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Storm Petrel Hydrobates pelagicus found breeding at Ta' Cen¢, Gozo

The Storm Petrel Hydrobates pelagicusbreeds inlarge numbers inthe boulder and rubble siopes of Filfla (Sultana
& Gauci 1982). It has never been recorded breeding elsewhere in the Maltese Islands, although in the 18th
century, the historian Canon Agius de Soldanis recounted that he found a ‘strange bird’ (probably the Storm
Petrel) breeding in a cave between Xiendi and Ta™ Ceng cliffs in Gozo. De Soldanis wrote that small seabirds can
be found in a cave called Ghar llma, where they spend the day in crags, waiting for nightfali to fly out to sea in
search of food. He mentions that a foul smell lingers where the birds are found. Fishermen assured him that these
birds are not found in any other cave in Gozo or Malta. He wrote that he saw these birds both on the nest and
inthe hand. In size they were similar to a Song Thrush, with a biack bill resembling that of a young pigeon, more
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or less reddish nearthe eyes, and with webbed feet (National Library of Malta - MS 145a - translated into Maltese
by Farrugia (1936)).

The Storm Petrel was first described from Filfla by Antonic Schembri (1843). He was informed by Maltese hunters
that this petrel does not breed on the south side of Malta, Gozo and Comino, but only on Filfla. Schembri thought
he had discovered a new species and named it Thalassidroma melitensis. However, a year later, Strickland
(1844) compared specimens from Filfla and the British Isies and found them identical. Although Wright (1846)
and Despott (1916) wrote that the Storm Petrel was very common on the south side of the island they never
mentioned the location of any colonies breeding on the mainland.

in summer 1973 a long dead corpse of a Storm Petrel was found on a ledge in a cave at the base of Ta’ Cen¢
Cliffs in Gozo (Sultana et. al. 1975). Since then the cave was visited only once in 1993 but only the Cory’s
Shearwater Calonectris diomedea was found breeding.

In summer 1994, a survey of the coastline of Gozo was initiated to estimate the breeding population and range
of the Cory’s Shearwater and the Mediterranean Shearwater Puffinus yelkouan. Particular attention was given
to any signs of Storm Petrels. The first visit was organised on 18 June. Although a moderate southwesterly swell
made it difficult to get close to the cliffs, JB managed to land in a cave. One young Mediterranean Shearwater
was found in a shallow crevice on a shelf situated some 10m above sea-level. After noticing small droppings
similar to those of Storm Petrels, an adult Storm Petrel was found incubating in a shallow crevice about 30cm
deep. Unfortunately, an increasing sea-swell made it impossible to continue the search.

The cave was visited again on 25 June. This time the nest was found empty. Both incubating adult and the egg
had disappeared. Inexplicably, two dead adult Storm Petrels, which could not be retrieved, were seen fioating
in a wide and deep shaft further in the cave. But the characteristic musky-oily smell of Storm Petrels was still
strong, and faint “pipping” sounds were heard from within a deep crevice. Crawling with difficulty on sharp rocks
inside the crevice, 8 sitting birds were focated in an area of about 9m?. Two of the three birds whichwere accessible
were each brooding 1-2 day old chicks, while the third was incubating its egg. Other birds were heard calling
deeper in the crevice. It has still to be ascertained whether this cave is the same one referred to by Agius De
Soldanis.

The authors would like to thank Joseph Dunlop who took part in the first visit.
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