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THE GANNET COLONIES OF ICELAND. 
BY 

BRIAN ROBERTS, M.B.O.U. 

THE following notes on colonies of the Gannet (Sula bassana) 
in Iceland are based on two personal visits in 1932 and 1933, 
and on one by my brother, Sub.-Lieut. P. L. Roberts, R.N., 
in 1934. There are at present six islands off the Icelandic 
coast where Gannets breed, and four of these—Brandur, 
Hellisey, Sulnasker and Geldungur, are close together in the 
Vestmannaeyjar, a small group of volcanic islands off the 
south-west coast. There is also a colony on Eldey off 
Reykjanes, and another on Grfmsey off the north coast. 

In his monograph on the Gannet (1), J. H. Gurney mentions 
all of these except Hellisey, which is the largest colony in the 
Vestmannaeyjar group, but the information he was able 
to obtain was scanty, and his estimate of the numbers was, 
in his own words, " open to amendment ". 

On August 18th, 1932, I visited the Vestmannaeyjar 
colonies in company with J. A. Beckett. A full account of 
this expedition, together with a map and photograph, has 
already been published (2), so a short summary only will be 
given here. It was too rough to land on any of the islands, 
but we were able to form a fairly accurate estimate of the 
number of breeding-birds by sailing slowly round each rock 
close under the cliffs. The method of assessing the numbers 
was to count all the adult birds on the rocks themselves. The 
census was greatly facilitated by the geological structure of 
the rock, which caused the birds to sit in definite rows on the 
ledges, and it would otherwise have been almost impossible 
to count them. The following table shows the result of our 
census. The two figures for each cliff-face represent our 
independent counts :— 

Brandur 
Hellisey—E. cliff 

N.W. cliff... 
,, Remainder 

Sulnasker—S.E. cliff 
Remainder (counting 

together) ... 
Geldungur (counting together) 

These figures are an absolute minimum, and the estimate 
for Geldungur may be rather low, as it was beginning to get 
dark when we reached the island, and there were a number of 

404 
973 
600 
496 
303 

c. 

418 
1,021 

c 550 
489 
312 

717 
200 
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birds on the upper part of the rock which could not be dis
tinguished very clearly. Adding these figures together, we 
have a maximum of 3,764 birds for the four colonies and a 
minimum of 3,636. Taking the lower figure, this gives an 
estimated total of 3,636 birds actually at the nests, but as, 
in a proportion of cases, both birds of a pair were at the nest, 
it may be assumed without exaggeration that they represent 
3,000 breeding pairs. Calculating on a minimum basis, 
we get a total of over 3,900 pairs if only 30 per cent, be added 
to those on the breeding-ground to allow for pairs of birds 
away fishing and those in flight over the colony. C. M. 
Acland and H. Morrey Salmon (3) allowed 50 per cent, for 
the birds away from the nests in their census of the Gannets 
on Grassholm, but I consider this figure to be rather excessive. 

J. H. Gurney put the number at 4,000 birds, a figure which 
is based on a very rough guess by N. Annandale and E. Gurney 
in 1898. The former wrote an interesting account of a fowling 
expedition to Sulnasker which they undertook in September 
of that year. (4) 

In 1933 I spent five days (July igth-23rd) on Grfmsey with 
G. C. L. Bertram and D. Lack. This is the most northerly 
breeding place of the Gannet. In 1819 Faber (5) found 
" only three [pairs] breeding on Grfmsey [itself], but ten or 
twelve on an isolated rock standing close by ". Hantzsch (6), 
in 1903, records " between 50 and 70 pairs on Hafsulastapi 
and on the cliff opposite ". 

In 1933 we found 21 occupied nests. The colony is on a 
wide ledge about 170 feet down the 400 feet cliffs at the north
eastern end of the island. The stack opposite (Hafsulastapi) 
has collapsed, and all the birds are now breeding on the main 
cliff. We descended to the colony with ropes so no nests can 
have been overlooked. There were at least 28 non-breeding 
birds present, but only one in immature plumage. 

A further Gannet colony is on Eldey, one of the group of 
volcanic islets off Reykjanes, the south-western point of 
Iceland. Eldey has achieved fame as the last-known breeding 
place of the Gare-fowl {Alca impennis) and it was here that 
the last one was killed in 1844. Newton and Wolley (7) have 
collected together all that is known of its early history in this 
connexion, so it will not be repeated here. 

