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LIFE Nature and Biodiversity
The LIFE programme is the EU’s funding instrument for the environment and climate action. The general objective of LIFE is to contribute to the implementation, updating 
and development of EU environmental and climate policy and legislation by co-financing projects with European added value. LIFE Nature and Biodiversity provides targeted 
funding for species conservation actions, supporting projects aimed at conserving threatened species listed in the annexes of the EU Habitats Directive, Birds Directive and 
the IUCN European Red List. More than 400 listed species - everything from large mammals to molluscs - have been targeted at least once by a LIFE project. 

Natura 2000
Natura 2000 is a European network of special protection areas designated by the EU member states. The main objective of the network is to conserve valuable biodiversity 
for future generations. Areas of nature are protected with the aim to ensure conservation of plant and animal species and habitats which are rare or endangered at European 
level. The EU has established Natura 2000 as a vital part of the implementation of the Habitats Directive and Birds Directive. Upon accession to the EU, Slovenia prepared a 
list of areas complying with the requirements of both Directives. 

The project SIMARINE-NATURA (LIFE10NAT/SI/141) is aimed at the designation of marine IBAs and SPAs for the Mediterranean Shag (Phalacrocorax aristotelis desmarestii) 
in Slovenia. The project ran from 2011 to 2016 under the auspices of DOPPS – BirdLife Slovenia. It is co-financed by LIFE, the financial instrument of European Union for the 
environment.

The Mediterranean Shag in 
Slovenia’s Sea
Marine birds in Slovenia’s sea 
Slovenia’s sea is a small part of the Adriatic Sea. Teeming 
with life, the area is home to the following habitats and 
species of EU importance: coastal lagoons, river estuari-
es, marine reefs and submarine meadows inhabited by 
seahorses, fan mussels, Mediterranean fan worms, mari-
ne birds, dolphins, and sea turtles. Their presence here is 
a constant reminder that Slovenia’s sea is definitely worth 
protecting.

More than 40 marine bird species, many of them endan-
gered, have been observed in the area of Slovenia’s sea 
and on the seashore so far. The term marine birds (or 
seabirds) refers to species that depend on marine envi-
ronments for all or part of their lifecycle or population. 
Seven marine bird species that occur within the area of 
Slovenia’s sea are of international importance: Mediter-
ranean Shag (Phalacrocorax aristotelis desmarestii), Me-
diterranean Gull (Larus melanocephalus), Yellow-legged 
Gull (L. michahellis), Little Tern (Sternula albifrons), Com-
mon Tern (Sterna hirundo), Sandwich Tern (Thalasseus 
sandvicensis), and Black-throated Loon (Gavia arctica).

The Mediterranean Shag
In the period 2002–2011, DOPPS – BirdLife Slovenia con-
ducted a series of population counts which provided the 
information on the number of Mediterranean Shags roo-
sting along the Slovenian coast. In the surveyed period, 
Shag numbers stood between 2,100 and 2,400 birds du-
ring the summer population peak, which is 7–8% of the 
total post-breeding population size and significantly abo-
ve the minimum qualifying threshold for the designation 
of Important Bird Areas (IBAs). These results were used 
as the basis for the designation of the first IBAs, which 
covered coastal roosts within shellfish farms, in 2011. 
However, no data was available at the time to indicate the 
importance of Slovenia’s sea as feeding grounds for Me-
diterranean Shags. 
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The European Shag (P. aristotelis) is a fish-eating seabird 
of the cormorant family (Phalacrocoracidae), which inha-
bits European and North African coastal sea waters up 
to the depth of 80 m and depends entirely on the marine 
environment for food. Its subspecies, the Mediterranean 
Shag, is only found in the Mediterranean and Black Sea, 
where the number of breeding pairs distributed within 
numerous colonies is estimated at 10,000. After breeding 
on the islands further south in the Adriatic, Mediterrane-
an Shags congregate, in great numbers, in the Northern 
Adriatic. Every summer, about 6,000 Shags occur in the 
Gulf of Trieste, drawn here by its shallow, fish-rich wa-
ters that provide excellent feeding grounds. 

