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Ke~trel Falco tinnunculus 
Montagu's llarrier Circus pygargus 
Crake sp. Porzana sp. 
Short-eared Owl Asia jlammeus 
Skylark Alauda aroensis(arriving in flocks of up to 30) 

Wood Lark Lullula arborea 
Meadow Pipit Anthus pratensis 
Tree Pipit Anthus trivialis 
White Wagtail Motacilla alba 
Robin Erithacus rubecula 
Black Redstart Phoenicurus ochruros 
Redstart Phoenicurus phoenicurns 
Stonechat Saxicola torquata 
Song Thrush Turdus philomelos 
Wood Warbler Phylloscopus sibilatrix 
Willow Warbler Phylloscopus trochilus 
Chiffchaff Phylloscopus collybita 
Goldcrest Regulus regulus 
Starling Stumus vulgaris 
Chaffinch Fringilla coelebs 
Linnet Carduelis cannabina 
Yellowhammer Emberiza citrinella (16th record for the Maltese Island<;) 

Corn Bunting Miliaria calandra 
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Considering the time of the year, it is not surprising to note that the numbers oftrans-Sah2ran migrant 
species (e.g. Redstart, Willow Warbler and Wood Warbler) were low, while those of Mediterranean !YJ.sin 

wintering species were relatively high (except for Goldcrest and Meadow Pipit). 
The insects were even more difficult to identify and count, firstly because of their small size, rapid 

flight and the poor visibility, and secondly because birds were feeding voraciously upon the insects as 
soon as these arrived on the plateau surface. The bulk of the insect fall consisted of Hummingbird 
Hawkmoths Macroglossa stellatarnm (density on the ground estimated at 3 individuals/m'), accom~ 
panied by at least three different species of dragonflies, which arrived singly. The commonest of these 
was a small-sizedspecies with a yellowish abdomen (Sympetrnmsp.lspp.). The other two, each of which 
made up some 20o/o of the incoming dragonflies, were a medium-sized species with a bluish abdomen 
( Orthetrum sp/spp), and a large aeshnidid (most probably Anaxsp./spp). Species of the above genera 
recorded to date from the Maltese Islands are: D. bnmneum, 0. cancellatum, 0. ramburi, S. striolatum, 
S.fonscolombii, A. imperator, and A. parthenope(Valletta, 1949; 1957). A single brown butterfly (family 
Satyridae) was also noted, but this was devoured by a bird before it could be identified fiJrther. 

Although this is apparently the first time that a mixed mass fall of birds, moths and dragonflies has 
been recorded from the Maltese Islands, such events are quite common in the Mediterranean (see for 
example, Dar! ow, 1951). It is interesting to note that while Macroglossaste/latarum has in tbe past been 

recorded as migrating to the lv1altese Islands (e.g. Dannreuther, 1948), with the exception of Anax sp/ 

spp., (see Valletta, 1952) this is the first Maltese migration record for the other species of dragonflies. 
The general synoptic situation of the 22 and 23 October 1989 explains clearly why such a fall of 

birds and insects occurred. A slow moving area of high pressure (1 032 hPa) centred over the Black Sea 

and the Balkans, and extending to North Italy, was maintaining an easterly airflow over the central 

Mediterranean, while an area of low pressure (1018 hPa) was over the Gulf of Sidra. The low pressure 
deepened somewhat and moved northeast wards to the south of the Maltese Islands still maintaining an 
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easterly airflow. An extensive area of intense thundery activity covered most of the central and southern 
part of the Mediterranean Sea in the vicinity of the Maltese Islands. 1bis instability continued to move 
slowly westwards during the period, giving cloudy weather witb outbreaks of thundery showers over 
the Maltese Islands. Presumably, birds which were induced to migrate by the fine weather in Central and 
Eastern Europe and extending down to Sicily (possibly the point of departure of the migrating insects), 
were met with adverse weather over the central Mediterranean and made for the nearest land. The fall 
was particularly noticeable on Filfla because of the limited land area. Falls may also have occurred 
elsewhere along the southern coast of Malta, but probably went unnoticed because they were diffused. 
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TilE PRESENT STATUS OF TilE CORY'S SHEARWATER CALONECIRIS DIOMEDEA ON Fn.FLA 

The presence of the Cory's Shearwater Calonectris diomedea on Filfla islet has been reported by several 
authors (Wright 1863, Becher 1884, Despott1916, Luxmoore-Duff 1947, Trail1949-50, Roberts 1954, 

Sultana and Gauci 1970 and 1982, Sultana et al. 1975). 
The breeding colony on Filfla bas been estimated as less than 30 pairs (Roberts 1954) to about 200 

pairs(Sultana eta/.1975, Sultana& Gauci 1982). Luxmoore-Duff(l947)was fairly certain thatShearwaters 

15 

smica06
Cross-Out



IL-MERILL No. 27 1990-91 

were not nesting on Filfla when he visited the islet on 11 May. He must have come to this assumption 
because at that time of the year the Cory's Shearwater would not have yet laid and the birds would be 
foraging out at sea during daylight. Two years later Trail (1949-50) visited Filfla in late July. Twenty-two 
occupied nests of shearwaters (species undetermined but presumably Cory's) were located among the 
boulder and rubble slopes. At night Trail estimated the number of arriving birds as over a thousand, 

possibly twice as many. This figure seems to be somewhat exaggerated. A hundred birds can make 

enough noise to mislead an inexperienced observer into overestimating their number. On the other 
hand, if Trail was correct, the sharp decline in numbers can be partly attributed to bombing (Sultana & 

Gauci 1970). Filfla was used for bombing practices untill974. 
After several visits during the summer of 1952, Roberts (1954) concluded that the breeding 

population was about 30 pairs. In 1968 members of the newly-formed ringing scheme of the Malta 
Ornithological Society started organising expeditions to the islet and the breeding population was 
estimated at about 100 pairs (Sultana & Gauci 1970). In the following years the breeding population was 
estimated to have increased to about 200 pairs (Sultana et al. 1975, Sultana & Gauci 1982). 

