
bird life in particular on these islands 
and elsewhere as the case may arise .. 
as we recently d.l.d by officially protest­
ing against the revoking of bird shoot­
ing ,and trapping legislation in Italy, 
and last year by doing our share 1n 
having the island of Comino declared a 
bird sanctuary. This aim is indeed an 
ever mcreaslngly urgent one as reports 
wme in from all over the world of the 
disappearance of many species of wild 
life. 

The shooting seasoa is now upon us 
and it is to be hoped that the hunters 
will go out in ever-d.ecreasing numbers 
and be much more discriminating in 
their choice of game and may the new 
Secondary Schools which are due to 
open in September for ali children in 
Malta be schools where respect for the 
life of God's creatures will be taught. 
Here is an area ~o where the Church 
in Malta has yet to let its voice be 
heard. It is a frequent sight in Malta to 
see the sons of St. Francis walking 
about in his humble robe and the clergy 
could take a leaf from the life of St 
Francis and teach that God's feathered 
friends have a rlght to l!fe and not to 
end up as just another stuffed specimen 
beneath a glass case. one further ex­
ample of man's inhumlnity to God's 
creatures 

Miscellany 

The infamous law No. 906 in Italy 
In the fight for bird protection in 

Italy atHl of the great leaders is Professor 
Mario P A VAN, of the University of Pav­
ia. The valiant efforts of the aged Prof­
essor Ghigi over many years had at last 
been crowned in 1969 by the passing of a 
!a w forbidding the annual massacre of 
birds throughout the country. Unfortun­
ately, the present political leaders, with 
an eye on the next elections revoked this 
law by decree No. 906 and the slaughter 
of small birds is once again a common 
occnrrence in Italy. The conscience of 
the nation has, however, been stung and 
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One scheme which is very dear to 
our heart is to have the Ghadira fresh 
water pond - the only such stretch of 
fresh water on the islands of Malta and 
Gozo - declared a bird sanctuary. It is 

indeed the main 'port of call' for many 
waders passing through on migration 
and under the present pressure of the 
building and. developing boom could 
easily be encroached upon and dis­
appear. Many an elightened Govern­
ment in other parts of the world ha:s 
taken action to prev·ent the destruction 
of similar ecologically interesting areas 
and we· hope that the Malta Govern­
ment will prove itself to be just as en­
lightened. 

May all the readers of our 'new look' 
magazine also become enthusiastic over 
the aim of the Malta Ornithological So­
ciety and seek out the support of simi·· 
larly minded persons to promote the 
good work. We would particularly wei·· 
come the ald. that teachers in secondary 
schools can give in educating the rising 
?•enerat!on to change its attitude to­
wards the wanton de;;truction of bird 
life on these islands and encouraging 
them to ·take up less destructive pas­
time;;. 

Professor P A VAN has him>elf collected 
more than 400,000 signatures of people 
protesting against law 906 and appealing 
to the Goverument to come back on its 
decision. We wish hi'll and the noble 
Professor Ghigi succeMs in their gallant 
efforts and hope the Italian Government 
will see reason and soon. If any reader of 
'll-Merill' wish to help on the good work, 
a short letter of protest sent to: 

ProfeBsor Mario P A VAN, 
University of Pavia, 

Via Taramelli, 2.J 
ltalv 

would be welco;"ned. 

EIIIK HOSKING's gift to the M.O.S. 
We are grateful to Mr. E. Hosking, 

Britain's international famous bird pho­
tographer, :for the generous gift cf 130 
bird photos, to i;he M11lta Ornithological 
Society, which he also kindly allowed us 
to publish. One of these photos, of a 
Turtle Dov<B, is reproduced on the cover 
of this first i&sue of 'ILMerill'. W,3 also 
hope to make good use of them at a Bird 
Week later in the year. 

Yellow Wagtails 
Yellow Wagtails are protec:~ed in 

Malta. ARE THEY? Those who visited 

ta' Qali disused airfield during th'e latter 
half of April would have wcodered. Heavy 
passages of these beautiful, slender and 
strikingly yellow birds took place. Uufor­
tuuately large numbers finished up in nets 
managed by a few irresponsible youths. 
Hundreds were trapped and most of these 
would, no doubt, have perished after a few 
days. 

