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especially the Valletta peninsula and its suburbs. The presence of large towns and villages, with little 
open spaces between them, is the main cause for the absence of breeding Short-toed Larks here and in 

similar areas. 
In agricultural land, the type of crops grown often influences the presence or absence of breeding 

Short-toed Larks. For example, Short-toed Larks were found breeding in areas where the last harvested 
crop was Red Clover Hedysarum coronarium but appeared to avoid breeding in those areas just 

harvested from cereal crops especially wheat. This may be due to the fact that clover is harvested in late 

March and cereals in mid-late june. 
ln the last two or three decades, tree-planting by land-owners and the government is becoming 

more popular. While tree-planting is beneficial to various species of birds, it poses a threat to the habitat 

of the Short-toed Lark. 
Direct persecution of the species (trapping and shooting), as well as indirect human disturbance, 

appear to be the reasons why certain areas offering apparently adequate habitat hosted no breeding 
Short-toed Larks. These adverse human activities also result in the reduction of their population density 

in those areas where Short-toed Larks breed. 
Apart from a few scattered breeding pairs, the Short-toed Lark was found breeding in the following 

main areas. (Refer to Map). 

A. Ta' Lombardi, limits of Marsaxlokk, including Xrobb ii-Ghagin peninsula and II-Ballut. A few pairs 
were also found breeding at It-Tumbrel!, limits of Del imara, and at Il-Fiddien near Qajjenza. The habitat 
in this area is mainly agricultural land with some" garigue". Parts of these areas are being developed and 

a power station is being built at Delimara. 

B. Mal Far disused airfield. The area is threatened by the building of more factories. Parts of the area 

are also being used for the dumping of soil and rubble. 

C. Luqa airport. An important breeding area of the Short-toed Lark in the Eastern section of Malta. Short­
toed Larks breed in good numbers within the perimeter fence of the airport wherever the grass grows 
short especially as a result of mowing. The species avoids breeding in those parts of the airfield where 

the grass and vegetation grows high and dense. 

D. From MnajdraandMagar Qim prehistoric temples tonearWiedHoxtand Wied iz-Zurrieq. The habitat 

here consists of "garigue". 

E. Tal-Providenza, limits of Siggiewi. 111e habitat in this area is mainly agricultural land. 

F. Challis area to Ta' San Pietru near the Victoria Lines. In this area Short-toed Larks breed in isolated 

patches. The habitat here is mainly agricultural with some "garigue" and land reclaimed from rubbish 

dumping ground. 

G. Pembroke. An area consisting of "garigue" and partly occupied by the Pembroke Rifle ranges. 

Building development in the area is a serious threat to the future of the habitat. 

The map consulted was 1:25,000 Malta, Sheet 3- D.O.S. Series M898, 1962. 
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AN INCREASE IN SIGHTINGS OF CORMORANTS PHAIACROCORAX 

CARBO IN MALTESE WATERS DURING 1986-1988 

John Ilorg 

Abstract 

The past status of the Cormorant Phalacrocora:x carbo in Malta is reviewed. The number of winter 
records has increased in the past years. Although this increase may be attributed to an increase in seabird 
watcbing, a similar increase of wintering birds has been recorded elsewhere. 

Introduction 

The Cormorant Phafacrocora:x carbo is a scarce annual visitor to the Maltese Islands, mostly from 
October to February. Cormorants are noted mainly around the coast during moderate to strong winds, 
but occasionally fly overland. Single birds are noted feeding in the harbours and creeks during the winter 
months (Sultana & Gauci 1982). 

Hi~tory 

The status of the Cormorant in the Maltese Islands has always been rather uncertain. Schembri (1843) 
noted it to be rather common in former years, while Wright (1864) listed it as not uncommon, but as not 
very regular. Despott (1917) noted it to be frequent. Gibb (1951) observed a few during the years 1941-
45. Roberts (1954) noted it to be frequent in winter, while Delucca (1969) recorded it in small numbers 
in winter. Bannerman& Vella Gaffiero(l976) reported it to be annual in small numbers from mid-autumn 
to late winter. Sultana eta!. (1975) and Sultana & Gauci (1982) noted it to be a scarce visitor with some 
10 records annually. Brichetti (1982) considered the Maltese Islands as unimportant, with regards to the 
movements oft he Cormorant, taking in account the average ofl 0 records annually. Sultana in van Eerden 
and Munsterman (1986) estimated a maximum of25 birds wintering in Maltese waters. 

The number of birds which are reported shot along the shores, has been on the increase in recent 
years with the increase of sea-shooting from very fast sea-crafts. Sultana (1986) gives 15-20 birds shot 
annually, while Magnin (1986) gives 25-50 birds shot annually. 

Observations in Maltese and Central Mediterranean Waters 

An increase in numbers of migrating I wintering Cormorants has been locally recorded during the years 
1986-88 (Coleiro 1988; 1990). This increase could be partly attributed to an increase in field observations 
around the coast, especially from October to March. Organised and regular sea-watching outings are 
producing new data on several sea-bird species previously noted to be rare or scarce in Maltese waters, 
such as the Gannet Sula bassana (illangion et af. 1989). 

However, an increase in numbers was also noted in nearby Sicily during the same period 
(iapichino 1989, lapichino & Massa 1989). Previously in Sicily it had been recorded as an uncommon 
passage migrant and winter visitor, on passage being observed in single figures or in parties of up to 15 
birds. Overwintering has been recorded regularly since the late seventies and up to 1984 with 30-50 birds 
counted in January. f'rom 1985 to 1987, 330-425 were counted in january. van Eerden & Munsterman 
(1986) estimated a total of 700 birds wintering in and around Sicily. 