By the early seventies the extensive rubble screes, which had been created below the cliffs by 
bombing, offered many suitable nesting areas for the shearwaters. However, in the following years 
storms and other natural elements started to change, at times suddenly, the face of the islet. Rubble screes 
were much reduced and patches of the underlying slopes of blue clay were uncovered. Furthermore 
bird-shooting at sea from fast motor-powered dinghies and speed boats has increased considerably in 
the past few years, with an increasingly larger number of shearwaters shot. Recent visits revealed that 
a decline in numbers of Cory's Shearwaters has taken place on the islet. During a visit in mid-August 1990 
the authors, covering nearly half of the surface area below the cliffs, found only thirteen nests occupied 
by young birds. H seenos.that at present the population is less tl:\<ln 100 breeding pairs. 
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' 
SOME NOTES ON THE PENDUIJNE TIT REMIZ Pl:iNDUliNUS AND ITS OCCURRENCE IN MALTA 

The Penduline Tit Remizpendulinusis a mainly resident species but with some dispersive, irruptive and 
cold weather movements. This small tit-like bird breeds in marshy habitats in the palaearctic region. Its 

breeding range falls mainly between 40 and 50 N. extending from western Europe to China. There has 
been a gradual westward spread in Europe and in recent years a marked expansion of its range occurred 
in northern, central and western Europe (Fiade et aJ. 1968, Harrison 1982). This expansion also took 
place at its southwestern limits in Mediterranean France and Spain and the numbers of wintering birds 
recently recorded southward as far as Morocco have increased (!sen mann 1987). All this is also reflected 
in an increase of winter records in Malta as will be shown later. Thomsen and jacobsen 0979) give only 
one record (1 0-11 january 1975) for Tunisia. Since then T. Gaultier (in. !itt.) informed the present writers 
that he recorded one in January 1989 and 2 in March 1990 in two different localities in Tunisia.lapichino 
& Massa (1989) estimate a breeding population of less than 100 pairs in Sicily and state that there is no 
regular movement although family parties wander far from breeding areas from july onwards. 

The behaviour and movements of this species are quite unpredictable. A female bearing a 
Radolfzell ring BT30.689 is known to have bred successfully twice in the breeding season of 1986 in two 
places at a distance of more than 200 km in Germany, raising 5 young in one place and 6 in the second 
(Franz et al. 1987). 1l1e third Penduline Tit to be ringed in Britain (on 15 October 1988) was recovered 
the following May in central southern Sweden, where the species had started to breed a few years earlier 
(Mead 1989). One bird ringed as a pullus with a Hiddensee ring in june 1988 at Neubirchen in Germany 
was controlled at Xemxija, Malta in December 1990. Another first year bird ringed at Lunzjata, Gozo in 
December 1989 was controlled in February 1990 at Xemxija, and then controlled again at Misano 
Adriatico, Italy in October 1991. 

The above recoveries and several others in Italy bearing Polish and German rings indicate that the 
passage birds in the Mediterranean originate from the northern limits of the species' range, which are 
forced to travel southwards to survive the winter. 

The Penduline Tit was recorded for the first time in the Maltese Islands on 4 November 1972 at 
Lunzjata, Gozo (Sultana & Gaud 1973a). Since then it has occurred irregularly in winter in increasing 
numbers, with the largest numbets recorded in winter 1989-90. None were recorded in 1973, 1976 to 
1982 and 1985. 

Following is a list of annual records from 1972 to 1989 (Sultana & Gauci 1973b, 1977-78, Gauci & 
Sultana 1975, Gauci 1986-87, and Coleiro 1988, 1989, 1990-91). 

1972: 
1974: 
1975: 
1983: 
1984: 
1985: 

1987: 

1988: 
1989: 

1-2 at Lunzjata, Gozo from 4 Nov. to 9 Dec. 
1-2 at Lunzjata, Gozo on 30 Nov.- 1 Dec. 
1 at Delimara on 11 Apr. 
2 at l.unzjala, Gozo on 2 Nov. then same 2 birds at Ramla Bay on 16-18 Nov. 
3 at Ghadira on 11 Mar. 
1-6 frequently from 24 Oct to 16 Nov. 1 on 22 Nov. 1-3 almost daily from 1-9 Dec. (5 on 8th), 
and 1 on 27th and 2 on 29-30 Dec. All at Ghadira. 

1-4 on 6 dates in Jan and 1-5 on 3 dates in Feb. 1-3 almost daily in Mar. (5+ on 17-18th at 
Xemxija). 2 on 3 Nov. Mostly recorded at Ghadira. 
2-6 on 4 dates in Nov. and 1-3 on 8 dates in Dec. Mostly recorded at Ghadira. 
16 single sightings in jan. and Feb. and 1-3 on 3 dates until8 Mar. all at Ghadira. 1-6 (mostly 
recorded from Ghadira and Lunziata, Gozo) almost daily from 28 Oct to end of year but 15+ at 

Xemxija on l'i Nov. and 8--10 on 7-8 Dec. at Ramla Bay, Gozo. 