The few estimates as to the number of Gannets on the rock 
in the past are not very enlightening. Gurney quotes P. 
Nielsen, who was informed by an Icelander, Hjalti Jonsson, 
that " there might be 20,000 Gannets on Eldey in 1870 ", 



Eldey from S.S.W. 
{Photographed by Lieut. R. C Egan, R.N.) 
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but in 1904 the same correspondent considered that " 6,000 
or 8,000 was perhaps enough ". Nielsen himself, however, 
wrote in 1919, that " about 10,000 Gannets nest yearly " (8). 
This figure is repeated in Newton's Ootheca Wolleyana 
(Part IV., p. 458), but when Nielsen was asked whether it 
represented birds or pairs, he was unable to say. 

During April and May, 1934, H.M.S. Cherwell was in Ice
landic waters for fishery protection duties; and as our 
trawlers were working off the south and west coasts, she was 
able to visit Eldey. I am indebted to my brother, Sub.-Lieut. 
P. L. Roberts, R.N., who was on board, for sending me the 
following account :— 

" We passed within a quarter of a mile of Eldey when on patrol on 
April 24th, but it was getting dark and raining so we did not stop. 
The small glimpse we had was very impressive and we decided to 
examine it more closely if an opportunity arose. 

Eldey from N.N.E. a t about 500 yards. 
{Photographed by Pe t ty Officer R. G. Hatcher, R.N.) 

" In the middle of the next month we were working off Reykjanes 
again, and a t 4 p.m., on May 22nd, closed the island. I t was visible 
from forty miles away, a landmark tha t we knew well. 

" The rock is 226 feet high with vertical cliffs all round. I t is 
roughly pear-shaped, with a flat top of about 3 acres gently sloping 
towards the broad end at the north. As a result, although we could 
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see the whole of the top from a distance of 400 yards, none of it was 
visible from closer in, and without landing a reliable estimate of the 
Gannets would be impossible. But a rough guess, based on the area 
of the top and the average concentration of the Gannets, gives 
about 14,000 birds. In addition there were a t least 500 on the 
cliffs and many hundreds in the air. 

" From a distance the top appeared so thickly covered with 
Gannets tha t it was almost a uniform white and the air was thick 
with birds disturbed by our approach. We lowered the skiff t o 
pull round and look more closely. Seals appeared all round us and 
we saw them playing in the surf under the cliffs. There were also 
large flocks of Red-necked Phalaropes resting on the water, and a 
few Puffins. The cliffs were covered with broken ledges, and these 
were packed tight with Gannets, Kittiwakes and Guillemots, shoulder 
to shoulder, and usually well mixed, but the top appeared to be used 
exclusively by the Gannets. 

" At the north-east end there is a small flat ledge which is the 
only possible landing place. The first men to land left chains hanging 
from the cliffs and cut footholds in the rocks, bu t these are so old 
now that they must be dangerous to rely on alone. Anyone intending 
to climb the cliff should come well provided with ropes of his own. 

" The south end of the island is the finest; the ledges there are 
very narrow and were mostly occupied by Guillemots. We took 
several photographs on the way round, bu t it was too rough to land. 
After the ship had picked us up we steamed once more round the 
island and then continued on patrol ." 

If we allow 30 per cent, for birds away fishing or in flight 
over the colony, we may estimate approximately 9,000 pairs 
of Gannets breeding on Eldey, a figure which is nearly double 
that of Gurney, who allows 9,500 birds for Eldey and Geir-
fugladrangr together. Careful enquiries about the latter 
island, which is about 9 miles south-west of Eldey, have 
produced no evidence of a Gannet colony there. According 
to the Arctic Pilot this rock is scarcely 30 feet high, so it 
appears unlikely that any birds breed there. Only one landing 
has been made on Geirfugladrangr, by a Dane, Count F. C. 
Rabben, who accompanied Faber when collecting material 
for his fauna of Iceland in 1821. An account of this expedition 
is given in Faber's work (9), but no mention is made of 
Gannets breeding there at this time and it only states that 
some were shot near Geirfugladrangr. The party did not 
go near Eldey. 

The six occupied Icelandic Gannet colonies would seem, 
therefore, to consist of about 13,600 pairs, made up as follows : 

Gr.'msey 21 pairs. 
Eldey c. 9,000 „ 
Vestmannaeyj ar— 

Brandur c. 53*0 
Hellisey c. 2,600 
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Geldungur c. 260 pairs 
Sulnasker c. 1,300 ,, 

Reports of Gannet colonies on Drangey, Langanes and 
Mevenklint are without foundation. 
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