Temple of Monte Grisa
(Tempio Mariano di Monte Grisa, also known locally
as “Formaggino”) can be seen in the background.
We did not observe any direct evidence of foraging.
However, a number of indications suggested that fish
were abundant in the area. Immediately before and
after the Gannet sighting, as well as in the days prior to
and after it, dolphins were regularly observed surface
feeding. Moreover, we observed several schools of fish
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Figure 6: An immature Gannet Morus bassanus observed on
the second occasion. (photo: T. Genov)

Slika 6: Mlad strmoglavec (Morus bassanus) v ¢asu drugega
opazanja. (foto: T. Genov)

at the surface. It is thus possible that the Gannets were
indeed feeding in the area.

The second sighting took place on 4 Aug 2014, at
12.24 hrs, again during a focal follow of a dolphin
group. As in the previous case, the sea was calm (sea
state 1, Beaufort scale) and the skies predominantly
clear. The position was 45°33.936” N; 13°30.943" E,
5.5 km from the nearest shore (Piran) and only 480 m
from the previous sighting (Dot 2, Figure 1). This case
involved a single immature individual, apparently in
its 2" calendar year (Figure 6). The bird passed above
our research boat at about 10 m altitude and was out
of sight at 12.26 hrs. We took 16 digital photographs
using the same equipment as above.

Our sightings, particularly the first one, have a
multi-faceted significance for Slovenia: (1) they are
the 4" and 5" records for this species in Slovenia;
(2) they are the first records to be photographically
documented with high quality photographs, allowing
not only species identification but also (in the first
case) determination of the sighting’s approximate
location; (3) the first sighting is the first record
involving multiple individuals and (4) it is the first
record involving both immature and adult birds. Both
records have been verified by the Slovenian Rarities
Committee of DOPPS-BirdLife Slovenia.

It appears that all Gannet records in Slovenia to
date have been of immature individuals (HaNZEL
2008, HANZEL & SERE 2011, GAMSER ¢t 4/, 2012). Our
first record, however, involved two adults (Figures 4 &
5), the first such case for Slovenia. Previous Slovenian
records along the coast were partially attributed to
stormy or windy weather, particularly southeast winds,
cither during the observations of Gannets, or in the

preceding days (HANZEL 2008, GAMSER ez al. 2012).
These winds were believed to bring the birds closer
inshore. This is in contrast with our observations,
which took place during prolonged periods of stable
weather with little wind.

The Gannet appears to be relatively rare in the
eastern Mediterranean, although occasional records
do exist in the basin, including Sicily, Malta, Libya,
Tunisia, Greece, Cyprus, Turkey, Israel and Egypt
(THOMSON 1975, VERON 1988, PATERSON 1993,
CoOPER ¢t al. 2003, VERON & LAWLOR 2009).
Sightings have also been recorded along the Bulgarian
Black Sea coast (BOEvV 2009). In the Adriatic Sea, it
does not appear to be a frequently occurring species.
Only three records exist for Croatia and only one of
those since 1950 (Krary & Barisi¢ 2013, J. Krayy
pers. comm.), although the latter record involved
three separate sightings of presumably the same bird
(LUKAC et al. 1993). Nevertheless, the species appears
to be an occasional visitor to the northern shores of
the Gulf of Trieste, particularly around the mouth of
the Soca / Isonzo river (PERCO et al. 2006, E. PERCO
pers. comm., D. STANIC pers. comm.), and in the north-
western Adriatic (PATERSON 1993,
it). Occasional records also exist along the coasts of
Montenegro and Albania (SACKL ez al. 2014).

The Gannet is currently considered a rare species
in Slovenian waters (HANZEL & SERE 2011). This is
likely to be a generally accurate designation, as we
had never encountered this highly distinctive and
conspicuous bird during 12 years of our extensive
surveys at sea, either in the Gulf of Trieste or in
adjacent waters of the northern Adriatic Sea. In
addition, monthly boat-based surveys in Slovenian
waters between June 2012 and August 2013, focusing
on Mediterranean Shag Phalacrocorax  aristotelis
desmarestii, yielded no sightings of Gannets (U.
Koce pers. comm.). The species is currently believed
to be increasing in numbers (WANLESS ¢t al. 2005,
BIRDLIFE INTERNATIONAL 2012), so it is possible
that these new sightings are a result of the expansion
in species range. On the other hand, the increase in
sightings might simply be a result of the increase in
observer coverage and survey effort. Finally, immature
animals are less conspicuous and possibly easier
to overlook than adults. It is thus possible that the
species is more common than previously thought,
possibly represented predominantly by immature age
classes. This would explain why all previous records
were of immature animals. Future surveys may help
determine the status of the Gannet in the Gulf of
Trieste and the northern Adriatic, and possibly help
document any changes in the frequency of occurrence.
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Povzetek

Strmoglavec Morus bassanus je razsirjen v Severnem
Atlantiku in Severnem morju, predvsem pozimi pa
del populacije vstopa tudi v zahodno Sredozemlje. V
vzhodnem Sredozemlju je obcutno redkejsi, njegov
status v Jadranskem morju pa ni povsem razjasnjen.
V Sloveniji so bila doslej zabeleZena tri opazanja.
V pricujoéem delu podajava dve novi opazanji
strmoglavca v Sloveniji in kratek pregled pojavljanja na
obmodju Jadrana. Prvi¢ sva vrsto zabelezila 9. 6. 2014,
5,7 km od Pirana (45°34.161° N; 13°31.124° E). Slo
je za dve odrasli ptici in dva nezrela osebka v drugem
koledarskem letu. Drugi¢, in sicer 4. 8. 2014, 5,5 km
od Pirana (45°33.936° N; 13°30.943° E) in le 480 m
od predhodne lokacije, pa sva zabelezila en osebek
v drugem koledarskem letu. V obeh opazanjih je
bilo skupaj posnetih 71 fotografij. Oba podatka je
potrdila Komisija za redkosti. Ti novi podatki imajo
za Slovenijo velik pomen, saj gre za 1) 4. in 5. opazanje
te vrste pri nas; 2) prvi opazanji, dokumentirani s
kvalitetnimi fotografijami in 3) prvo opazanje vel
osebkov ter odraslih ptic. Pojavljanje strmoglavcev
na Jadranu je razmeroma redko, bolj pogosti so v
severozahodnem delu regije. Globalna populacija je
v zadnjem stoletju narascala, zato utegnejo biti nova
opazanja rezultat Siritve areala, ¢eprav so lahko tudi
posledica vedjega opazovalnega napora v zadnjih
letih. Ker so nezreli osebki manj prepoznavni kot
odrasli, je mozno, da so na tem obmodju pogostejsi,
kot smo mislili doslej. Prihodnje raziskave utegnejo
dati odgovore na vpraSanja statusa strmoglavcev v
Trzaskem zalivu in severnem Jadranu ter morebitnih
sprememb v pogostosti pojavljanja.
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