Slovenia’s sea provides these birds with sufficient food 
supplies, undisturbed roosts, and safety in the post-bre-
eding period. Their needs are met both by the natural 
conditions of this marine ecosystem which offers an 
abundance of fish for Shags to feed on, as well as by the 
area’s artificial biotopes, in particular shellfish farms, 
where they can roost. 

Major issues
Data on the number of Mediterranean Shags moving to communal roosts along 
the Slovenian coast highlight the importance of Slovenia’s sea and the area of 
the Gulf of Trieste for the feeding of the species. DOPPS – BirdLife Slovenia re-
alized that conservation of such an important population of the Mediterranean 
subspecies of the European Shag, listed under Annex I of the Birds Directive 
and protected under the Barcelona Convention as well as the Bern Convention, 
should be ensured across all marine areas relevant for the survival of the spe-
cies during its stay in Slovenia. The SIMARINE-NATURA project was started to 
address the following conservation challenges: 
•	 Unfavourable conservation status of the area
Less than 1% of Slovenia’s sea was located within protected areas or Natura 
2000 sites.
•	 Lack of knowledge about the distribution, abundance and diet of the 

Mediterranean Shag in Slovenia’s sea 
In the past no studies were carried out to confirm the importance of Slovenia’s 
sea as feeding grounds of Mediterranean Shags in their post-breeding period.
•	 Poorly coordinated spatial management among different stakeholders 
Although relatively small in surface area, Slovenia’s sea abounds in activities 
that affect the marine ecosystem, negatively for the most part. 
•	 Low public awareness and lack of relevant knowledge
Most people are relatively unaware of the international importance of Slove-
nia’s sea for the conservation of the Mediterranean Shag and other endange-
red species, and fail to fully comprehend the threat to this sensitive ecosystem. 
•	 Potential risk of spillage of oil or oil derivatives into the marine 

environment
There are two international ports with increasing maritime transport in the Gulf 
of Trieste (Koper and Trieste). Shipping lanes run accross Slovenia's sea.

Project area
The project area covered part of Slovenia’s sea within the Gulf of Trieste. Slove-
nia’s sea is part of the Gulf of Venice, i.e. the northernmost part of the Adriatic 
Sea, which is divided by an imaginary line that connects the cape Kamenjak in 
Croatian Istria with the Po River Delta in Italy. The total surface area of Slove-
nia’s sea is about 400 km2, half of it in the shallow Gulf of Trieste. At 47 km, the 
Slovenian coast takes up a low 36% of the coast of the Gulf of Trieste, and the 
air distance between its extreme ends is only 17 km. 
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Project objectives
The main objective of the SIMARINE-NATURA project is to im-
prove considerably the conservation status of Slovenia’s sea 
in order to provide legal groundwork for conservation of the 
Mediterranean Shag. To this aim, the following project tasks 
were undertaken:  
•	 Collect the data about the distribution, abundance and 

diet of the Mediterranean Shag.
•	 Identify and designate marine IBAs (Important Bird 

Areas) and SPAs (Special Protection Areas – Natura 
2000 sites) for the Mediterranean Shag.

•	 Make guidelines for the management of marine SPAs 
(Natura 2000) for the Mediterranean Shag.

•	 Draw up an action plan to follow in the event of oiled 
birds and other wildlife species affected by spillage 
of crude oil and oil derivatives into the marine 
environment. 

•	 Raise the awareness of the general public and educate 
young people about the nature conservation issues 
facing the Mediterranean Shag and the importance of 
Slovenia’s sea for the conservation of the species. 

•	 Strengthen the communication among local 
stakeholders.

Identification of IBAs for the 
Mediterranean Shag in Slovenia’s 
sea
Identification of marine IBAs according to 
BirdLife International criteria
Important Bird and Biodiversity Areas (IBAs) are worldwi-
de bird habitats which make important breeding, feeding, 
roosting and migrating routes for birds. In the framework 
of the IBA programme and under the auspices of BirdLife 
International, these areas are identified, monitored, and 
managed in a manner that ensures long-term conservati-
on of bird populations. Compared to land habitats, mari-
ne environment was insufficiently evaluated until recently, 
largely due to poorly accessible and incomplete data. To 
remedy the situation, part of the IBA programme focuses on 
seabirds and their habitats. 

