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EIGHT ORNITHOLOGICAL NOTES -

1974-19'75

p:ssibly Bingemma, wh2re a male was heard singing this spring. The pair a.t
Xemxija arrived in J·Uly 11974 and remained there throughout winter. This spring
they bred in the thick Tamarisk grove and raised 3 young which left the nest
on 15th May. Xemxija is the only area without bramble Rubus ulmijolius where
this species is presently breeding.
The Fan-tailed Warbler is spreading quicker and has established itself firmly
in various localities. At least 10 pairs have been noted breeding and the new
areas include Bahrija, Buskett/Girgenti area, and Glhajn Tuffieha where there
are 2 pairs. The pairs at Ghadira and Xemxija have increased to 3 and 2 respectively. Singing males have also been heard at ovrtableb, Ghajn Rihana and
Siggiewi. All the nests found so far were built in grasses (also in corn fields)
within 2 feet of the ground but a nest found last year in a tamarisk tree was
<>bout ,5 feet above the ground.
Beth the Cetti's Warbler and the Fan-tailed Warbler have also spread to
Gow where they were found breeding for the first time this year (1975). 2 pairs
of :Cetti's Warbler were present in Lunzjata and X!endi Valleys where they had
arrived the previous autumn. The young of the pair at iLunzjata left the nest
in late May. The first nest of the Fan-tailed Warbler in !Gozo was located !n a
cornfield at is-:Sanab on '29th March. It contained 5 eggs which were different in
colour from the 2! types described in our previous contribution. They were bluish
but were sparsely spotted with very dark purple markings round the thicker end.
Another pair was present at SarrMl.u (Kercem) while singing males were also
heard at Ta' C:enc and at Gharb on Wth May.

Joe Sultana & Charles Ganci
1. The Tristram's Warbler (Sylvia deserticola) -An addition to the List of European & Maltese Birds.
In George Faure's bird collection at Luqa there is a specimen of a male
Tristram's Warbler Sylvia deserticola. It was taken at il-IMiziep on 8th March
Un4. This occurrence is the first for Malta as well as for 'Europe. At firs-t glance
it looks like a pale ro-artford War,bler with a Spectacled Warbler's wings. It has
dark grey upper-parts washe<i with brown on the ·back, scapuTars and rump.
The wings have a strikingly rufous patch because the greater coverts, the tertials and some inner secondaries are broadly edged rufous. The lares are slightly
darker and the eye ring is whitish. The under-parts, from the chin, which has
some white, to the under-taii coverts are dark terracotta, except for the central
lower belly which is whitish. Its graduated dark brown tail has whitish outer
feathers. The measurements of the specimen in mm. are: wing ~ 54.5, tail --- 5'7,
bill ~ 10.5 and tarsus lt8.5.
According to Etchecopar and Hiie (The tBirds of !North Africa ~ 19<67) the
nominate race breeds in Algeria and Tunisia in the Aures and \Saha!'an Atlas
and winters in the :Sahara. Obviously the specimen which occurred in :Malta
must have overshot its breeding area on its retun1 journey from the south.
Incidentally 2 Moussier's Redstarts Phoenicurus nwussieri also occurred on the
same date in Malta. The Moussier's Redstart breeds in ,Morocco, Algeria and
Tunisia and moves altitudinally in winter and a little way into the Sahara.
One may hypothetically conclude that some unusual weather condition at that
time of the year made some birds of these !North African species overshoot
their breeding areas.
The Maltese name given to the Tristram's 'Warbler is Bujula ta' Tunezija.

4. An umisual occurrence -

2. The Peregrines at Ta' Cenc.
The pair of Peregrines Falco peregrinus broolcei s.t Ta' C:enc, in Gozo, have
successfully raised 2 young this year. The adults were initially seen copulating
on 9th February about 6100 yards away from the eyrie which is situated some
2010 feet above sea level and 2:0,0 feet below the cliff-top. The female was seen
gliding towards the male which had settled on a ledge a few minutes earlier.
She glided directly towards him, pushed him oft' the .]edge and settled instead
of him. After gliding in one huge circle the male a})proached the female and
mounted her while calling repeatedly. Jn early 'May their 2 young, which by then
had no trace of down left, could be seen frequently at the entrance of the eyrie
where they often practised their wings, scattering about their prey's feathers.
Some of their prey consisted of Turtle Doves Stre]Jtopelia turtur as could be
seen from the feathers. In fact the latter half of the fiedging period coincides
with the peak migration of Turtle Do-ves. On the 12th May one of the young left
the eyrie and settled a short distance away while :a parent could be seen plucking the prey with which it had just arrived. At the end of May when the area
was last visited the young could not be seen but they could still be somewhere
near considering the alarm calls of one oJ~ the parents.

~:lalta.

