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A new European Shag
Gulosus aristotelis colony
discovered near Ura-Guba
in the Barents Sea, Russia

En ny koloni av toppskarv Gulosus aristotelis
vid Ura-Guba i Barents hav, Ryssland
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BREEDING EUROPEAN SHAG Gulosus aristotelis in the Russian part of the Barents Sea was first noted in 1932, but
the population has remained small. Currently, breeding sites are known from the Seven Islands, the Gavrilovsky
Islands, the Ainovy Islands, the Bazarnaya Guba, and the Pechenga Guba. Here we report the breeding of this spe-
cies near Ura-Guba and in parts of the Barents Sea coast where it has not been found before.
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Introduction

In Europe, two subspecies of the European Shag
Gulosus aristotelis breed and winter: the Atlantic sub-
species G. a. aristotelis and the Mediterranean subspe-
cies G. a. desmarestii (Wanless & Harris 1997, BirdLife
International 2017). The global population is categorized

as Least Concern on the ITUCN Red List (BirdLife
International 2021a), with the European population esti-
mated at 142,000-162,000 breeding individuals. Despite
being relatively numerous, a decline in population num-
bers has been noted (BirdLife International 2021b). The
Atlantic subspecies breeds in coastal areas of the North
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Atlantic (Velando & Freire 2002), with the largest popu-
lation observed in the United Kingdom (27,000 pairs),
and Norway (19,000 pairs; BirdLife International 2017).
The Mediterranean subspecies breeds along the coast
of the Mediterranean Sea, with the largest population
observed in Greece (4,900) and Albania (up to 4,000
pairs; BirdLife International 2017). Smaller numbers
also occur in the Black Sea (Kalyakin & Voltzit 2020,
Pavlov 2021).

The northern part of the distribution of the
Atlantic subspecies includes the United Kingdom
and Norway. Within the United Kingdom, the
population has experienced significant fluctu-
ations (Heubeck et al. 2015). This has led to the
inclusion of the European Shag on the UK Red
List (Stanbury et al. 2021). Similar population fluc-
tuations have been observed in Norway. However,
recently there has been an increase in the number of
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large colonies of European Shag in mainland Norway,
which researchers attribute to increased availability
of food resources (Bustnes et al. 2013, Lorentsen et al.
2019).

The European part of the Russian Arctic (Murmansk
region, Kola Peninsula) represents the eastern boundary
of the range of G. a. aristotelis. On the Kola Peninsula,
the European Shag is a rare species, and is listed in the
Red Book of the Murmansk region (Konstantinova et al.
2014). Here, the Atlantic subspecies nests in relatively
small colonies on the cliffs off the Barents Sea coast.
According to published data on the status of seabird
populations in the Barents and White Seas (Bianki et al.
1993, Anker-Nilssen et al. 2000), several nesting sites
of the European Shag are known in the Russian part
of the Barents Sea: the Seven Islands, the Gavrilovsky
Islands, the Aynovy Islands, the Bazarnaya Guba, and
the Pechenga Guba (Figure 1).
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FIGURE 1. Map of the study area in the Russian Barents Sea, including the Shurinov and Sharapov islands where European Shags Gulosus aristotelis
were identified, as well as part of the mainland, where nesting birds were found.
— En karta Gver studieomradet i ryska delen av Barentshavy, inklusive Shurinovéarna och Sharapovén och andra platser dér toppskarvar Gulosus aris-

totelis observerades i studien.

115



BANNIKOVA & MENSHAKOVA (2024) | A NEW EUROPEAN SHAG COLONY NEAR URA-GUBA IN THE BARENTS SEA | ORNIS SVECICA 34:114-118

The known breeding grounds of the European Shag
in the Barents Sea are mostly located in the Kandalaksha
Nature Reserve. The easternmost part of the reserve
on the Barents Sea is the Seven Islands (68.770030°N,
37.494445°E). In this breeding area, researchers have
counted between 20 and 220 pairs of European Shags
in different years (Anker-Nilssen et al. 2000). In 2022,
Ezhov and Gurba (2022) noted that the number of
breeding pairs was around 100, declining from an estim-
ated population of 200-220 pairs in 2013 (data from the
Kandalaksha Nature Reserve’s Annals of Nature for
2013). European Shags also nest further to the west in
the Kandalaksha Nature Reserve, in the Gavrilovsky
Islands (69.169338°N, 35.9211830°E). Here, 102 pairs
were recorded in 1995 (Krasnov 1995), 560 pairs in
2013, and less than 50 pairs in 2022 (Ezhov & Gurba
2022). Nesting of the European Shag was also observed
on the Ainovy Islands (69.838373°N, 31.572344°E) bet-
ween 1979 and 1985 (Anker-Nilssen et al. 2000), with 35
pairs recorded in 2002 (Ivanenko 2013).