The IBAs for the Mediterranean Shag in Slovenia’s 
sea have been identified in accordance with the in-
ternationally recognized ornithological criteria of 
BirdLife International. IBA identification is based on 
the data held by DOPPS – BirdLife Slovenia and the 
results of recent ecological studies conducted in the 
framework of the SIMARINE-NATURA project in the 
years 2011–2014. 

Research into the Mediterranean Shags in 
Slovenia’s sea 
How many Mediterranean Shags roost along the 
Slovenian coast?

Population counts at three communal roost sites within 
shellfish farms in Debeli rtič, Strunjan and Sečovlje saltpans 
were conducted to determine the number of Mediterrane-
an Shags roosting along the Slovenian coast and establi-
sh trends in the species’ population dynamics throughout 
the year. The times of departure from roosts and the shape 
and colour-based selection of buoys were the subject of a 
separate study. According to the study, Shags are not the 
earliest of risers; most of them only leave their roosts after 
8 a.m. (in summer). They prefer buoys in the colours of their 
plumage (black, white). They are slightly less attracted to 
red, yellow, and blue buoys, while vertically floating buoys 
are not suitable for roosting due to their poorer stability.
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What are the main feeding grounds of the 
Mediterranean Shag in Slovenia’s sea?

Bird counts at sea were conducted once a month along 
an 81 km route divided into shorter sections. All seabird 
species and their behaviours were monitored and recor-
ded during boat rides at a constant travel speed. Consi-
derably higher densities of Mediterranean Shags were 
reported in the sections of Slovenia’s sea that are further 
off the coast than those nearer to the coast. 

ARI, THE MEDITERRANEAN SHAG 
Ari was the first Mediterranean Shag in Slovenia to be tracked 
using GPS telemetry. Actually, Ari was a young female who 
spent the autumn of 2012 near Izola, Slovenia. The bird ro-
osted on the levee of the Izola ship workshop, and flew off 
every day to fish up to 2 km off the coast. Unfortunately, Ari 
died only ten days after it had been fitted with the tracking 
device. In an accident somewhere in the Gulf of Koper, Ari 
broke her left leg and got a severe bruise on her left hip, 
and could no longer dive or feed. Ari, the pioneer of GPS 
bird telemetry in Slovenia, was named after the lead cha-
racter of the children’s book ‘The First Journey of Ari, the 
Mediterranean Shag’, which was published within the fra-
mework of the SIMARINE-NATURA project. Since the sex of 
the bird was only determined after its death, the bird was 
given a male name – Ari.

Where do Mediterranean Shags go when they leave 
Slovenia’s sea?

Mediterranean Shags have no respect for national borders. 
On their yearly migrations, they visit the territorial waters of 
two or even three countries: Croatia, Slovenia, and Italy. At 
the end of the autumn they return south to their breeding gro-
unds. Therefore, the conservation of their population in the 
Adriatic is a joint responsibility of all the countries which 
share their habitat. In its commitment to these objectives, 
Slovenia is bound by EU regulations and supported by the 
nature conservation system Natura 2000.

Monitoring daytime movements of Mediterranean Shags

Telemetry studies were conducted to determine the typical 
features of daytime feeding grounds of individual birds. 
State-of-the-art GPS equipment was used to ensure preci-
se and accurate capture of location in 30-minute intervals. 
The studies showed that Mediterranean Shags normally 
forage within a relatively small area during the day, and 
rarely wander around. Certain birds change their feeding 
grounds commonly but others remain loyal to a single site 
for months, or even years. The same finding also applies to 
roost sites.
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What do Mediterranean Shags eat?

Mediterranean Shags swallow their prey whole and then 
regurgitate undigested parts, e.g. scales and skeletal re-
mains, as balls coated in slimy mucus which then stick to 
the surface and dry up. The contents of the pellets, especi-
ally the otoliths (ear bones) and pharyngeal teeth, provide 
valuable insight into the type and quantity of prey. About 
500 pellets were collected from the communal roosting 
sites in Debeli Rtič, Strunjan, and Sečovlje. The pellets 
were then analysed by ichthyologists, who found that Me-
diterranean Shags feed mainly on fish species not used 
in human diet. By far the most important food source is 
the black goby (Gobius niger), a species dwelling on the 
muddy and sandy bottom, the Shags' main foraging ha-
bitat in the Gulf of Trieste. Here, Shags can find plenty of 
alternative to their usual prey, such as the black comber 
(Serranus hepatus) and red bandfish (Cepola macropht-
halma).The list of species that account for more than 1% 
of the Mediterranean Shag's prey biomass also includes 
the big-scale sand smelt (Atherina boyeri). Schools of this 
fish found in the coastal shallows up to the depth of 10 m 
attracts large groups of shags and gulls that can rise in 
number to several hundred individuals.