5. Influxes of Sardinian Warbler.
Few people realise that our common resident the Sardinian Warbler Sylvia
melanocephala established itself as such during the last century. Previously lt

3. The Cetti's Warbler & Fan-tailed Warbler colonizing new areas.
Since our contribution on the Cetti's Warbler Cettia cetti and Fan-tailed
Warbler Cisticoza juncidis in 11-Merill No. 12:7-9 and No.13:Jil-13 respectively,
both species have spread to new areas.
The Cettl's Warbler is now :breeding at Bahrija, San Martin, Xemxija and
2

Swa.Uows breeding in

Last year (il974) a pair of swallows Hirundo rustica bred in a house in the
Tillage of Mqabba. This was indeed an unusua; occurrence. In fact the only
mention of 8.wallows breeding in Malta was made by Antonio Schembri in 'Catalogo Ornitologico del Gruppo di Malta' - 1M3' ~ wherein he stated that some
pairs breed with us. None were recorded since then. The only resident in this
Mqabba house was an old man, Toni Ellul, who on noticing the swallows entering the house, left one of his back windows open day and night. The pair built
the saucer-shaped nest with mud and dry grass in the corner where one of
the beams entered the wan. They successfully raised 4 young which le.ft the
nest on 2nd August.

;;<1

f:d

was a winter visiter. Major iFielden was one of the first to note that tSardinlan
Warblers may have started to breed. He wrote to HE. Dresser, who was working
on his 'Birds of Europe', to inform him that he found :Sardinian Warblers in
iM:alta in summer 1874 and that he had little doubt that they remained to breed
here. Dr. David Bruce also wrote to Dresser to inform him that during the
summer the Sardinian Warbler was moderately common and that he had found
2 nests (Dresser, H.E. 1'885 ~ Letters, Announcements, etc. Jib is ( 5) 3,:45,3,~4154)
Schembri in his Catologo 0<843) listed it :as a winter visitor. ;So did Wright in
his List of the Birds observed in the Islands of Malta and Gozo ( 1864); however,
in his 5th appendix (1<874) he remarked that the Sardinian Warbler may have
started to breed.
Presently the :Sardinian ·Warbler is very common and inhabits both rural
and suburban areas. The numbers in late autumn and winter seem still to be
augmented by some winter visitors. The number of fresh arrivals in 1'974 was
exceptionally notable and '111 new birds were ringed from 26th October to 15th
3

December in 4 loc,alities - Xemxija l26), Salina (}9), Raj .Far 02) and Lunzjata
(54). Most of these birds kept passing through and only 6 were retrapped after
more than a fortnight_ There were no signi-ficant retraps at Lunzjata; however,
3 at Salina remained in the area for at least 24, :Y6 and fl2 days respectively.
Two others at Xemxija stayed for 49 and 515 days. There were no other retraps
after the 3rd week of January suggesting that the few which wintered in those
areas had also left by then.

6. A Spotted Flycatcher's nest.
We had earlier stated that the Spotted Flycatcher Muscicapa striata can be
added to the list of our rare breeding 1birds (News and Views - 12. Another
addition to the Breeding Species of Malta - Il-Merill l'O:•W). We mentioned
the family parties seen at Buskett and at Wied il-Kbir in l9'H and the juveniles
which were recorded at Buskett in JJ9n.
Last year ('19174) a nest with 3 almost fully dl.edged young was located at
Buskett on 13th July. It was built on the lowest horizontal branch Of a cypress
tree among the twigs, sheltered by the foliage. It was about W feet above the
ground. It was rather loosely constructed with :fine grasses lined from the outside with moss and some patches of cobweb. From the inside it was scantily
lined by finer grasses, a piece of cotton thread and a litDJe vegetable down,
!Jowever, the cup was almost non-existent and it looked nearly fiat on top.
The YDUng left the nest on •15th J:uly and were still seen about with their parents
on 24th July when the area was last visited.

7. A Corn B1mting's nest with a difference.
The Corn Bunting Emberiza calandra usually builds its nest on the ground
under some herbage or in the herbage itself. A nest containing :5 eggs found on
1st May 1-9'7!5 in Xlendi V1a}]ey was about 3' feet above the ground [t was built
among the dry stalks of a Fennel Plhoeniculum vula.are and was totalJy covered
by the growing fresh foliage. G. Despott (The Breeding Birds of Malta - The
Zoologist 1\Ji116J had stated that sometimes, but very rarely, the nest is found
on the lower branches of the c·arob tree.

