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IL-MERILL
The title of the Society's E:ulletin, IL-MERILL, is the Maltese name
for the Blue Rock rl'hrush, Monticoba SioUtarius, which is one of the few
resident species of the Islands. U was chosen as the INationaliBird of Malta
by the local !National Section of the International Council for Bird Preservation and has been the emblem of the Malta Ornithological Society since
the latter's inception.
Editor
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It was with deep .regret that we heard of the death of Mr. B. Masters
which occurred on January 17th at the Blue Nuns Hospital. He had been
a faithful member of the M.0.8. for some years and was at one time the
devoted editor of the Quarter1y Bulletin when it was published in du;plicated form. We express our deepest SYlil!Pathy and thanks to 'his dear wife.
May he rest in pea·ce.

The Malta Ornithological Sodety has now reached the tenth year of
its existence and much has been achieved in this decade and 1971, in
particular, was most fruitful Jn bird studies and also bird conservation,
as •can easily ibe perceived by perusing our records in the last three
numbers.

H.E. S~r A:rv,thony J ..MJmmo, O.B.E., ·Q.C., LL.D. B.A.,
Governor-General oj Malta.

44, M ars·amxett IRd., V G.lll'etta.

EDITORJIAL

This issue, number 7, of Il-Merill marks the third year of its publication. As we made issue numbe.- 6 a ringing number, giving details of four
yea:.s reeords we are omittin;; the ringing re,cords for 1971 whi.ch Wlll
appear in our next issue.

MALT A ORNITHOLOGICAL SOCIETY

President

NO. 'i APR;J;L 1972.

IL-MER!LLL

Pages

The International Ccunci! for Bird Preservation (I C B P) has very
intimate connections with M 0 3 and it tries to achieve its aims by working closely with it. The I C 8 P proudly celebrates its Golden Jubilee of
foundation in 1'972. It was the first international o·rganization to be formed for the preservation of nature and as the years go by it can be quite
proud of its many achievements in most countries of the world in saving
millions of birds from slaughter and rescuing not a few species threatened
with exstinction. Malta is on the list of member countries and in its own
small way shares in the achiEvements o1 this noble society. We hqpe in
a later issue this year to publish an a•rtic1e on I C B P and to give an
account of their lOth Conference held in Rumania.
Meanwhile we look ahead with confidence and a!JiPeal to all our
readers and friends to do their utmost to hel:p on the good work of bird
protection and to try to enrol more members for the Society and ill!Crease
our funds so that our aims can be mQre suc·cessfully a1chieved.
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These programmes which were
screened in February were a success in propa,gating the Society's
message to the general public. In
the same TV series, in April, Dr.
Anton Buttigieg, The Minister of
Justice and Parliamentary Affairs,
being the national poet of nature,
was the guest of the programme
where he spok·e of the need to conserve nature especially birds. In
another TV programme 'Malta u lil
hinn Minnha', Labour MIP Dr. Philip Muscat in Alpril pointed out at
length the need to update the present legislation in order to bring it
in line with that o-f other countries.
He also mentioned the M.O.!S, a'f.peal not to molest the birds of
prey.

Debate in Parliament
IMISCE~jLAiNY

of Commerce, Industry, Agr1culture
and Tour:sm banned the importation of the following ~pecies: CQlaffinch, Goldfinch, Greenfinch, Serin, Siskin, 1-Ia<wfinch, Linnet,
Brambling, Ortolan Bunting and
.Ja,ckdaw.
This was apparently
done to safeguard the interests of
the long-standing tnvppers so that
the pri<ce of finches remains high.
Nevertheless such banning helvs to
c!e·c•rease the tra,pping of these
birds from the countries from
\\lhi.ch th~y are imported, mainly
Italy and Tunisia.
The Secretary congratulated the
Minister for taking such a•ction. It
was pointed out to him that the
M.O.S. pleasure was not deriv€d
from the point of \'iew that the
'm terests of the local trappers were
safeguarded, but because wild bird
:lmpo•rtation entails inhuman activities. It was also recGmmend€d
that the list should have included
more imported spedes.