Communal feeding

In particular towards the end of summer and in autumn, 
Mediterranean Shags congregate in large groups, some 
consisting of more than 300 birds, and prey on schools 
of small pelagic fish such as sand smelts (Atherina sp.) in 
shallow coastal waters. Their catch depends on the efforts 
of the group to herd the little fish towards the coast from 
where they are no longer able to escape back to sea. 

If you have noticed a group of more than 10 Medi-
terranean Shags, please complete the following 
electronic form: 
http://simarine-natura.ptice.si/en/be-involved/. 

Designation of SPAs (Natura 2000 
sites) for the Mediterranean Shag
Natura 2000 is a network of protected areas across the Eu-
ropean Union. These areas were designated by EU member 
states in accordance with the provision of the Birds Directi-
ve and the Habitats Directive and are aimed at ensuring con-
servation of biodiversity. Special Protection Areas (SPAs) 
were declared under the Birds Directive. The European  
Court of Justice recognizes IBAs as an appropriate foundati-
on for designation of SPAs. 

Communal roosting sites
In the course of the SIMARINE-NATURA project, three SPAs 
(Natura 2000 sites) were designated on the basis of the 
IBAs designated prior to the start of the project. The coastal 
Natura 2000 sites contain communal roosts of Mediterrane-
an Shags on the buoys of shellfish farms and cover a total 
of 531 ha of the sea. 
•	 SPA Debeli rtič is a completely marine area measuring 

a total of 91 ha. The area was listed for inclusion in 
Natura 2000 in 2013. The Mediterranean Shag is the 
only protected species. 

•	 SPA Strunjan covers the saltpans of Strunjan, Stjuža, 
the inner part of the Strunjan Bay and the 250-metre 
maritime littoral belt between the Strunjan and Kane 
capes. The maritime part takes up 153 ha (over 80% of 
the SPA). It was listed for inclusion in Natura 2000 in 
2013. Besides the Mediterranean Shag, the area boasts 
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two other protected bird species: Mediterranean 
Gull (Larus melanocephalus) and Sandwich Tern 
(Thalasseus sadvicensis). 

•	 SPA Sečoveljske soline covers the area of Sečovlje 
saltpans with San Giorgio channel (Kanal sv. Jurija) 
and the inner part of the Piran Bay up to the Seča cape. 
The marine part of the SPA measures 287 ha (just 
under 30% of the SPA). The area has been included 

in Natura 2000 since 2004, and the Mediterranean 
Shag was listed for inclusion in 2013. Other protected 
seabird species in the area include Black-throated Loon 
(Gavia arctica), Yellow-legged Gull (Larus michahellis) 
and Mediterranean Gull (L. melanocephalus), as 
well as Common Tern (Sterna hirundo), Little Tern 
(Sternula albifrons) and Sandwich Tern (Thalasseus 
sandvicensis). 

SPA Central Gulf of Trieste
Foraging site
On the basis of surveys conducted in the course of the SIMARINE- 
NATURA project, IBA Central Gulf of Trieste was identified and app-
roved by BirdLife International. This area is a key foraging site for 
Mediterranean Shags in Slovenia's sea. It is a completely marine 
area covering 7,963 ha of Slovenia's sea. The Institute of the Re-
public of Slovenia for Nature Conservation submitted the proposal 
for inclusion in Natura 2000 to the Ministry of the Environment and 
Spatial planning in 2015. The Medieterranean Shag is the only pro-
tected species in the area. More than 1 % of entire Meditteranean 
population (310–400 individuals) regularly forage in the area in 
summer time.