BIRD'S EYE VIEW
Alfred Balda.cchino
New Chairman for ICBP Malta Section/The XVI World Conference.
Mr. Dominic Cutajar, 'Editor of 'Il-<Merill' and co-founder of the M.OJS., is
the new chairman of the Malta Section of the International Council for Bird
Preservation. He has has taken over from Mr. Joe :Sultana, the Han. Secretary
of the IVLO.S. and 'Ringing Officer of the Bird Ringing Group, who had to relinquish the post due to the increasing volmne of work of the M.O.S.
Mr. Cutajar is at present co-ordinating initiative dealing with the natural
environmental work amongst the loca•l societies.
At the XVI World Conference of the ]OBIP, which was held in Canberra,
Australia, in August of last year, thirty-three resolutions were adopted. Two of
these c·oncern Malta directly. The first urges a number of countries, including
Malta, where bird migrants from northern Eurasia are still killed in large numbers, to take legislative measures to reduce this slaughter and provide refuges
for birds on migration. The other resolution urges the Government of Malta to
consult with the iMaltese Section of the .~CBP to secure better protection
for birds of prey and other birds on the Maltese- Islands. The latter resolution
was adopted because the Conference was informed that all countries in Europe,
except Malta, protect some or all species ·of birds of prey. Copies of these resolutions were sent with a covering letter to the •Prime Minister and other Ministers.
The European !Section of the tHirds Of !Prey World Working Group will be
holding the neeting next October in Austria. Mr J•oe M. Attard, the M.O.S.
President, will be attending and will read a report on the Birds of 'Prey in Malta.

M.O.S. ]Posters.
The M.O.S. has continued to publish •pestns as one of the media to reach

8. All five Hirundine species together.
The Crag Martin Hirundo rupestris is a vagrant to our islands, appearing
mostly from October to March. However, for the last 2 winters, a few Grag
Martins were present in Gozo and this year 1-5 were frequently seen up to IMiarch.
One was still present on 12th April at Lunzjata and Dn this last day it could be
seen with the Swallows, House Martins, Sand Martins and 2 iRed-rurnped Swallows.

4
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the p:.:rblk. The 'Shearwaters' poster, which was launched last summer, proved
quite successful. It deplored the yearly kiiling of many Cory's 1Shearwaters at
sea by indiscriminate shooters who go out purposely on boats to indulge in
such barbaric fun. The other poster (the 6tl1 poster to date) which was published
early this year point out that what happened to the Jackdaw, once a common
breeding resident - now exterminated, may happen to other breeding spe:ies
such as the Barn Owl, the Peregrine and the Blue Eock Thrush. Both pesters
we~·e designed by Alfred Baldacchino and Joe ,sultana and were exhibited in
the notice boards of the Department of Information, outside all Police Stations,
and at schools.

(.,;ner M.O.S. members, Joe Sultana and Charles Gauci, who stressed the 'potentially damaging effect of collecting rare or scarce species in a place like Malta'
in their contribution treating the newly-fonnd breeding species the Fantailed Warbler.

Jllrchbishop's Statement on Shooting.
When the proposals concerning firearms, shooters, birds and bird protection
were published last year, a copy was also sent to the Archbishop of Malta.
l.IS~ter His Lordship issued a statement encouraging the eJiorts of those societies
Willch are doing their best to safeguard wildlife. The Church here has a ro'e
to fulfil and it wi.!l be most appropriate if the appreciation and respect of our
11~1tural environment is occasionally streEsed in sermons. The clergy can help
to tJring about a change of the local destructive mentality by pointing out the
example of St. Francis J)'Assisi who habitually showed great love and respect
towards wildlife.

Ymmg l\lembers' Protest.
The Young Members •Section held the second successful protest again bird
shooting and trapping in October, last year, outside lhe City Gate of Valletta.
Va.rious placards calling for bird protection were displayed. Members distributed
lea,fiets on the M.O.S. and explained to the people the motive of the protest.

St. Aloysius CoUege Exhibition.
The students of St. Aloysius College held an exhibition on the need to
.safeguard the natural environment. The M.O.S. helped the students with the
section regarding birds and 2 illustrated talks were given to the college students.
Various other schools visited the exhibition.

The M.O.S. & the Mass Media of Communication.

Cop1es or M:O.S. posters have also been displayed outside the weapons' office
at the Police Headquarters, where all shooting licences are renewed annua.lly (see
photo).
'the Visible Migration of Rapt<Jrs over the Maltese Islands.
·rhe Journal of the British Ornithologists' Union - 'The Ibis' (No. 4 V·ol. 116)
carries a paper on the visible migration of :raptors over Malta by Mark Bea:man
ancl Charles Galea, both members of the il'vi.O.'S. The paper reports observations
of the visible migration of birds of prey whose movements in central tl'viediterranean have been relatively neglected, nnlike the large migrations at the Bosphorus and Gibraltar which have been well documented. The largest number
(•f raptors were recorded both in spring and autumn during contrary winds or
overcast conditions mostly seen in the afternoon at either season. The authors
show that large passages occur in winds with easterly or westerly components
and conclude that eastward drift does not greatly affect the number seen in
Malta, as had been earlier suggested by a paper in the same Journal O:bis 111
-- 1969) 'Bird Migration over the Maltese Islands' by C. <De Lucca. During favourable meteorological conditions migration was probably above visible range. The
autthors also provide evidence suggesting that the volume of Honey Buzzard
rn!gration across the Mediterranean may be larger than formerly realized.
The previous number o.f the 'Ibis' had also carried a correspondence bY 2
6