Published materials (Priklonsky 1986, Anker-
Nilssen et al. 2000) mention breeding European Shags
also in Pechenga Guba, with 30-40 pairs between 1972
and 1982. A recent survey in June 2022 found no signs
of the species there. Priklonsky (1986) also noted 30-40
pairs breeding in Bazarnaya Guba during this period,
as well as 60 pairs breeding near the southern coast of
the Varanger Fjord in 1977. The easternmost known
breeding site of the European Shags in our study area is
Dvorovaya Guba (68.434251°N, 38.216119°E). Here on
the mainland seashore, 35 nests were found in 1978 but
only 2 in 1992 (Anker-Nilssen et al. 2000).

In this paper, we report an occurrence of adult and
non-breeding European Shags in the Ura-Guba of the
Barents Sea, where the breeding and presence of shags
have not previously been recorded.

The study

In the first half of June 2022, surveys from a vessel
moving along the Ura-Guba (69.328841°N, 32.910379°F)
were conducted. The vessel circled the Shalim Island
(69.402932°N, 33.062363°E) before heading out to the
open sea. Observations from the sea included counts
of all birds encountered in flight, on the water, and on
land. To achieve more accurate counts of bird aggrega-
tions, Yagnob 20X 40 binoculars and a Canon EOS 60D
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camera with a Canon EF 70-300 mm f/4-5.6 IS USM
telephoto lens were used for species identification.

The survey resulted in several sightings of groups
of European Shags in Ura-Guba (Figure 1), totaling 170
adult and 37 non-breeding birds. On Sharapov Island
(69.414299°N, 33.225927°E), 163 adults and 19 non-
breeding birds were identified among Black-legged
Kittiwakes Rissa tridactyla, European Herring Gulls
Larus argentatus, and Common Eiders Somateria mollis-
sima. On Shurinov Islands (69.420572°N, 33.273583°E),
seven adult birds and 18 immature birds were encoun-
tered. Presently, breeding colonies cannot be confirmed
on these islands.

The largest aggregations of European Shags were
found on the Barents Sea coastline on the mainland
(Figure 2), with 322 adults and 116 non-breeding birds
counted. At least 76 nesting pairs were found between
Medvezhy Cape and Cape Voriy. There were 13 pairs of
European Shags nesting together with Great Cormorants
Phalacrocorax carbo on one of the rock ledges, while the
other colony consisted only of European Shags, with 63
pairs nesting together. Thus, we discovered two colo-
nies of European Shag in an area where its breeding has
not previously been observed.

This finding, compounding with published data
from other ornithologists (Ezhov & Gurba 2022), sug-
gests that a change in distribution of European Shags
in the Russian part of the Barents Sea has occurred
over the last ten years. Based on this we speculate that
European Shags may have spread out and started breed-
ing in small groups westwards along the coast from the
study site.

Significant fluctuations in the population of the
European Shag are observed throughout its breeding
range (Dauntet al. 2008, Fortin et al. 2012, Fauchald et al.
2015, Heubeck et al. 2015, Cummins et al. 2019).
Ornithologists have been studying the causes of such
fluctuations for many years, and it is currently known
that they are influenced by food availability (Velandoa
& Freire 2002, Howells et al. 2017), weather, and cli-
matic conditions (Daunt et al. 2001, Frederiksen et al.
2007, Bustnes et al. 2013, Newell et al. 2015), as well as
the potential impact of plastic ingestion (Alvarez et al.
2018, Thompson et al. 2020). Due to the lack of neces-
sary data, we cannot currently determine the cause of
the redistribution of the European Shag population in
the Barents Sea, which requires further investigation.
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FIGURE 2. European Shags Gulosus aristotelis on the rocks of Karelinskaya Guba.
— Toppskarvar Gulusos aristotelis vid stranden av Karelinskaya Guba.

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

The authors would like to extend their gratitude to
Konstantin Moskvin for his assistance with the trans-
lation and to Matvey Shestakov for his contribution to
creating the map.