Guidelines for the management of 
Natura 2000 sites for the Mediterranean 
Shag
In the scope of the SIMARINE-NATURA project, we have also pre-
pared guidelines the conservation of Mediterranean Shags in Slo-
venia’s sea. The detailed conservation measures are listed in the 
manual Conservation of the Mediterranean Shag and other marine 
birds in Slovenia’s sea (in Slovenian). In order to ensure suitable 
living conditions for the Mediterranean Shag in Slovenia’s sea, the 
following needs to be provided:
•	 ENOUGH FOOD. Mediterranean Shags may suffer hunger 

due to shortage of food (fish) caused by excessive fishing 
and destruction of seafloor habitats.

•	 SAFETY. Mediterranean Shags may lose their lives getting 
caught in fish nets, colliding with fast vessels, or due to 
spillage of oil and oil derivatives.

•	 SUITABLE HABITAT. Discontinuation of shellfish farming 
would result in loss of key habitats for safe and undisturbed 
roosts. Should this happen, supplementary roosts would 
need to be provided in the areas along the Slovenian coast.

•	 PEACE. Excessive disturbance of Mediterranean Shags may 
prompt the species to leave the areas which are key to its 
survival, for example its roosts and feeding grounds.
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Common Tern (Sterna hirundo)

Mediterranean Gull (Larus melanocephalus) Yellow-legged Gull (Larus michahellis) Black-throated Loon (Gavia arctica)

Little Tern (Sternula albifrons) Sandwich Tern (Thalasseus sandvicensis)

Species Breeding (b.p.) Wintering (ind.) Summering (ind.) Natura 2000 sites

Mediterranean Shag
(Phalacrocorax aristotelis 
desmarestii)

550 1,500–2,400
Debeli rtič, Strunjan, 
Sečovlje saltpans, 
Central Gulf of Trieste

Yellow-legged Gull
(Larus michahellis) 40–220 15,000–25,000 Sečovlje saltpans

Black-headed Gull
(Larus melanocephalus) 6,000–20,000 Strunjan, 

Sečovlje saltpans

Sandwich Tern
(Thalasseus sandvicensis) 10–20 Strunjan, 

Sečovlje saltpans

Common Tern
(Sterna hirundo) 80–165 Škocjan bay,

Sečovlje saltpans

Little Tern
(Sternula albifrons) 20–70 Sečovlje saltpans

Black-throated Loon
(Gavia arctica) 10–50 Sečovlje saltpans



Public awareness-raising
Educational activities
Particular attention was paid to educating the youth. In classrooms and outside in 
the open young people learned about the Mediterranean Shag and other seabirds 
as well as the marine ecosystem in general. We organized a youth ornithological 
camp and numerous lectures and guided tours for elementary and secondary school 
pupils as well as university students.

Exhibitions
In cooperation with the Slovenian Museum of Natural History, we set up the exhibi-
tion “The Mediterranean Shag and Protection of Slovenia’s Sea”, which was shown 
in the biology-themed display case for a year and attracted almost 25,000 museum 
visitors. The documentary about the Mediterranean Shag was playing throughout 
the exhibition, and young visitors were also given a children’s book and colouring 
book about Ari, the Mediterranean Shag.

After the closing of the exhibition, the contents of the exhibition was transferred 
onto upright billboards as part of the touring exhibition that will continue to spread 
the knowledge and awareness about the natural heritage and the need to protect 
Slovenia’s sea and people of all Slovenian regions for a long time after the project 
completion. 

Recommended measures:
•	 Maintenance of the current status or improvement in the status of seafloor habitats.
•	 Prevention of excessive fishing, especially of seafloor fish.
•	 Prevention of accidental by-catch of Mediterranean Shags in fishing gear.
•	 Preservation of suitable roosts.
•	 Prevention of excessive disturbance at roosts.
•	 Ensuring environmental safety on navigation routes and in ports.
•	 Activation of the action plan for oiled birds resulting from spillage of oil and oil derivatives into the marine 

environment.