The same thing happened in Gozo, 
in the viciuity of Lunzjata Valley. It is 
quite discouraging to request the Govern. 
ment to put more species on the protected 
list when the law protecting the few is 
not r8spected or enforced. 

THE BREEDING BIRDS OF MALTA 
By ,J. Sultana & c. Gauci 

(THE MALTA YEAR BOOK 1Q70 carries a paper on the Breeding Birds of 
Malta by J. Sultaltla & C. Gaud. The following is the Introduction of their de­
tailed study and s.hows the alarming state of Malta's breeding species. Ed.) 
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"Besides the paucity of trees and 
the w~nt of many other conveniences 
indispensable for breeding birds, an­
other reason why the number of our 
breediug species is so very limited and 
nidifica.tion with the majority of these 
occurs rather sparingly, is assuredly 
want of protection". 

This paragraph introduced Giusep­
pe Despott's paper "The Breeding 
Birds of M!lolta'', in 1916, the first and 
only such study in Maltese ornitholo­
gical literature. If this situation was 
quite alarming then, it is far worse 
now after fifty-four years. L~rge 
areas of countryside have been en­
roached on, by development, while 
the number of bird shooters s,nd 
trappers has greatly increased. New 
roads lead to every corner of the Is­
lands and there is not a spot of 
countryside which is not disturbed. 
The Msltese Isla-nds are densely po­
pulated. The surface area is about 
122 square miles and the population 
is over 320,000. Large uninhabited 
areas, permanent fresh water and 
habitats suitable for most birds are 
lacking, and these are all major fac­
tors resulting in a short list of breed­
ing birds. It is well known that small 
islands tend to have fewer breeding 
species than large main land a.reas 

-H 

Blue Rock 
Thrush 

Monticola 
solitarius 

Cory's 
She:arwater 

Procellaria 
diornedia 
on nest 

on Filfla 
[J. Sultana] 

but certELinly the general attidute of 
the Maltese worsens the situation. 

Out of the 32 species i;hat Despott 
listed, only 14 still breed regularly 
and 4 of these, namely the Peregrine 
(Falco peregrinus), the Restrel (Falco 
tinnanculus), the Barn Owl (Tyto al­
ba) and the Woodchat Shrike (Lanius 
sena.tor) are very scarce. The Jack­
daw (Corvus monedula) which used 
to breed commonly is now extinct. 
The last breeding pairs were exter­
minated in Malta in 1945 and 
in Gozo, where they had the last 

hold on the N.E. cliffs of Xaglira, in 
195H. It is a great offence indeed, 
stili greater when one lertrns that 
this species had been on the , bird 
protection list. Besides the Jackdaw 
eleven of the species listed by Des­
potic have not been recorded as breed­
ing since. The Rock I'oye (Columbin, 
livial should not figure as a breed­
ing bird, as the few pairs that still 
breed on the south western cliffs of 
Malta and Gozo are not of a ptuely 
wild strain owing to successive inter­
breeding with domestit; feral pigeons. 

During these last few years the 
Tree Sparrow (Passer montanus) hrts 
been added to the list. This species, 
which must have been overlooked, 
was listed only as rt rare passage mi­
grant. It is now well spread and 
breeding regularly. 'l'he first nests 
found in Gozo in 1967, were reported 
in t;he Bulletin of the British Orni-

, thologists' Club. This does not mean 
that it was not breeding before then. 
Nests had been found previously, in 
1969 (though not officially reported), 
by A. Valletta (Valletta in !itt). 

