RAPTORS IN

One of the many projects that
the M.0O.S. has taken in hand is
the appraisal of the situation of
birds of prey in the Maltese Is-
lands. It is very urgently needed
and will provide, it is hoped, a ba-
sis for future efforts aimed at
both the further study of these
pbirds and at the education of the
public in its appreciation of rap-
tors — not as .plucked carcasses
for the pot, not as stuffed carica-
tures in glass-cases, but as the
magnificent menarchs of the sky
as they truly are.

MALTESE SKIES
A REVIEW

6.

C. GALEA

This appraisal will the
form of a review which will con-
sist of several parts, each dealing
with a different aspect e.g. migra-
tion.

All the birds seen in Malta are of
course European ones. So it is quite
pertinent to take a brief look at the
whole i.e. European picture.

38 species of raptors are found
breeding in Eurove; 28 Accipitridae
(broad-wingeds) and 10 Falconidae
(Falcons). They occupy every con-
ceivable habitat, from the bleak
Arctic tundra of the Gyr Falcon
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Falco rusticolus to the forests of
the Goshawk Accipiter gentilis,
from the swamps of the Marsh
Harrier Circus aeruginosus to the
mountain ranges of the Golden
Eagle Aquila chrySaetos.

Only 9 species are resident, the
rest beinz either partial migrants
or else summer visitors. On their
twice yearly journey to and from
their breeding quarters large con-
centrations of migrating broad-
wingeds are seen at Falsterbd
(Sweden), at Gibraltar and at the
most famous of all, the Bosphorus.

Naturally only migratory species
can be observed in these Islands,
and this cuts down the number of
species that one can expect to meet
with here. The tally is further limi-
ted by:

(a) the geographical position of
the Islands, right in the centre of
the Mediterranean, 60 miles S.E, of
Sicily and 180 miles away from the
nearest point on the African coast.
This appears to be a ‘long’ sea-
crossing to broad-winged raptors;

and (b) the known propensity of
most Acclpitridae to avoid long
sea-crossings, However, Harriers do
not seem to mind crossing large
stretches of open water.

Thus Accipifridae would not be
expected to be seen in any large
variety or numbers; this, however,
would not necessarily apply to Har-
riers and Falcons. Still in spite of
these adverse factors, 31 species
have been recorded; 11 Falconidae
and 20 Acciptiridae. Of this total,
12 which will be treated in a sepa-
rate article are of very rare occur-
rence (2 are accidental for Europe),

the rest ranging from very com-
mon to rather rare.

Annually some 18 species are met
with, of which 15 are regular visi-
tors. These are the Osprey Pandion
halicetus, Honey Buzzard Pernis
apivorus, all 4 European harriers
Circus macrourus, C. pygargus, C.
cyaneus and C. eeruginosus, Black
Kite Milous migrans, Sparrow
Hawk Acciplter nisus, Hobby Falco
subbuteo, Eleonora’s Falcon Falco
eleonorge, Merlin Falco cOlumba-
rius, Red-footed Falcon Falco ves-
pertinus, Lesser Kestrel Falco nau-
manni, Kestrel Falco tinnunculus,
and Peregrine Falco peregrinus. A
Short-toed Eagle Circaetus gallicus,
a few Buzzards Buteo bute0 and
the odd Saker Falcon Failco cherrug
or two turn up in most years.

Only two species nest here, the
Peregrine and the Kestrel. Pere-
grines formerly used to breed all
around the coast as several place
names indicate, e.g. Rdum il-Bies
(the Peregrine’s Hill) at M’Xlokk.
Nowadays only two pairs breed.
Kestrels used to breed commonly,
even on the Valletta bastions, Now
only the odd pair manages to breed.
A. Schembri (Catalogo Ornitologi-
co del Gruppo di Malta -— 1843)
stated, on second hand informa-
tion, that the Red Kite Milvus mil-
vus bred on the southern sea-cliffs
of Gozo. The Red Kite is an acci-
dental species to our Islands,

These then are the raptors that
one may see in Malta. Their Jist is
not impressive, but all things con-
sidered it is quite an imposing and
interesting one.



smica06
Cross-Out