References

Alvarez G, Barros A & Velando A. 2018. The use of European shag
pellets as indicators of microplastic fibers in the marine
environment. Marine Pollution Bulletin 137: 444-448. https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.marpolbul.2018.10.050

Anker-Nilssen T, Bakken V, Strom H, Golovkin AN, Bianki VV &
Tatarinkova IP. 2000. The status of marine birds breeding in the
Barents Sea region. Norwegian Polar Institute Report Series
No. 113, Tromse, Norway. https://brage.npolar.no/npolar-xmlui/
handle/11250/173328

Bianki VV, Kokhanov VD, Koriakin AS, Krasnov JV, Paneva TD,
Tatarinkova IP, Chemiakin RG, Shklarevich FN & Shutova EV.
1993. The birds of Kola Peninsula and White Sea. Russian
Ornithological Journal 2: 491-586.

BirdLife International. 2017. European birds of conservation concern:
populations, trends and national responsibilities. BirdLife
International, Cambridge.

BirdLife International. 2021a. Gulosus aristotelis (Europe assessment). The
TUCN Red List of Threatened Species 2021: €T22696894A166316717.

117

https://doi.org/10.2305/ITUCN.UK.2021-3.RLTST22696894A166316
717.€n.

BirdLife International. 2021b. European red list of birds. Publications
Office of the European Union, Luxembourg. https://doi.
0rg/10.2779/959320

Bustnes JO, Anker-Nilssen T, Erikstad KE, Lorentsen S & Systad GH.
2013. Changes in the Norwegian breeding population of European
shag correlate with forage fish and climate. Marine Ecology Progress
Series 489: 235-244. https://doi.org/10.3354/meps10440

Cummins S, Lauder C, Lauder A & Tierney TD. 2019. The status of
Ireland’s breeding seabirds: birds directive article 12 reporting
2013-2018. Irish Wildlife Manuals, No. 114. National Parks and
Wildlife Service, Department of Culture, Heritage and the
Gaeltacht, Ireland. https://doi.org/10.13140/RG.2.2.25113.36960

Daunt F, Monaghan P, Wanless S, Harris MP & Grifths R. 2001. Sons
and daughters: Age-specific differences in parental rearing
capacities. Functional Ecology 15: 211-216. https://doi.org/10.1046/
j1365-2435.2001.00515.X

Daunt F, Wanless S, Greenstreet SPR, Jensen H, Hamer KC &
Harris MP. 2008. The impact of the sandeel fishery closure in the
northwestern North Sea on seabird food consumption,
distribution and productivity. Canadian Journal of Fish and Aquatic
Sciences 65: 362-381. https://doi.org/10.1139/fo7-164

Ezhov AV & Gurba AN. 2022. Current state of populations of Great
cormorant Phalacrocorax carbo and European Shag Ph. aristotelis
on the Murman coast. Russian Ornithological Journal 31: 4145-4147.

Fauchald P, Anker-Nilssen T, Barrett RT, Bustnes JO, Bardsen B]J,
Christensen-Dalsgaard S, Descamps S, Engen S, Erikstad KE,


https://doi.org/10.1016/j.marpolbul.2018.10.050
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.marpolbul.2018.10.050
https://brage.npolar.no/npolar-xmlui/handle/11250/173328
https://brage.npolar.no/npolar-xmlui/handle/11250/173328
https://doi.org/10.2305/IUCN.UK.2021-3.RLTS.T22696894A166316717.en
https://doi.org/10.2305/IUCN.UK.2021-3.RLTS.T22696894A166316717.en
https://doi.org/10.2779/959320
https://doi.org/10.2779/959320
https://doi.org/10.3354/meps10440
https://doi.org/10.13140/RG.2.2.25113.36960
https://doi.org/10.1046/j.1365-2435.2001.00515.x
https://doi.org/10.1046/j.1365-2435.2001.00515.x
https://doi.org/10.1139/f07-164

BANNIKOVA & MENSHAKOVA (2024) | A NEW EUROPEAN SHAG COLONY NEAR URA-GUBA IN THE BARENTS SEA | ORNIS SVECICA 34:114-118

Hanssen SA, Lorentsen S, Moe B, Reiertsen TK, Strom H &
Systad GH. 2015. The status and trends of seabirds breeding in
Norway and Svalbard - NINA Report 1151.

