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THE PRESENT STATUS OF THE CORY'S SHEARWATER CALONECTRIS DIOMEDEA ON FILFLA

The presence of the Cory’s Shearwater Caloneciris diomedea on Filfla islet has been reported by several
authors (Wright 1863, Becher 1884, Despott 1916, Luxmoore-Duff 1947, Trail 1949-50, Roberts 1954,
Sultana and Gauci 1970 and 1982, Sultana et al. 1975).

The breeding colony on Filfla has been estimated as less than 30 pairs (Roberts 1954) to about 200
pairs (Sultana efal 1975, Sultana & Gauci 1982). Luxmoore-Duff(1947) was fairly certain that Shearwaters
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were not nesting on Filfla when he visited the islet on 11 May. He must have come o 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 somewhal 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 until 1974.

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 e: 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
adecline 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 diffs, found only thirteen nests occupied
by young birds. It seems,that at present the population is less than 100 breeding pairs.
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