By means of these Natura 2000 measures, Slovenia will preserve Mediterranean Shag habitats and the natural resour-
ces that are necessary for the survival of the species. It will thus protect crucial parts of the marine ecosystem, such as 
seafloor habitats and associations.
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The action plan for oiled birds and other wildlife species affected by 
spillage of oil or oil derivatives into the sea 

Correct measures taken upon occurrence of 
oiled birds and other wildlife species can 
save their lives 
The action plan to be followed upon the turn-up of oiled birds 
and other wildlife species has been prepared in co-operati-
on with a group of experts from DOPPS – BirdLife Slovenia, 
Slovenian Administration for Civil Protection and Disaster 
Relief, Slovenian Environment Agency, Slovenian Maritime 
Administration, Luka Koper (Port of Koper), Koper Veterinary 
Clinic, and the University of Primorska. The plan is vital for 
the mitigation of consequences suffered by the birds and 

other wildlife in accidents resulting in spillage of oil and 
oil derivatives into the marine or coastal environment. The 
primary aim of the plan is to ensure that appropriate acti-
on is taken during rescue of oil-soaked wildlife, which can 
considerably improve their chances of survival. The plan is 
activated in line with the national Civil Protection and Natio-
nal Disaster Relief Plan for maritime accidents. This ensures 
emergency rehabilitation of affected seabirds and comple-
ments the measures for the conservation of protected bird 
species populations in Natura 2000 sites that will be imple-
mented in the framework of the Operational Programme for 
Management of Natura 2000 Sites in Slovenia. 
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The SIMARINE-NATURA project in the media 

Throughout the project, the Mediterranean Shag was 
also advertised and popularized through a variety of 
media. TV and radio contributions, newspaper arti-
cles, scientific papers, and other publications in the 
media can be seen on the project website: 
http://simarine-natura.ptice.si/en/gallery/media/

Promotion at the Strunjan Landscape Park 
In promoting the project we worked closely with the 
Strunjan Landscape Park, which is also an associated 
beneficiary in the SIMARINE-NATURA project. Park staff, 
together with the employees of the Sečovlje Salina Lands-
cape Park, carried out a series of lectures for the general 
public, presentations and guided tours of the park and at 
fairs, published articles in print and online media, TV and 
radio shows, as well as mass distribution of project-related 
publications. When the park’s new visitor centre opened in 
2013, the Mediterranean Shag contents found their place in 
its permanent exhibition. 

Strengthening the network of stakeholders 
Workshops for stakeholders
Collaboration between various users and managers of the marine environment 
is key to the harmonisation of nature conservation objectives and social and 
economic interests in the marine environment. With this aim, we held four 
workshops for stakeholders, which presented the objective of the SIMARINA
-NATURA project and the results of studies into the Mediterranean Shag, and 
proposed the new SPA Central Gulf of Trieste. Two workshops were specifically 
dedicated to discussions about Natura 2000 activities for the Mediterranean 
Shag and its interactions with other Shags, which could contribute to the qua-
lity of area management guidelines. Workshops were attended by nature con-
servationist researchers, state and local decision–makers, owners of shellfish 
farms, fishermen, fisheries consultants, maritime experts, and representatives 
of maritime industries. 

Networking
•	 Participation in the BirdLife International Marine Task Force (from 2011 on)
•	 IBA identification training with the Portugal partner of BirdLife 

International, SPEA (Lisbon, 19th – 20th December 2012) 
•	 Participation in the ECOTONE Telemetry Workshop (Wierzba, 5th – 9th 

April 2013) 
•	 Participation in the conference Biodiversity in the Mediterranean Basin 

(Koper, 11th – 13th March 2015)
•	 Participation in the LIFE Marine Platform meeting (Madrid, 26th – 27th 

March 2015)
•	 Co-organization of two trainings of volunteers within the international 

projects POSOW (www.posow.org) and HAZADR (www.hazard.eu) 
(Sežana, 21st – 23rd November 2013 and Piran, 25th – 26th May 2015)

•	 Participation in the international Conservation Biology Workshop (Koper, 
17th – 19th June 2015) 

•	 Participation in the international workshop Protecting seabirds in 
the Mediterranean, organized by BirdLife Malta (Malta, 23th – 25th 
November 2015)

•	 Participation in the national task force for the preparation of the 
Operational Programme for Support from the European Maritime and 
Fisheries Fund 2014–2020 (2013–2014)