Fortin M, Bost C, Maes P & Barbraud C. 2012. The demography and
ecology of the European shag Phalacrocorax aristotelis in MorBraz,
France. Aquatic Living Resources 26: 179-185. https://doi.org
/10.1051/alr/2012041

Frederiksen M, Mavor RA & Wanless S. 2007. Seabirds as
environmental indicators: The advantages of combining data sets.
Marine Ecology Progress Series 352: 205-211. https://doi.org/
10.3354/mepso7071

Heubeck M, Mellor RM, Gear S & Miles WTS. 2015. Population and
breeding dynamics of European Shags Phalacrocorax aristotelis at
three major colonies in Shetland, 2001. Seabird 28: 55-77. https://
dx.doi.org/10.61350/sbj.28.55

Howells RJ, Burthe SJ, Green JA, Harris MP, Newell MA, Butler A,
Johns DG, Carnell EJ, Wanless S & Daunt F. 2017. From days to
decades: short- and long-term variation in environmental
conditions affect offspring diet composition of a marine top
predator. Marine Ecology Progress Series 583: 227-242. https://doi.
org/10.3354/meps12343

Ivanenko NYu. 2013. Changes in the ornithofauna of Bol'shoy Ainov
Island (Barents Sea, Varanger Fjord). Russian Ornithological Journal
22:2898-2899.

Kalyakin MV & Voltzit OV. 2020. Atlas of the Breeding Birds of
European Part of Russia. Fiton XXI, Moscow.

Konstantinova NA, Koryakin AS, Makarova OA & Bianki VV. 2014.
Red data book of the Murmansk Region, edition 2.0. Azia-print
Publishing, Kemerovo.

Krasnov YuV, Matishov GG, Galaktionov KV & Savinova TN. 1995.
Marine colonial birds of Murman. Nauka, Saint-Petersburg.

Lorentsen SH, Mattisson J & Christensen-Dalsgaard S. 2019.
Reproductive success in the European shag is linked to annual

variation in diet and foraging trip metrics. Marine Ecology
Progress Series 619: 137-147. https://doi.org/10.3354/meps12949

Newell M, Wanless S, Harris MP & Daunt F. 2015. Effects of an
extreme weather event on seabird breeding success at a North Sea
colony. Marine Ecology Progress Series 532: 257-268. https://doi.org
/10.3354/meps11329

Pavlov DS. 2021. Red book of the Russian Federation, volume animals,
2nd edition. VNII Ecology, Moscow.

Priklonsky SG. 1986. Numbers and some aspects of ecology of
Crested Cormorant on Murman. Rare, endangered and poorly
studied birds of the USSR. Central Research Laboratory of
Hunting Management and Nature Reserves, Moscow.

Spangenberg EP. 1941. Composition of avifauna of Kharlov Island and
adjoining coast during the nesting period of 1932. Proceedings of the
Seven Islands Reserve 1: 74—88.

Stanbury A, Eaton M, Aebischer N, Balmer D, Brown A, Douse A,
Lindley P, McCulloch N, Noble D & Win 1. 2021. The status of
our bird populations: the fifth birds of conservation concern in the
United Kingdom, channel islands and Isle of Man and second
TUCN red list assessment of extinction risk for Great Britain.
British Birds 114: 723-747.

Thompson DL, Ovenden TS, Pennycott T & Nagera RG. 2020.
The prevalence and source of plastic incorporated into
nests of five seabird species on a small offshore island.

Marine Pollution Bulletin 154: 1-8. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.marp
olbul.2020.111076

Velandoa A & Freire J. 2002. Population modelling of European shags
(Phalacrocorax aristotelis) at their southern limit: conservation
implications. Biological Conservation 107: 59-69. https://doi.org/
10.1016/80006-3207(02)00044-7

Wanless S & Harris MP. 1997. Pp. 3-13 in Phalacrocorax aristotelis
Shag, vol. 1. Oxford University Press.

Svensk sammanfattning

Toppskarven Gulosus aristotelis har en stor utbredning
langs atlantkusten i Europa, men antalen varierar mel-
lan omraden och visar dven populationssvangningar.
Den nordligaste delen av utbredningsomrédet utgors av
norra Norge och Ryssland i Murmansk och Kolahalvén.
Dessa omraden ar stora och delvis svartillgéngliga
vilket gor att populationsdata pa hackande fagelbestand
ar svaroverkomliga i regionen, i synnerhet i den ryska

s
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delen. T den hér studien genomfordes en skeppbas-
erad inventering i Ura-Guba-omréadet av havsfaglar,
vilket resulterade i observationer av toppskarvar vid
Sharapov- och Shurinovdarna, samt bevis pa hack-
ande faglar vid kusten av Barents hav i omradet mellan
Medvezhy Cape och Cape Voriy (figur 1). Dessa data
tyder pa att toppskarvens utbredning i ryska Arktis
okar, om én fortfarande pa laga nivéer.
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