A memorandum, "The Natural Environment - Directions for a better tomorrow" was sent jointly bY M.O.S., ]OBP Malta Section and other societies to all
Editors of local newspapers, to Heads of programmes of the Radio, Eedilfusion
2.nd Television and to the Malta Broadcasting Authority. The aim of the memorandum was to bring to the attention of all corporations and individuals, involved
in the media of mass communication :n Malta, their responsibility in re-orientating the public 'mind' towards a -positive outlook to nature and the general
fc'nvironment in which we live.
The M.O.S. have also acquired a weekly half page in the Times of Malta and
a fortnightly column in the Maltese Sunday paper - It-Torca. Members of
the M.O.S. and the Natural History ·society are contributing articles in these
columns entitled 'Our Natural Environment' and 'Nghlxu man-Natura' (Living
with Nature).
Joe Sultana, on behalf of M.O.S., also took part in six Television programmes
'Studio ghat-tfal' which were aimed for chHclren between the ages of eight
and fourteen. This brought a shower of requests for ornithological information
from many young children who were encouraged to choose a subject on birds
for their school projects. The film 'The Private Life of a •Robin' was also shown
with a Maltese introduction on the Robin's migration and stay in Malta. Various
other interviews were held on Radio and Rediffusion and opportunity was always
taken to propagate the Society's ideals. Six other programmes on Rediffusion's
Gozo magazine were prepared by V. Vella Muskat, M.O.S. Gozo representative.
7