•	 Participation in the consultation for the preparation of national Marine 
Strategy Framework (2012–2015)
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Life after LIFE
The SIMARINE-NATURA project provided legal groundwork for the protection of the Mediterranean Shag, although this 
groundwork alone does not guarantee a bright future for the species. In order to ensure the species’ conservation, Slove-
nia will have to adopt measures for the management of activities of Natura 2000 sites that will ensure favourable living 
conditions for Mediterranean Shags. The umbrella document which specifies the conservation objectives and measures 
applicable to the Mediterranean Shag in Natura 2000 sites is the Operational Programme for Natura 2000 Sites in Slove-
nia 2015–2020 (PUN2000). 

In line with our mission to protect birds and their habitats, DOPPS – BirdLife Slovenia will continue to work towards the 
wellbeing of the Mediterranean Shag and the marine environment. Our priorities in this field are: to study the interactions 
between Mediterranean Shags and other seabirds and fisheries; to take an active part in the planning of conservation 
activities in co-operation with the neighbouring Adriatic countries and BirdLife International; and to support further pro-
motion of the conservation of seabirds and the entire marine ecosystem in Slovenia and wider, across the Gulf of Trieste. 

Follow us on http://simarine-natura.ptice.si/en
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Varstvo 
sredozemskega vranjeka 
in drugih morskih ptic 
v slovenskem morju

Urška Koce in Bojana Lipej

Publikacija je bila izdana v okviru projekta SIMARINE-NATURA 
(LIFE10NAT/SI/141) – Preparatory inventory and activities for the designation 
of marine IBAs and SPAs for Phalacrocorax aristotelis desmarestii in Slovenia. 
Projekt se sofinancira iz sredstev LIFE, finančnega instrumenta Evropske unije 
za okolje.

About the project

The aim of the project SIMARINE-NATURA (LIFE10NAT/SI/141) was to establish marine Natura 2000 
sites for the Mediterranean Shag (Phalacrocorax aristotelis desmarestii) in Slovenia. The project ran 
from 2011 to 2016 under the auspices of DOPPS – BirdLife Slovenia. DOPPS is a member of BirdLife 
International, a worldwide nature conservation organisation that promotes the conservation of birds 
and their habitats. More info: http://simarine-natura.ptice.si/en.  

The Mediterranean Shag  
(Phalacrocorax aristotelis desmarestii) 
in Slovenia’s sea

Foto: Augustin Povedano
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 Birds of conservation concern in Slovenia’s sea ////////////////////////////////////
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Coordinating beneficiary

Co-financiers

Associated beneficiaries

Fast and furious, but vulnerable  
9. Common bottlenose dolphin (Tursiops truncatus)
The only dolphin species regularly occurring in the 
Slovenian part of the Adriatic Sea is the Common 
bottlenose dolphin. Its Northern Adriatic population is 
approximately 100 animals.  

Threatened despite their strong shell
10. Glavata kareta (Caretta caretta)
Like for the Mediterranean Shags, the Northern Adriatic is 
a popular feeding ground for young Loggerhead turtles. 
This is the only sea turtle species that is regularly seen in 
the Adriatic Sea. 

Important habitat for many organisms 
11. Neptune grass (Posidonia oceanica)
forms extensive marine meadows in the Mediterranean, 
and provides many marine organisms with a habitat, 
source of food, and shelter from predators. It releases 

oxygen, stabilises sediments, and reduces erosion by 
slowing down the force of waves. 

All whale and dolphin species occurring in the Northern 
Adriatic
12. Other cetacean and whale species are sporadic 
visitors to the Northern Adriatic. The total of nine 
recorded species includes marine giants like the Fin 
whale (Balaenoptera physalus) and the Humpback 
whale (Megaptera novaeangliae), as well as several 
smaller-sized toothed cetaceans.  

Seabed layered with silt and sand 
13. The silt and sand seabed is the predominant seabed 
habitat type in the Gulf of Trieste. It is home to various 
marine organisms such as sea cucumbers, starfish, 
brittle stars, and gobies. Black gobies are the main 
source of food for Mediterranean Shags in Slovenia’s 
sea.