Hird ,Sites

In October. 1971, the Director of
Agrieulture and Fisheries requested a list of sites (in order of prioiityJ whi!ch the M.O.S. wishes to see
added tb the schedule of Bird Sancttiarfes. In the M.O.S. SEGretary's
communication the following list
was recommended,
Malta: (1) The Pool at Ghadira
with a protective belt of 5010 yards
around it; (2) Filf!a with a one
mile belt around it; (3) The Saltpans and all the area known as isSalina to be added to Kennedy
GrGVe; (4) Ta' Qali; (5) Wied ilLuq to be added to Buskett; and
(6) Chadwick Lakes.
·G{)zo: (1) Ta' cenc Area; and
(2) Mf\.rSa!forn Valley.
It was Pointed out that 'protected' .areas should include a nonshooting and a non-trapping belt
around them of at least 100 yards.
Th's should also be added to those
sanctuaries whtch are already on
the schedule, e ..g. Buskett, Kennedy
Gr{)ve, etc. (Gamino Island has a
non-shooting belt of one mile
around it). It was also recommended that the Bird-shooting should
be prohibited from all ba.ys, inlets
and from sea-·craft.

Ringed or Chained Pellets

:rn January, this year, the Prime
Minister made the Ringed or
Chained Pellets ('ProhiJbition) Regulations whi,ch prohtbit any person to import, manufll!eture, store,
kee:p, distri!bute or use any explosives eonsisting of ringed or chained pellets. This praise-worthy action will save many a lll!r,ge bird
migrating high over the islands.
These chained pellets ;cartridges
were being used by some oJ the
shooters to shoot at out-olf-range
targets, usually Birds of Prey and
Herons.

Importation of Wild Birds

In 1970, £6 16'918 worth o.f wild
birds were imported. The value of
birds imported between January
and May of 1971 was £1,174. A large
number of imported birds comprise finches. These are used by
locals to re-stock their decoy-lbirds.
In October, last year, the Minister
2

As we go to the Press, birdshooting was the srubject of a debate in Parliament. Whilst the
Prime Minister dented the rumours
that the new Go·vernment was going to ban shooting totaily, he
said that the Government wished
to see all the shooters in an Association which would formulate bird
regulations so as to safeguard their
own game. The Prime Minister said
that the shooters themselves a·re
destroying their own ®ort because
i:\.8 it now stands there soon would
be no bird3 to shoot at. He said that
birds not only enhance the country-srde but also ·he1p us to get rid
o.f pests such as harmful insercts.
The Prime Minister continued that
the Government wished that every
sportsman should have certain
regulations to aibide 1by not only
just a shooting licence. He also
said that he knew how this sport is
car.ried out in other iCQUntrles
where there are adequate bird proteJCtion regulations which are respeeled and that we should follow
suit. The Prime Minister continued
by saying that we are still doing
what our forefathers used to do,
cutting domn trees and killing
birds. IB:e.cause of this we have a
country without trees and without
birds. The M.O.S. congratulated the
Prime Minister on his speeeh and
offered its help in advice on this
matter.

In the iP.apers
Both 'L-Orizoont' and
'Malta
News' had leaders condemning the
way bird shooting is carried out in
Malta. 'It-Torca' had a whole page
arUcle on Birds and the Envir<Jnment and praised the M.O.S. for
the latter's initiative in. distlibuting the birds of prey leaflet.
AJt the 'R,S.P.C,A.. Meeting

One of 1Jhe motions tabled for
the Annual General Meeting of the
R.S.P.C,A. (Malta Branch) urges
the Gov·ernment to set up a national commission composed of
members from interested animal
welfare organisations and others
to examine the existing laws on the
shooting and trapping of birds and
to introduce revised legislation
aiming at better protection O•f wild
birds.

On the Screen
On he'half of the M.O.S., J. SUltana prepared two pwgra:manes 'Breeding Birds' and 'Bird Miwration over Malta' - for the Malta
Television's pqpular series 'W·irt
Artna' (Our National He.ritage).

Blue Rock Thrush PhQtographs
M.n. England, O.B.E., who is one
cf Britain's finest bkd photo3

tre where school children can learn
how to a,ppredate n:J.tur·e in its
natural wild state.

grapher.s has kindly donated six
photographs of the Blue Rock
Thrush to the M.O.S. He also gwve
his kind consent to use them in
M.O.S. publications.

Filfla
The bilateral agreement which
was signed roy the Governments of
Malta and Great Britain does not
giv·e permission to the Services to
us,e Filfla during the breeding season of the sea-birds. It is also hoped
that Filfia will be declared a nature reserve. Its importance is documented in 'Bird Studies On Filfla' which was published by the
M.O.S. in 19'70.