THE FOUH SEASONS OF A CONSERVATIONIST
Dominic Cutajar
Spring in Malta starts somewhat earlier than it does in the more northerly
regions of Europe. The first tiny flowers bloom in February and a general awakening of Nature happens in a rising crescendo throughout the month of March;
the country rambler may be suddenly surprised by a migrating wave of butterflies sweeping majestically in a long straddling line across the fields. Birds
are far more plentiful, flocks of linnets abound (and so does their trapping),
swallows and martins glide in the shallow depressions of our valleys and the
waders are far more evident. But the more signi·ficant change is the sudden
burst into song of the passerines, especially by warblers, the blue reck thrush
and the corn bunting.
The more gentle day temperature may have a lot to do with all this, but
subtly we are all urged into a more generous mood, a more open and franker
disposition and, one hopes, a clearer discernment of the beneficia-] balance engendered so prolifically by Nature.
On second reflectio-n no discovery is more repugnant and more saddening
than to find lurking among all this living abundance the dark tall shadow of
Man the wanton destroyer, the ultimate embodiment of intelligence, capable
of indil!erent but methodical annihilation and supremely incapable of replacing
a single butterfly from that long straddling line crossing the green fields.
This is the basic aberration all conservationists are up against - for indeed
it is an aberration which we need paint no darker than it really is --- and as
consequence, the trend of progress is all in our favour.
Late March and early April often 1bring about one of those climatic convulsions typical of mnst seasonal transitions. Furthermore, we habitually associate
Good ':BTiday with drab, grey, cloudy skies and an uneasy stillness. Even the. tall
stalk of the asphodel along the inc2ines of the valleys, bears at its upper half
the melancholic violet flowering, sadly contrasting with the greyness above.
Two years ago, on Good Friday, [ paid a hasty visit to Ghadira Pool, then
still ifi1led with waters from previous copious downpours Not a reed moved in
the heavy air; there were only a few warblErs among the tamarisks, with a
couple of martins swooping over the still waters every now and then. Then my
companion caught a swift movement at the edge of the further shore. "A rail!"
11e whispered excitedly. For the next thirty minutes we eagerly spied on the spot.
The rail darted out from the undergrowth a couple more times, always the
same furtive foray, a hurried timid exposure to tne outside world and swiftly
back to the safety of the undergrowth. For all T know, it might be the correct
sort of tactics for a clever bird to resort to while resting in Malta. But we were
baulked from identifying it properly, even though we walked over to the spot
in a futile attempt to flush it out. On our notes, it had to remain simply, "a rail".
The time of the season brings out these depressing recollections, for often
the times suggest the mood. Therefore I will permit myself a single diffident
reflection. True conservationists just cannot al!ord to lie low or shrug the responsibility of publicising their convictions. Although it means that we, conservationists, may have to step on other people's toes and possibly make enemies in
quarters where we would rather not, still we cannot hide ln the undergrowth
like the rail and risk remaining an unidentiified nucleus of progressive thinkers
If that were to happen, it could only mean that we have failed through fear
of exposure to the world outside where our ideal of toleration to Nature is
twisted purposely, or at best, is misunderstood.
8
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The spring migration of birds, on their way to their ,breeding .regions in
the north, is a phenomenon of inspiring dimensions. For the period March to
mid-May, our islands become in fact a haven and an important stepping stone
for many birds using the mid..,JV1editerranean route. If they elude the roving
bands of ,;portsmen and trappers scattered throughout our countryside, they will
very likely raise their ibrood of fledglings and return in Autumn or ·the next
Spring to the "haven" in the Mld<lle Sea.
.
· , · . .
The weakest premise in the above statement is the assumption, tl;lat the
same birds return at all. A minor controversy has for long raged ·over" this
issue, for the neeessary proofs were not forthcoming. !Now, we can with collifidence say that many species of birds do return. Thanks to the valuable research
carried out by the M.O.S. Bird IRi.nging Group, the evidence is piling up impressively. Although this is not the most spectacular of their finds, nor their most
valuabie contribution to Maltese ornithology, the hard-working members of this
Group have finally solved a vexed problem of utmost significance.
All of this pin-points the wisdom of the Committee of the Malta Ornithological Society when 3, years ago, they set aside all objections to the idea of
organising a ringing scheme in :Malta and proceeded to lay the ground work.
Some of the 01bjections were real, some of them still persist. \But thanks to the
whole-heaxted and generous help received from the British Trust for Ornithology, the Banbury Ornithological Society, the Malta Bird Reserve Overseas Committee, and the continued. generosity of all our members, the lM.O.S. now has
a nucleus of trained and efficient field~workers. Outside the immediate circle
of the 1Society's members, local help and aid has not been forthcoming. It is
a regrettable situation. No such active work of research has ever been undertaken in Malta and we are not aware of any scientifi·c research in the field of
the Natural Sciences taking place in Malta at !present either. The people who
shouid know better appear to be deaf and dumb and unappreciative. The patina
of lethargy and torpitude has settled too thickly on the sterile shell of our
academic establishment.
But we will not be discouraged for we can wait for them to wake up to
their responsibilities. Meanwhile, the sterling work of the MOS will go on rel>>ntlessly, defying all difficulties and reaping l:plendid results. To the band of the
dedicated workers go our very best auguries for all their future endeavours.
Their problems are great, •but their reward is a permanent niche in the history
of !Maltese Ornithology.
Over the ages .poets have sung in praise of the glorious ifl.oral explosion of
Spring, ol' the "fruitful mellowness" of Autumn. while fmding enough breath
to lament the harshness and rigours of Winter. But have you ever noticed how
they steer clear of 'Summer? :Perhaps the merciless heat of the summer day.s
and its oppressive nights are not conducive to a good strain of lyricism. I think
there is a grain of truth in all this; for the bright ruthless sky of summer
enforces a regimen of le:hs.rgy and restfulness. iLife then gradually gravitates
towards the sea, which is even truer of our small 1sland.
In summer the resident birds suffer most of all, for with the drying up of
springs and pools, their water supply becomes extremely scarce. (It would be
a splendid idea if all bird-lovers were to leave a trough of water out in the open
-- in gardens or on the roof.) !But somewhat they survive, restricting most of
their flying to the early and late hours of daylight. The one exception is the
Herring .gull. With its wide wing-span, it clings to the clil!side, wisely utilising
the rising thermals of hot air to keep it;;elf air-borne, often stationary, and
at the same time saving its energy. Its young, dressed in downy brown, walt
for their food perched on some projecting ledge along the face of the cliff. The
9

