IL-MERILL No.27 1990-91

SPANISH SPARROWS EATING SWARMING TERMITES (INSECTA: ISOPTERA)

Two species of Termite inhabit the Maltese islands, Kalotermes flavicollis (Kalotermitidae) and
Reticulitermeslucifugus(Rhinotermitidae). Both thesespecies are reputed to swarminspring (Kalotermes
in early spring and Reticulitermesfrom April 1o June) (Chinery, M. 1986. Insects. Collins, London). I have
records of Reticulitermes lucifugus swarming in May (7/5/89) and 25/5/91) at San Anton gardens, where
Termites are common.

Afew specimens were collected fromthe swarms presentat San Anton on 25/5/91, and the species
involved wassubsequently identified as Reticulitermes lucifugus(identification confirmedby 8. Schembri).
At about 09.50 hours (C.E.T.), large numbers of termites were observed descending slowly to the ground.
Two flocks of Spanish Sparrows (Passer hispaniolensis) were seen feeding on these termites. The two
flocks were quite small (8and 20 individuals) and each flock included both males and female. The larger
flock contained two fledglings which were begging for food continuously.

The sparrows hopped over the ground, stopping at intervals to capture a helpless termite.
Generally, the termite was picked offthe ground and eaten immediately, but the two females which were
feeding fledglings were seen gathering several termites and holding them in their bill . It was noticed that
most of the birds did not attempt to catch termites while in flight, but tried to locate helpless grounded
termites. On one occasion, however, a male was seen flying horizontally to catch a termite (in the bill)
which was hovering close to the ground. In addition, a female was seen trying to catch a termite by
picking it off the soil. The termite managed to fly off. The female Spanish Sparrow promptly picked up
a dead leaf and held it in her bill for about one second.

Given the low diversity of Termites in the Maltese islands, swarming is probably a relatively rare
eventat any one locality, occurring on a handful of dates every year. This must make termites relatively
unimportant quantitatively as a food source. The significance of this behaviour probably lies in the fact
that it reduces the impact the sparrows have on their food supplies for a day or so. This ought to make
supplies of foods such as seeds and fruits last longer. While this explanation may account for the
existence of this behaviour in sparrows as a species, it does not provide a satisfactory answer in the case
of the sparrows at San Anton. Food is abundant at San Anton gardens, and food supplies are unlikely to
run out .

M.A. Thake
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