Course at iGhadira
The Equeat:on Department held

a three-day f:eld course at Ghadira for Science T·eachers in Sec•Dndary Schools with the help of the
British Counrcil. The rcourse was
run :by Mrs. P. Wolseley and Dr.
S.M. Haslam. During the course all
those present ·realised the potentialities of this area as a field c·en-

BIRD iP!JtOTEIC'l1IOIN

By Brother 1Edmu.nd
There is a very laudable movement throughout Europe, and even the
rest of the world, for countries to come closer torgether for various reasons
such as trade, deience and culture. This is, in fact, an extension of Donne's
saying that, "No man is an island". Just as individuals need e.ach other in
order to live sanely, so also du countries for self-defence against threats
such as pollution and destruction of the environment. In other words, if
we are to survive, then we must come closer together to save our common
heritage and culture. The sea.s surrounding our countries do not belong
to us only but to all mankind. If the Mediterranean becomes heavily pol!utea ann fishless, this is the conrcern of all the countries in the area. So
also we can argue that i:f one countey is allotwing its flora and fauna to
be destroyed it is also destroying those of neighlbouring countries, especially in the case of migrant bllrds which belong to all the countries o·vet
which they fly.
It was thus interesting to hear Dr. Mansholt, president of the Common Market Commission, at a recent conference in Venice, speak, "with
horror of the destruction in Italy of millions of migratory birds." This, he
declared, "is destroying the natural balances in this part of Europe. We
respect Italy as the cradle of civilization. It is essential that this horrifying practiee stO!P immediat-ely." Not a very tatctful thing to say as a guest
in Italy, but how courageous :::nd true' He emphasised that the killing of
migratory birds ls banned in all other countries of the Common Market
and this was another reason \'.·hy the ban should be fully imposed in
Italy. There have indeed been note•worthy and constant attempts in Italy
to introduce some control and when we were just about to experience the
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happy end to the annual massacre, largely due to the life-time efforts O:f
that gallant gentleman Dr. Ghigi, the po•wer of the 'hunters' lo:bby' prevailed in these months of political instability. But nevertheless, we entertain firm hopes that the politicians will soon listen to the voice of millions of conservationists, Italisn and European, Who are determined not
to let the 1,:600!000 JiJcensed sbooters have their own way. The absence of
small birds means on the part of farmers a greater reliance on chemical
insecttcides whtch is one reason why in Italy the presence O·f D D T in
humans is 1.8 parts per million collllpared w;th 0.4 in Britain.
One inevitalb·le result of the greater use of chemical insecticides, as
has been tragieally shown in reeent studies in Israel, is that the alr·eady
diminis'hing numlb·er of birds is further being destroyed through the accumulation oJ chemicals in their lb·odies, so that their eggs berCJome inf.ertile.
In addition to this, the birds of prey which feed on the smaller birds and
rodents are rapidly and tragrcally decreasing in numbers. One bird of
prey in parttcular is in espe~ial danger in Europe, the Peregrine Falcon
(il Bie.s). It has already disappeared from several countries and its numbers have gone d01wn by !}Qio/o. And yet this bird is not on the protected list
in Malta and any hunter can shoot down one of the few remaining ones
with imtPunity. For this crime in Sweden a hunter would be sent to prison and his gun would be confiscated.
The International Uni·on for the Conservation of Nature issues a Red
Data Book which lists anL'Tials and birds whi:ch are in imminent danger
of disa[ppearing from the world. Last year eight more species of birds were
added to the danger list whk':l is no small one. Yet it could happen that
a trigg·er-happy hunter in Malta could shoot dorwn a highly protected bird
such as the O,svrey (Arpa).
Much can be archieved in the field of bird-proteetion by two means.
The first is through education in the s:chools, as was aehieved last autumn
in Malta through the Save the Robin eamiPai'gn, and in the mass media
of newspll!Pers and T.V.; and this is lbeinrg .fairly rwell done in !Malta through
the efforts of the Malta Ornitholo,gical Soeiety and other dedtcated persons. The sercond is in the vital field of legislation in drawing up and enforcing adequate protection laws. We are quite hopeful that in the next
few months much will be achieved in this area in order to bring Malta
in line With present standards of bird-protection in the rest of Europe
and thus help maintain and increase the declining numbers of our feathered friends.
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THE lOTH ANNUAL GENE'RIAL 1\'IiEETllNG
The lOth Annual General Meeting was held on Tuesday, 2'9th February, 19172, at the British Council in Valletta. FollOJWing is the Presidential Address and the highJiight'; from the Secretary's Report.