parents are jealous and scrupulous guardians of their brood and if they detect
human disturbance, will circ'le overhead barking angrily a rhythmic "Ga, Gagaga".
One fine day early in the summer, the juvenile Herring-gull will take his
first plunge from that ledge high up on the cliff; more likely than not, he will
end •up sitting scared stiff on the crest of some incoming wave. iBut a kindly,
benevolent Nature has already equipped him for that sort of mishap: an oily
:fUm permeating his fea~hers. His next flight wiil be considerably more confident
until he has mastered the air and learnt to ride high over the tur.bulent sea.
'For all this promise of life and bloom to he cut short by a single thoughtless gunshot, is a cruel act by any standard available . .A dead sea-gull, its tiny
body riddled with buckshot, can hardly 1be of use to its killer; to the naturalist
the whole affair is a dastardly, sickening cowardly act, the end product of a
selfish, misguided mind.
Sometimes the south Mediterranean summer may linger right through the
month of October and then continues to ·w·ane benignly throughout the month
of November. !But not infrequently, a sudden storm, borne on the wings of the
N.E. winds, will signa'l a curt transition. In the depth of the night we listen to
the wind buffeting the tree-tops, or we eatch a glimpse of a coursing cloud
carving up the moon; then we are all aware that its Autumn.
At such time I always say to myself: "The yellow wagtails have arrived!"
Sure enough the next morning they can be found in some open flat meadow,
their slender form and ridiculously long tails beruffled, <but stiH retaining their
stately gait as if to emphasise that dignlty and grace are inseparable traits.
Unfortunately these guileless little birds are so easy to catch in spite of an
old-standing legal ban! Children can trap them in droves, only to languish for
two or three days and die miserably so intense is their attaclunent to the free
Wlld life.
The total Autumn migration is always notable; for what it lacks in l1Umbers is more than compensated in quality. The range of birds to be seen throughout the season is vast, while not a few that are met with are quite rare. A
British ornithologist, about three years ago, came across a ,flock of SquRcco
Herons near Marsaxlokk and for days on end would talk of nothing but the
rare experience of watching dozens of Squacco Herons fluttering to the ground
around him. Herds of cranes, large and powerful birds. generally overfly our
islands; occasionally one can spot them with the naked eye flying high over
1-Ahrax tal-Mellieha.
As the season advances, the number 'Of birds diminishes, 'While the clays
shorten startingly. Then one night we might be disturbed by the confused cries
of geese and ducks, those notorious night migrants who frequently lose their
bearings in pitch darkness. At dawn the falling song of the robin echos hauntingly in the back-garden, while in the fields a whitish film of hoary dew sett1es
over every blade of grass - the cold season is evidently round the corner!
"Winter kept us warm" wrote T.S. Eliot, the renowned bare!, who is consequently suspected of failing to inspect his fuel biUs for the winter quarter.
At least once every winter I get drenched to the skin in a heavy, cole!
downpour and invariably, I'm caught without adequate protective .clothing.
Witbin an hour comes the first sneeze and by the evening I would be :running
fl slight fever. Well?! Another feverish cold!
It's far from being a unique experience, for the habitual mildness of our
Maltese winter can easily betray and luil us into a false confidence that the
weather will hold for yet another day.
.'In the local sequence of seasonal variations, Winter is in fact the rainy
season; and the lack of rain during the wintry months can be of serious con10

sequence to our health and pockets. Our Island is blessed, not only by an ovefall
mildness of winter, but further by the fact that real icy cold weather holds
sway only in brief spells. Still the discomforts, which the country rambler may
experience, often discourage frequent wanderings in the countryside. But to the
initiate, a closer look is not at all unrewarding.
The germinating wild flower plants clothe all open expanses in a rich mantle
of intense green- such a deep hue! _ soon to fade somehow, when the temperature starts to climb. The foliage by the wayside is thick, luxuriant; every
stern surfeited with life-giving sap - another ephemeral sight. Over low-lying
grassy areas lingers the early morning mist, all too soon to be distilled in Rn
imperceptible dewy shower by the slanting rays of a lukewarm wintry sun.
The robin is as yet wintering with us, chaslng all rivRls from his territory
with curving furious flights of pursuit. Chiffchalfs hop from twig to branch in
an incessant search for grub and insects. In the sheltered part of a bay, you
might come across some lone grebe - an intrepid diver - impatiently shaking
c!ry his long neck ·before plunging down again, head :first, and last.. .... that funny
little tuft which passes for its taiL
While crossing some field on the way back home, through the failing twilight, you may be caught Gtf your guard by a full-throated triJ.l high over your
head. It's the timid, retiring sky lark returning to roost beneath the leaves of
some shrub in the vicinity. !Starlings are mostly plentiful; swarms of them
arrowing straight through the air to assemble in large numbers on the tallest
trees in every public and private garden. Noisy birds those starlings, but then
what wonderful mimiCs. (Once I chanced to hear a starling clucking gleefully
like a well-fed chicken.)
B-oon daylight fades with unannounced abruptness. The chilly night air
fall,s like a hood over the land, curtailing all human movements. On clear moonless nights, it might even cheat us of the grandest of !Nature's wintry sights:
a 1peHucid brilliant firmament aglow from the glint of thousands upon thousands
of stars twinkling with unperturbed diamond-like sharpness. Yet another fleeting phenomenon though; for presently, the mellow diffuseness of starlight will
herald the birth of Spring.

1968.
TO A ROBIN IN

~IY

GARDEN

sweet little bird, I love your happy strain,
I love the colours on your throbbing chest
But this is not a healthy place.
Go back to your nest!
Take the freckled grapes
from the wlthery vine and fly away.
Pray, do not sing aloud
lest the tra.pper should hear your sound.
He will keep you in a tiny cage
where you will pine and die
so soon of rage.
Fly far away to the forest green
where you may sing by day
and rest by night;
where man cannot show
his arrogance and h!s might.