Other animals and plants

Every bird counts! 
1. Black-throated Loon (Gavia arctica)
This migratory bird of the northern hemisphere breeds 
on the lakes of Scandinavia and northern Russia, and 
winters mostly along the Mediterranean coast.

2. Mediterranean Gull (Larus melanocephalus)
This passage species and rare breeder which 
occasionally winters in the area occurs in highest 
numbers along the sea coast. On its migration from 
the Black Sea breeding grounds to its main wintering 
grounds of the Tyrrhenian Sea, several thousand 
Mediterranean Gulls stop on the Slovenian coast for a 
few weeks. 

3. Yellow-legged Gull (Larus michahellis)
The largest colony of this typical member of the gull 
family is in the Sečovlje salt pans, where nesting pairs 
are joined in the post-breeding period by thousands of 
birds from other countries. According to the records, 
the number of Yellow-legged Gulls was highest in 2004, 
totaling more than 25,000 individuals.  

4. Common Tern (Sterna hirundo)
The Common Tern is a summer guest to Slovenia, and a 
rare colonial breeder. It nests on the gravel or among big 

rocks if the ground is muddy.  Common Terns are elegant 
and skillful in flight.  

5. Little Tern (Sternula albifrons)
The Little Tern is the smallest tern in Europe. It breeds in 
colonies, on sandy and pebbled shores, on islands just 
off the coast, or on the shores of lakes and big rivers 
further inland. In Slovenia, the species only breeds in the 
Sečovlje salt pans and in Škocjanski zatok. 

6. Sandwich Tern (Thalasseus sandvicensis)
Outside the breeding period, most Sandwich Terns leave 
Europe for the coasts of Africa all the way to South Africa. 
Smaller groups stay in the Mediterranean; the species 
regularly winters along the Slovenian coast. 

7. Mediterranean Shearwater (Puffinus yelkouan)
The bird spends of most of its life at open sea. It only 
comes to land to breed on the remote islets of the central 
and eastern Mediterranean. The species is of regular 
occurrence along the Slovenian coast, which sporadically 
occurs in flocks up to 1,000 birds.

8. Mediterranean Shag (Phalacrocorax aristotelis 
desmarestii)

Marine birds
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The project is co-financed by LIFE, the financial instrument of 
European Union for the environment.

The Mediterranean Shag (Phalacrocorax aristotelis desmarestii) is 
a fisheating species of the cormorant family, distributed solely in 
the Mediterranean and Black Sea. In summer and autumn months, 
large numbers of Mediterranean Shags come to the shallow 
Northern Adriatic to feed in its fish-rich waters. The SIMARINE-
NATURA project identified the most important Mediterranean 
Shag conservation areas along the Slovenian coast, which will be 
included in the network of Natura 2000 sites.

Photo: Borut Mavrič

Photo: Borut Mavrič

Photo: Borut Mavrič

Illustration: Vladimir Leben

Photo: Borut Mavrič

The Mediterranean Shag is a fish-eating seabird of the cormorant family, which inhabits 
coastal sea waters up to the depth of 80 m. It is only found in the Mediterranean and Black 
Sea. The number of breeding pairs distributed within numerous colonies is estimated at 
10,000.  The Slovenian coast is a popular summer residence for about 1,500–2,000 birds 
coming here from the Adriatic islands further south. 

Mediterranean Shags coming to the Northern Adriatic require sufficient food supplies, 
roosting sites, and safety in the post-breeding period. Their needs are met both by the 
natural conditions of this marine ecosystem, which offers an abundance of fish for Shags 
to feed on, as well as by the area’s artificial biotopes, especially shellfish farms, where 
they can roost. Mediterranean Shags feed on fish species which do not feature strongly in 
human diet, mainly on the black goby (Gobius niger).

Photo: Bia Rakar

Photo: Gregor Šubic

Mediterranean Shag ///////////////////

Slovenia’s sea is a small part of the Adriatic Sea. Teeming with life, the area is home to 
the following habitats and species of EU importance: coastal lagoons, river estuaries, 
marine reefs, and submarine meadows, which are inhabited by seahorses, fan mussels, 
Mediterranean fan worms, marine birds, dolphins, and sea turtles. Their presence here is 
a constant reminder that Slovenia’s sea is something worth protecting. 

Photo: Milan Vogrin
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