"'l

I

Presidential Address

I have great pleasure to welcome you on behalf of the Malta Ornithological Society on this tenth unniversary af our Society. Though no trumpets were blown and no ceremonies were held to commemorat<o this OIDcas~on, we thought it more prac:tical and useful to pool our energy and resources towards contriibutions that would strengthen and spread our scope.
The latest issue of "Il-1vTerill" covering the Ringing Report for 19,67 to
1970 and Recoveries in Malta of Birds Ringed Abroad is in itself a contribution to European ornithology. 'L-Ghasfur', the lea.flet issu·ed by the
Young Members' Section of the M.O.S. has met with substantial support
especially in the schools. The Society has also published an a,ppeal to Maltese shooters for the preservation of Birds of Prey. This was done jointly
with the Birds of Prey Workiog Group of the I.C.B.P.
In this tenth year o:f struggle and .survival. we felt ourse~ves stnving
with greater hope to see some of our dreams turned into reality. It is,
therefore, my great pleasure to announce today, that through the personal
efforts of the Hon. Minister of .Justice and Parliamentary Affairs, Dr. Anton Buttigieg, who is Malta's national poet of nature, a new law is being
drafted on bird sanctuartes. :Lee the ,poet live by his WOI'd .a;nd let .hi;:; wOTd
Jive fDr ever by nature.
I must also e:x;press Dur great ruppreciation to Sir Anthony Mamo, our
Governor-General for accepting to be the Patron of the Malta Ornithological Society and fo:r this we feel greatly honoured. We know how much
Sir Anthony appreciates the 1vork that the society is doing and we an:1
sure of his full support and sympathy.
I must also take the opportunity to thank the Government for prohibiting the importation of finches from rubroad and the manufacturing,
importation and use of any cartridges consisting of ringed o·r chained pelJets. As you know well the tra.ffiJcking of wi!.d bi,rds is being condemned the
world over and in 1970 a rl!solution was passed at the XV World Conference of the I.C.B.P. urging Gov.ernments to stop this trade which has always been the caus.e of high mortality of wild birds. The ringed or chained
pellets were being imported from Italy and Belgium and used in Malta
on birds of prey and flocks oJ migratory birds normally out of range o,f
the ordinary cartridge shot.
'Il-Merill' continued to be ·published and reached our members regularly with a progressive standard in presentation and material. In Number 5 issue we have brought rrp to date uhe Maltese nomenclature of bird
.. ames together with the present status of our birds. This is now the accepted standard Maltese nomenclature and we are glad to say that it has
6

already been accep,ted by Prof. Aquilina, Head of the Maltese Dept. at the
Royal University of Malta.
During the last year the Young Members' Seetion was re-organisect
and through their hard working committee they are taking initiative to
organise their own outings, lectures and pU:blications. It is the aim of this
se.ction of the Society to p,ropagate our messag·e in the schools and the
younger generation oct' Malta and Gozo by distributing 'L-Ghasfur' and
seeing that this pamphlet is re,gularly published in the most interesting
way.
The campaign launched hy the M.O.S. last year on the protection of
the Robin was a great sue:cess and here I would like to· thank the Department of Information and the Director of Education for their co-operation.
Our long cherished wish to see a set of Maltese stamps bearing items of
natural history has at last arrived. Our natio-nal bird and the Emblem of
the Society - The Blue Rock Thrush - was depicted on two stamps of
different values in a set of four.
Last yerur we also took part in an exhibition organised at Zurrieq by
the Zurrieq Civic Committee on the history and fauna and flora of this
village to commemorate the birth of Prof. Stefa,no Zerafa, father of Maltese Natural History. On our •.nitiative a seminar was held on "the future
of our Environment", and with the co-operation of other local societies
interested in this very imports.nt matter, it was a real suc,cess.
Le'Ctures and outings were organised by the M.O.S. and assistance and
advice to local members and foreign ornithologi,cal bodies was always
willingly forthcoming from the So:ciety. Continuous cont;wts With foreign
ornithologl.cal and bird proteetion societies were made and my reeent holiday in Italy brought me into conta.ct with Prof. Edwardo Moltoni of the
Milan Natural History Museum, Dr. Robin Chanter. Secretary of
L.E.N.A.C.D.U. and members of the Swedish Bird Observatory on Capri.
In l!97t2 falls the first centenary of the .death of Antonio Schembri,
father of Maltese Ornitho!og-J and I hope that the incoming Committee
will commemorate this event in a proper and desired way. Before I end
this address I would like to thank all the members of the outgoing Committee for the confidence and SUiP!POrt that I have found f,rom ea·ch and
everyone of them and for all those members, persons and sodettes who
have supported our cause and co-operated in our a;ctivities.
.T.M. Attard, IM.O:S. President ....
From The Secretary's Report •For Feb. 1971 -