Randon, Lija.
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THE 1975 ANNUAL GENERAl, MEETING
The annual general meeting was held in Fe·bruary ll.i7'5 in the main hall
of the British Council which was used with the kind permission of the C'Guncil's
representative. Before the President addressed the meeting the 1Hms' 'Wildlife in
Danger' and 'The Starling' were shown to the members present. Following is the
President's address and the Secretary's report which were read at the meeting.

those local and foreign Societies which have assisted in some way the work
or the scope of the M.O.S., the ringers of the Ringing Group and a,nyone who
has had the courage to make his voice heard in favour of our feather~d· friends.

Joe M. Attard

MOS

:President

Presidenfs Address:
This annual occasion is of special importance to our Society. It brings into
focus the range of practical measures, ideas and activities which were implemented during the tpast year and to seek to develop and to further the same :n
the years to come in conformity with the scope of the M.O.IS. With great satisfaction to all hard working members of this Committee, the past year was as
usual very busy with activities - :tllmshows, talks, outings, bird-ringing, planning, interviews and airing our views on radio and 'IlV and in the press. It is
also a joy for us all to see the Young Members Section fiourishing and increasing steadily in members. They have organised various activities and issued their
own •leaflet. To the YMS we say 'well done' and promise them our full support
and encouragement. It has ,been now an annual event for the past few years
to launch a poster on the protection of birds. This year's pester will carry the
message of certain dvrindling breeding species in Malta like the Peregrine and
the iBarn Owl.
It is hoped that in the not too distant future the MJO.S. will publish some
important ornithological and educational publications. The manuscripts for a
comprehensive Checklist and a Maltese bird book are being finalised. Nowadays
printing is very expensive and the Committee will have to take a very bold
decision whether to publish the afore-mentioned works. :Perhaos some of the
members will be kind enough to donate towards this venture, sorue have already
done so. My long participation in the activities of the M.O.S. enables me to
state with confidence that the production of an up to-date book on the birds
of Malta with a scientific layout tpresents a formidable task. ISince 19&5 we have
been compiling ornithological information which in many respects brought much
of the previous works out of date especially where the status of small pf!sserines is concerned. This compilatio~ has been regularly published in the Society's
literature and it is there for the ornithological world to use if it is acknowledged
properly. We do not want to monopolise the 'imprimatum' of such ornithological
knowledge, but we neither except anyone to carry out what we may call ornithological 'piracy'. The knowledge that we have attained is there to crown the
iS'ociety and its dedicated members and not individuals who may have never
undertaken any such studies.
The National League for the ·Preservation of :Birds and their environment
which was formed in January ·1973 and of which the M.O.S. formed part, has
published the proposals governing firearms, shooters, birds and bird protection.
As this was the primary scope for which this league was formed, our Society
opted out soon after this report was published. As from January 1975 the
Chairmanship of the International Council for :Bird Preservation- Malta Section
was entrusted in the good hands of Mr. Dominic Cutajar. The Birds of Prey
World Working Group is holding its European meeting next o~tober in Vienna
and we hope that our Society will be able to send its representative. Preparations
are already in hand in compiling a detailed report on the local situation.
I would -like to end this address by thanking all the members of this .committee, all those members who have collaborated in the activities of the Society,
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Secretary's

1R.ei~rt:

Report for April 1974 -

February 1975

The 1•2th Annual General Meeting was held on 3rd ·April ltS'l'4. The President's address and the Secretary's and Treasurer's reports were subsequently
published in Il-iMerill No. 13. The Committee for the years 197'4-7'5 was elected
as follows:
President: J. Attard
Secretary: J. Sultana
Asst. 'Sec.!'P.R.O.: A. :Baldacchino
Treasurer: B.K. German
Committee Members: C. Gauci & iM. Grima.
During the 1irst Committee meeting J. Azzopardi was co-opted to serve on
the Committee and V. Vella Muskat was appointed to be the Society's re,presentative in Gozo. Eight meetings and two bird-watching outing were held for
mem·bers. The mass media of commnnications, namely local papers, radio, Redlffusion and Television, were used as much as possible to propagate the Society's
views and ideals. A weekly column in the 'Times of Malta entitled 'Our Natural
Environment' and another in t11e 'Maltese Sunday Paper 'It-Torca' entitled
'N~hixu man-Natura' (Living with !Nature) was acquired for the use of M.O.rS.
and the 1-Tatural History .Society through the efforts of A. IBaldacchino, J'. Azzopardi and. D. Cutajar on behalf of M.O,S, The M.O.S. was also taking part once
a month in a Television Programme for youmgsters. Committee members have
also been givi:ng illustrated talks to school children while attending !field studies
at Ghadira. Two numbers of Il-Merill were published and two posters appealing
for bird protection were also issued. Various proposals have been made to the
Government and M.O.S. delegations met various Government Ministers and
heads of Departments to discuss matters relating to the !Society and its aims
The M.O.S. has also maintained close contacts with International and European Ornithological bodies and exchange of literature has been continued.
The two main branches of the M.O.S., namely the Bird Ringing Group and
the Young Members :Section, continued to flourish and results of non-stop efforts
by the members in charge are already being reaped. The !Bird Ringing Group
ringed over 3,100 birds of 85 SJ)ecies during 19714 (a new record for one year),
and the grand total of a•bout 45,000 birds ringed since ringing started ln 1965
have been reached. Deta!ls of the activities of this group and the results (recoveries, retraps, etc.) including a systematic of birds logged during the year
w!ll be 'PUblished as usual in a special issue of II-Merill. The Group's Committee
has been composed of Ringing Officer - J. ;Sultana, 1Secretary - C. Gauci, Treasurer - J3.K. German and Gozo Representative -- V. Vella tMuskat.
The Young Members Section has been very aetive. They have organised no
fewer than l1 outings, two tree planting sessions and a protest with placards
against bird-shooting. Five numbers of the young members' leaflet L-Ghasfur
(The Bird) were issued. The Young iMembers Committee was composed of a
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still in their teens, these people have already understood the grave loss which
would be incurred by the destruction of the flora and fauna -~ especially the
avifauna- in the Maltese Islands. These youngsters make up the Young Members' Section of the Malta Ornithological Society.
The Section enrols people up to the age of eighteen years. Members are
mostly school children and students. It is run by a Y.M. Officer and a Secretary
who are appointed by the 'Main Committee of the MOS, and by other committee
members who are chosen from among the young members themselves.
iBird watching outings are organized at least twice a month. These are
mostly held at Ghadira- Mellieha, which is a unique tract of land in the centre
of which forms a large pool of rain water. There is also a grove of mature
tamarisk trees as well as a reed bed and areas of low vegetation. This plot
of land, situated in the north-western part of Malta is ideal for educating the
public in environmental and nature conservation. T·he large variety of bird species
which may be seen here is amazing, Bes•ides, many rare species of plants are
to be found.
The MOS recognizes the great potential of Ghadira as a bird sanctuary and
its educational potentialities for young people. The establishment of a field
centre at Ghadira has been the target of the Society for the past 12 years. The
Young Members' Section has helped to emphasize the importance of Ghadira
where, on 12th October 1.974, the first tree-planting session was held. Similar
tree-planting sessions have become part and parcel of the activities of the
YiMS. These help to arouse a public conscience - especially amongst youngsters
- towards the appreciation of nature.
In recent years it has been discovered that appreciation of nature by youngsters is best learnt by observing nature at close quarters. With birds, bird-ringing provides unparalleled opportunities for close observation. And this has proved
a great help in teaching young people more about the need of preserving birds.
Consequently, members of the YMIS have on several occasions attended birdringing sessions organized bY the MOS Ringing Group. The activity has proved

Placards eXhibited at the City Gate, Valletta,
during one of the protests organised by the Y.M.S.
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worthwhile because several young members have shown a :promising incl;natlon
towards bird-ri.nging, and a few already possess the Trainee Permit of the B.T.O.
The YMS believes in the dire need for the conservation of birds in the
Maltese Islands. And its members stand up for what they believe in! For the
second year running they staged a protest with placards, once at \Buskett - a
supposed bird sanctuary, where bird shoot!ing still takes place openly -- and
another time in the centre of Valletta, the capital CitY. They called for the
mtroduction of closed seasons and for adequate legislation protecting all breeding <birds as well as the birds of prey. Birds know no boundaries and many
species which are strictly protected in Europe are shot down as they migrate
over the :Maltese Islands. They also stressed the need for the enforcement of
the legislRtion which proclaims certain areas as bird sanctuaries, stU! however
often ignored.
A new activity which the YMS organized was a three-day :Field Study Camp
at Ghadira which was held from 3i1st March to 2nd April 1!l"l!5. Activities during
camp included bird-ringing .and bird-watching as well as a survey of the lfiora
and fauna. of the area. No less than three rare species of plants were discovered
as well as rare species of snake, other reptiles and insects were also observed.
This, together with the great variety of birds seen and ringed during the three
days proves the great potential of G'had!ra as a nature reserve and bird sanctuary.
The YiMS also publishes a monthly leaiftet in Maltese under the title of "LGhasfur" (Bird) for its members. It carries essays, reports of outings, notes and
observations contributed by. members themselves, as well as prize competitions.
This also has become a symbol of the Young Members' Section's autonomy and
self-support which is a tribute to the eagerness of the Section's own members.
These activities are helping to fulfill the alms of the YMlS to foster among
youngsters the need to preserve the bird-life and the natural environment of
the Maltese Islands.

A bird-ringing training session. Front row: Charles Gauci CRinging Sec.), Michael
Grima (Y.M. Officer), Joe Sultana (M.O.S. Sec. & Ringing Officer) and John
Azzopardi (Y.l'vi. Sec.). Back row: !four of the young members who hold a birdringing training permit. (photo: J. Azzopardi).