In recent years numbers have also been on the increase in Tunisian waters. Previously it had been 
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recorded as a scarce or rather scarce winter visitor (Thomsen &Jacobsen 1979). TI1e number of wintering 
Cormorants in Tunisia is now estimated at 25,000 to 30,000 birds (van Eerden & Munsterman 1986). 

Present Situation 

During the years 1967-85 an average of 10 birds was being recorded annually. In 1986, the first year of 
organised sea-bird watching by members of the Malta Ornithological Society, there were no fewer than 
26 sightings, totalling 120 individuals, observed in single and double figures. A flock of ca. 40 birds was 
recorded in October 1986.In the following year, the number of sightings increased to 32 but with a lower 
total number of birds- 77. In 1988, an increase both in birds and sightings was recorded; 44 sightings 
produced 166 birds (Fig. 1). 
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Fig. 1. Annual sightings and number o; birds during 1967-88. 

November i5 the month with the highest counts I sightings, normally followed by October, except 
in 1987 when February produced more birds. Single birds have also been observed in the months of 
January, February, March, April, May, August, September and December (Table 1). 

In 1986 October and November produced the highest number of birds respectively. October had 
the largest number of sightings, followed by November. In 1987, November was the month with the 
highest counts and sightings; February produced the second highest monthly count, although there were 
fewer sightings, followed by the month of October. In the following year November again produced the 
highest counts and sightings, followed by October and December (Fig. 2). 
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Fig_ 2. A monthly analysis of birds and sightings observed in the 
years 1986-88. 
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Table 1. A monthly breakdown of sightings and number of birds recorded for the years 1967-1988. 

Month Sightings (%) Birds (%) 
january 8 3.7 9 1.7 

February 1 0.5 4 0.8 

March 3 1.4 3 0.6 

April 6 2.8 9 1.7 

May 2 09 2 0.4 

August 1 0.5 1 0.2 

September 6 2.8 7 1.3 

October 54 25.0 167 31.9 

November 104 48.1 288 55.0 
December 31 14.3 34 6.4 

Total 216 100% 524 100% 

Discussion and Conclusion 

Sui taoa & Gaud (1982) report that no adults in breeding plumage were ever recorded. One bird shot off 
Rinella Pt. (Malta) on 20 March 1990 was in complete breeding plumage (pers. obs.). It may be assumed 
that an unquantified number of birds flying north in early spring may be adults in complete or partial 

breeding plumage. 
The increase in the number of Cormorants sighted in Maltese waters may be attributed to an 

increase of sea-bird watching but, on the other hand, a genuine increase in wintering birds in recent years 
cannot be excluded since a similar increase has been reported elsewhere (van Eerden & Munsterman 

1986). 
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SHORT NOTES 

AN l.INUSUAL lARGE MIXED FAll OJF BIRDS AND INSEGfS ON FII.FIA 

A number of small to moderate influxes of birds, involving one or more species, occur frequently during 
the migration seasons in the Maltese Islands. Some of these influxes can be quite localised: while a 
number of birds of one or more species may be recorded in one particular area, none or very few may 
be seen in other parts of the islands. On the other hand, very large falls are scarce and of irregular 
occurrence as these are brought about by unusual climatic conditions, such as a rapid transition from 
favourable to unfavourable weather (Sultana & Gauci 1977-78, 1982; Thake 1980). One such notable 
occurrence took place in September 1969when the south-west of the islands was flooded with grounded 
birds (Sultana & Gaud 1969). 

A similar but more localised influx occurred more recently on 23 October 1990 on the islet ofFilfta. 
At 0800 hrs the wind was mainly easterly with a force of 6 to 7. The sky was partly clo\ldy and became 
progressively more cloudy. Rain started at 0930 hrs, and became very heavy from 1030 to 1110 hrs. After 
a brief period with no rain, heavy showers started again from 1145 hrs and continued untill315 hrs, 
accompanied by frequent lightning and thunder. The table below gives the rainfall recorded at Luqa 
Airport, some 10 km away from Filfla: 

0900- 1000 (local time) 
1000-1100 
1100-1200 
1200-1300 
1300-1400 

0.2mm 
0.8 
2.3 
0.7 
6.5 

The wind's direction which was ENE in the morning, backed to SEat about noon. Untit 0930 hrs the only 
birds which were recorded were a Skylark Alauda an.>tmSis(heard calling overhead), one Meadow Pipit 
An thus pratensis, one Swallow Hin.mdo rustica, one Robin Erithacus rubecula, one Blackbird Turdus 
merula, two Goidcrests Regulus regulus, a flock of six Linnets Carduelis cannabina, and a flock of ca. 
20 Starlings Stumus vulgaris( which came in low from the SW). No moths, butterflies or dragonflies were 
recorded prior to this time. 

When the rain stopped at 1110 hrs, birds started "dropping" continuously and almost vertically 
from the clouds, accompanied by large numbers of moths and some dragonflies. By the time 
observations were stopped at 1400 hrs, the plateau surface was thick with grounded birds. In between 
heavy showers, when there was more light and less low, thick cloud, the fall continued, particularly 
involving Song Thrushes Turdus philomelos. 

When the rain stopped altogether at 1315 hrs some birds started coming in low from the SW. Birds 
were also noted in gcxxi numbers amongst the boulders at the foot of the Filfla cliffs. The bulk of the birds 
arrived in this order: Robins, followed by Song Thrushes and then by Stonechats; White Wagtails, Black 
Reds tarts and Chiffchaffs arrived simultaneously, immediately after the Stonechats. The insects did not 
arrive in any particular order. 

In this situation it was very difficult to count birds precisely. Following is a list of birds, with the 
estimated numbers, recorded from 1110 10 1145 hrs. 