.Tan. 1972.

1971 has be·en the busiest year since I was elected Secretary of the
M.O.S. in 1966. On our Society's initiative, a seminar on 'The Futur.e of
Maltese Environment' was held on 4th July, 1971. This was held jointly
with 'Din 1-Art Hel,wa' Association, the Malta Geographkal Society and
the Natural History Society of Malta. The Seminar was opened by the
M.O.S. with an illustrated talk ~The Future of Bird Habitat -by J. Sui7

tana. One of the main resolutwns passed at the end of the Seminar urged
the Malta Government to create an official body to be reS!J)onsible for the
protedion of nature and the environment of our islands, to create a field
centre at Ghadi,ra and to enact new legislation for adequate bird pro~tec
tion.
In October, an active campaign was carried out to stop the annual
craze among young people to tmp RDbins. Though the Robin is protected, thousands are trappeq annually during the influxes in October and
November of this wintering species. Most of these die in crupttvity in less
than a month. Posters with an ruppealing picture of a Robin ov~enprinted
with Maltes~e captions reminding people that the trapping nf RD~bins is ilJe,gal and ends in the death o;t the birds were displayed in all ilhe boys'
Primary, Se~condary and Private Schools, with the kind permission of the
Director of Education. The post~ers were also displayed outside all the
Police Stations in Malta and Gozo through the co-operation of the Department nf Information. All the expenses involved were covered by the
Malta Bird Reserves Overseas Committee. The Malta Television, the Redlffusion and all the local papers suprpo~rted our campaign by publishing our
press releases. Support was also forthcoming from the .:!chool broadcasting
magazine - 'The Young Listener' - a publication of the broadcasting
authority. The latter, jointly with the M.O.S. Secretary, prepared a programme on Rediffusion fo~r school children on the RDbin. The Secretacry
was also interviewed re the Rollin Campaign on Rediffusion in October.
At the ~end of the year the M.0.3. printed 10,0010 leaflets appealing for
the preservation o.f birds of r rey. With the kind permission of the Commissioner of Police these were distributed by the Poli:c~e to all the local
shooters when they called oo renew their shooting Ircence for 19'/1,2. The
leaflet, illustrated by two photogra~phs by Eric Hosking, with the latter's
kind -consent, gives an a~ccount of the characteristilcs of these species; the
important part they play in the ba'lanc~e of nature; and the reasons for
their alarming decline, one of wihieh being the shooting of these bil'ds on
migration. It gives also information as to what is being done in European
countries to safegua:rd these hirds, and str~esses that Malta is in duty
bound to co-operate, pointing out the damage that is being done not only
to Malta's but also to Europ8 s wild birds by local shooters. The cost of
the leaflets was met by the M O.S. and a donation of l'Jli5 from the Emergency Fund for the Protection of Birds of Prey, set ~ on the initiative
nf Monsieur J.P. Terasse (Franee) and Dr P. Geroudet (ISwi.tzerland), To
advertise this crumpai.gn, the M.0.1S. Secretary spoke on this matter on
the Redi,ffusion.
The M.O.S. also pre,pared one of the stands at an exhi'bition wllich
was organised by the Civic Committee of the Zurrieq village. The motto
of the M.O.S. stand was 'proted the birds which enhanee your village'.
Part of the stand was also decliJcated to show the ornithologi:cal importance of the Islet of Filfla. The Zurrieq Civic Committee has always supported the M.O.S. to stop Filfla being used as a bombing ta.rget by the Services.
3

Activities for members were held regularly. Four coloured films Wildfowl Trust, Winged Aristocrats, Birds of a Hampshire Garden
and Jungle Feathers - were shown to mem,bers at the British Council. A
successful day outing was held on Comino While two Mternoon walks were
held to Buskett and Girgenti. Eight talks were also given at the British
Couneil and at the 4Ts Headquarters. All the membe,rs were regularly informed about the aetivities by circulars. Outings fo·r young members were
organised separately by the Young Members' Se!Ction.
The Malta Television, iJhe Red1Husion and the loeal papers were frequently used to air the M.O.S. aims and to educate the purbHc in conservation ideals. Three more numbers of Il-Merill were printed, with numbers 5 and 6 as special issues. Number 5 carried a Systemati'C List of Birds
noted in the Maltese Islands during 19~67-70 while number 6 reported on
Bird-ringing for 1967-7'0. The first number of 'L-Ghasfur' appeared ln
January. 1,500 copies of this leaflet for young members were sold to young
people in Se-condary S:chools. Contacts were regularly held with local societies and with most of the European bird sodeties to whien the M.O.S.'
publieations were sent regularly. Communieations were also frequently
held with various Government deparilments re Society matters and scope.
A sub-eommittee was formed to prepare a draft for better bird protection
laws to be pr~esented to the Minister concerned. (As we go to the press,
the Agricultural Department has asked for a copy of this draft).
The M.O.S. Bird-ringing Grolljj) was again very wctiv~e during 19~71.
Over 7 ,i5100 birds of 911 speeies were ringed. A daily log of all birds noted
was also kept by this groUJp.
Sev~ern

J. Sultama, M!OJS. Secretary.

RAPTOR1S :IN iMNLTESE SKIEiS

ny IC. Galea

(This is the third of a selTies of arbcles on diurnal birds of prey. The
first article appeared in 'Il-Merill' No. 3, Dec. 197{)).
Buzzard Buteo buteo
Kuccarda prima
Buzzards, though they come annually, are scaree but irregula.r in the
time of year they appear. They do not OICCUr from June to late September.
Their plumage va.ries but it is generally dark brown on the back,
while the under-parts are a variable brown. Their tail is buffish, with
narrow, regularly spaced bars and a dark subterminal band.
Like so many other birds of prey, it is seen mostly on the hin-ridges.
Its food consists of small mammals, insects, reptiles, carrion and oc:casionally small birds.
This bird of prey, though of a sluggish flight. maJ;:es optimal use of
thermals, soaring and wheeling on motionless wings for long periods. On
migration they do not appear to mix with other birds of prey and seem
to appear singly or in pairs.
9

Short-toed E'agie Circaetus g:allicus
Ajkla bajda
This predator is a regular autumn passage migrant, a V€ry f·e<W passing over between mid-September and mid-October. One was also !'€Corded at the end of August in Gozo by Wright (List of Birds o·bserved in
Malta and Gozo -Ibis 6.42-73, 137-157). A most curious r€•cord is of one
at Mistra in mid-December, Hl70.
The upper-parts of this .species are grey brown, sometimes with a
pale crown. Its under-parts, illlcluding the under sur:raee of the wings
are white eXJcept for a dark throat and upper br·east. Some individuals
may have lighter markings while in others the dark col:our is more extensive, reaching the flanks. Juveniles are paler than adults, tawny below with brown markings. l'ts tail has three or four dark bars. It has an
owl-like head with a relatively small beak; its greyish brown feet have
stubby toes.
The preferred ha•bitat of this bird is heath and bogs near woods and
forests where its reptile prey anounds. It is thus not surprising that it
finds the Buskett-Salib tal-Gl:rolja area attractive.
Its elegant fli.ght, thougn powerful and easy, is not fast; and like
most other large broad-rwinged. birds of prey it soars e~pertly on level
wings. When hunting it hovers heavily keeping its body horizontal with
feet dangling, looking just lilce a gigantie hovering Kestrel.
Hen Harrier Circus cyaneus
Bughadam a;bjad prim
This harrier is a passage migrant, scar·ce in spring; and rare in autumn. In spring it ocrcurs in March and Alpril, while in autumn it comes
over from about late August to late September. Males are very rarely seen.
The adult male is pale grey on bac:k, throat, and upper l:treast, with
the remaining underparts white. Femal-es ha;ve dark brown upper-parts,
with the h·eavily streaked under-rparts being a lighter colour. Its head is
brownish with a white fa:ci:J,l ruff. Young birds resemble the female but
their underparts are a streaked rufous. Both adults and juveniles have
a conspicuous white rump, whtch in females can be streaky.
Flying Hen Harriers are quite buoyant, gliding effortlessly and unhurriedly for good distances. They have not been noted to soar much.
They migrate singly.
Pallid Harrier Circus macrourus
Bughadam aJbjad
A frequent spring passage- migrant, being met with fr-om mid-March
to mid-April; it is ra.re in autumn. when it a:ppears in October. An early
bird was noted on 2:lst February 1971.
The underparts M the adult male are a shining white, with the primaries forming a c·ontrasting black wedge. A:bove, it is a soft pale greyish-blue, with its rump being barred with black and white. Females and
juveniles look like the Montagu's, but they are someWhat paler and duller.
In flight this harrier is much like the Montagu's, but it is slightlry
heavier and slower. The adul"!: male, ghosting its way over the silla-fields,
its deli:cate colouring contrasting with the crimson of the clover. must
be one of the finer stghts of a Maltese spring.
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When migrating, this harrier flies low and singly, though now and
then two or three birds may be noted together.
Montagu's Harrier Circus pygargus
Bughadam griz
In spring, this harrier is not infrequent, appearing in early April
and continuing to be met with for about a month. In autumn a few are
seen from late August to late September.
Male Montagu's Harriers are a grey-blue on their upperparts, throat
and breast. The rest of the underparts are white flecked with re.d. They
have two black lines on their secondaries. F-emales are rtch brown above,
streaked rbuffish .bro;wn belo;w; juveniles have .bro·wnish UJ)iper,parts and
brick red underparts. Their f~dal pattern is quite well marked.
On the wing Montagu's Harriers are very buoyant and quite fast.
Flapping, with a few deli!berate wing-beats, alternates with longish
glides. When migrating, they fly at low to medium heights, but rarely can
be noted very high u,p.
Small parties, up to five birds, can be s-een though they are few and
far between.
Marsh Harrier Circus aerugiuosus
Bughadam ahmar
The Marsh Harrier is very frequent in spring, from early March to
early May; sometimes it cont:nues to be met with till the end of May.
ln autumn, it is very irregular: very scarc·e in some years and very frequent in others. At this time it •oceurs during September and October,
but can coeur a!l'o in August and early November.
Adult males are dark brown on the barck with a grey tail and a greyi~h patch on the UJpper surface of the wing. They are a varhvble shade
of brown on their underparts, wh1ch are streaked. Females are a dark
brown all over, with a creamy crown and throat. Young birds resemble
the £ema1e, ibut Jack the cream on the head.
These hawks have a leisurely flight, with some wing-beats followed
by long easy glides. It often jndulges in a la,zy soaring flight, frequently
at great heights. On migration it wmally flies at medium height and travels chiefly singly, but small parties (largest one recorded of seven birds)
may also be seen. In autumn, they can sometimes be seen accompanying
the flocks of Honey Buzzards.
Peregrine Falco peregrinus
'Bi-es
U;p till a few years ago, 3. few p-eregrines on passa;ge could be met
with quite regularly at each migratory seas·on, espe.cially in the autumn.
Nowadays, the only Pere.g1ines about belong to the resident pair or two
and their progeny. An odd migrant or two may still come over, but it is
impossible to tell whether a bird is a migrant or a resident.
Adult peregrines are a slate-blue rubo·ve, with a heavy moustarchlal
stripe; their underparts are \\'hitish closely barred with blue. Juveniles
are brownish rubove and streak·ed belorw; they also have a mousta;chial
stripe.
These falcons have a powerful flight, a few strong wing-beats being
followed by a long glide that frequently leads to a di<]play of masterful
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;ooaring. They feed almost exclusively on birds, which are captured mostly
by their famous stoop d·uring whiJch it is said speeds of nearly 200 m.p.h.
can be reaehed.
It is worth digressing a little here to mention the connection this
.:'aicon has with Maltese History.
In 1:5,30, these IsJ,ands wer,o ceded by the Empero.r of SIPain, Chades V.
to the Knights of St. John, with the nominate yearly rent of two falcons,
on·e to be sent to the ruler of Spain and the other to his Viceroy in Sicily.
In Grand Master Pinto's tim,,, the custom was introdUJced of sending a
falcon to the King of Portugal also. These faLco-ns were caUJght by nets, to
wh1ch they were Jured by tame faleons.
Hobby Falco subbu.teo
Seqer tal-Hannieqa
Hobbies are frequent in spirng (from mid-A:pril to early June, occasionally ap[Jearing as ea.rly aci late March) and common in autumn
(early August to mid-October). n oocurs sporadically in July.
Both sexes hav-e the same plumage: adults are slate-blue on the
head, baek, wings and tail, with white underparts striated with thin
black markings; thighs and under-tail coverts are a bright chestnut.
Juveniles are a dull brownish-bla:ck with buff-tipped feathers abocve and
buffish with coarse bla-ck streaks bel•OiW. A,dults and juveniles have a heavy
dark moustachial stripe.
In the air this falcon has a very distinctive silhouette - it looks just
like a crescent moon with a tail. Its flight. so effortless and agile, is a
wonderful sight, as the bird soars a.nd glides with such consummate ease.
Its food consists of large insects and smalJ birds.
On migration, this faleon flies rather fast and high. Birds usually
journey singly, but on several occasions, very small parties (of two or
three) have been seen. It has been seen with Sparrow Hawks and Honey
Buzzards.
Eleonora's Falcon Fa1co e!eonorae
Bies tar-regina
One of the many birds o~"erlooked by previous Maltese ornithologists
was this speeies. It oceurs as a scaree passage-migrant from mid-April
to early June and from mid--August to late September. There is some
evidence that it is also a summer visitor.
This bird is dimorphic. L1gh:t phase birds are slate-lbrown on the
upperparts with a buffish-white breast becoming increasingly rufous towards the tail and heavily spotted with black. Dark-phase falcons are a
uniform dark brown, sca!Jo,pec and blotched with buffish and whit·e;
some individuals are all bla:ck. Ali these different plumages have been
recorded.
While other European falcons nest in spring, this bird nests in the
late summer, to coincide with the return migration to Aifrica. I'ts favourite habitat is small Islands and sea-clif,fs, so i-t would be quite conceivable that it would nest here, if left undisturbed.
Its sflhouette is like that oJ a Holbby, excerpt for the longer taiL It
has also much the same kind of flight, but is more powerful and less
agile. Its food consi.sts of small birds and insects.

12

THE BLAC:KCiAiP ......... WA:S IT OVERLOOKED?
Has the Blaekicap Sylvia atricapihla been overlooked or did its numbers increase in the last few years? Going through the ornithological li-

terature one can assume that at least some authorities have indeed overlooked it.
J:t has been confirmed oy the M.O.S. that the Blackcap is quite a
common winter visitor. A few migrants start arriving by mid-Se,J?telll!ber.
The numbers increase slo.wly, be,coming very common in December.
Numbers greatly increase between mid-February and late March with
maxima of c. 500 - 800 annually at Buskett. They then suddenly leave
though odd birds are met with till late April or early May. (C. Gauci and
J. Sultana: Systemati·c List for 1967-70: Il-Merill No. 5, August 1971).
The notable increase of Blackcaps in Buskett between mid-February and
late March coincides with the ripening of the fruit of the ivy Hedera
helix whi.ch is very common at Buskett. The Blackcap is also common
at this time of the year at Girgenti where the ivy is 1common too. Otherwise in all other localities the Blackeaps are scattered and not concentrated. S:ince bird-ringing started in Septemlber 1965. no fevJer than 581
were ringed till April 1971.
Hereunder are listed the various statements of previous authors.
Schembri ;(1843)
A few arrive in March and Aipril.
Wright (1864}
Not common; has been observed in January,
February and March as well as in September
and October. (He gives about 15 re,cords from
185'£/ to 1862).
Ardoino (1893)
Scarce in March and October.
Despott (1917)
Rare but oc,curs annually February to Aipril,
October to November.
Roberts (1954)
A rare spring and passag-e autumn migrant.
De !Lucca (1969)
A ~·carce but regular spring and autumn passage migrant March to Arpril and September
to October. Regular but scarce winter visitor
November to March. (il:n 19!50, De Lucca ineluded the Blacklcap in a small contribution
treating O·f rare and a·acidental species in
R\vista Italiana (20) 2:33-44).
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