Other species which breed sporadi­
caUy are the Quail (C. coturoix), tbe 
Serin (Serinus serinus). the Green­
finch (Carduelis chloris) and the Gold­
finch (Carduelis carduelis). The Quail 
is one of the most sought after game­
birds by the local shooters. It migrat· 
es over our islands both in spring 
and rtutumn ~tnd winters in small 
nnmbers when left undisturbed. Fol­
lowing the spring migration a few 
lin1~er behind annually but they rare­
ly succeed in breeding. Being a 
ground-dwelling bird, a pair that 
might nest is easily detected by dogs 
tha,t follow the frtrmers and tbe shoot­
ers. The Maltese bird-trappers con­
centrate mainly on finches and so 
the occasional pair of Serins, Green­
finces or Goldfinches t.hat tries to 
nest is not given much ch<tnce. The 
chaffinch (Fringilla coelebs1, though 
never reported previously, has also 
bred occasionally, twice to our know­
ledge during the last two years. If 
these finches were not constantly 
molested especially in winter rtnd 
spring, they woulLl almost cer-
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tainly figure in Malta's list of sc~trce 
but regular breeding birds. After the 
spring migration, a pair of Turtle 
Doves (Streptopelia turtur) also occ­
asionally tittempts to breed in over­
grown valleys like Girgenti and Bns­
kett; in Malta, and Lun~jata in Gozo, 
where freshwate1· springs can be 
found all the year round after a good 
ra.iny season, It is in such favourable 
places that the occasional breeders 
Luild their nests. 

'l'hough densely populated the Mftl­
tose Islands still offer proper ha.bitat 
to the present regular breeding birds. 
'l'he southern and western cliffs pro­
vide facilities and protection to the 
Shearwaters (Procellaria diomedia 
and Puffinus puffinus), the Herring 
Gull (Larus argentatus), the Blue 
Rock Thrush (Monticola solitarius) 
and the odd pair of Kestrels and Pe-· 
regrines, while the inland cliffs and 
deep valley sides, especially of ·hilly 
Gozo, also favoured by the Blue Rock 
Thrush, hold a few pairs of Barn·@wls 
It is not difficult to meet with nests 
of the Short-toed Lark (Calandrella 
cin8l;ea) and the Corn Bunting (Ern­
beriza calandral in the open spaces 
where the Spectacled Warbler, (Syl­
vi::L conspicillata) alBo breeils coi:nmon­
ly. The other Warbler, the 8.1rdinhm 
ISylvia melanocephala), which be­
eame established as a common breed­
ing species on Malta between the 
years 187-1 and 1885, has Leen colll­
mon ever since, inhabiting eve1·y ni­
ehe in rural and suburban areas. An­
other eommon species which needs 
no introduction is the Spanish Spar­
row (PaRser hispaniolensis). It breeds 
abundantly all over tl1e islands. The 
Linnet (Acanthis cannabina), though 
far from being a common breeding 
bin1, still nests rtronnd the vilbges of 
Xagnra and Nadur in Gozo, while 
scattered pairs, not previously report· 
ed, do so rtlso in Malta. Contrary to 
what has been written since Despott' 
s time, Filfia, the destination of re­
cent expeditions which we organised 
is still & stronghold of the Storm Pet­
rel (Hydrobates pelagic us). It is rt pity 
that this islet is still being used as a 
bombing tl'Lrget. This hiLs reduced 
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alarmingly the number of breeding 
Shearwaters and accounts for a large 
number of dead Storm Petrels and a 
larger number of addled eggs. 

Though breeding profusely on Fil­
fla. it has not been confirmed that 
tbe Storm Petrel breeds also on Mal­
ta and Gozo as Despott had stated, 
thongh it gets near the shores at 
night. And it is not surprising, consi­
dering the abundance of rats all 
along the co01stline of both Malt& 
and Gozo. The ground nesters, name­
ly the Short-toed Lark and the Corn 
Bunting, and the two Warblers which 
prefer to nest just above the ground 
suffer immensely. Rats, sn~>kes, herds 
of grazing goats, dogs and children 
destroy a large number of their 
nests. On the other hand the larger 
breeding obirds often fall vwtims of 
the shot-gun. The Shearwaters are 
continuously pushed to the farthest 
corners through disturbances, while 

large numbers are slaughtered in 
summer off Marsa.xlokk and Wied iz .. 
Zurrieq in Malta, and off Maraalforn 
in Gozo, during 'pleasure' shooting 
boat trips. Erroneously, the Pereg­
rine, the Reetrel, and the Barn Owl, 
like all other birds of prey, are looked 
on as man's enemies and end up in a 
show-case. 

It is a sad fad that very few of 
our breeding birds &re protected. 
Ironically, the laws that protect 
these few are not entirely respected. 
A clear example is that of the Jack­
daw. It is of urgent importance to 
protect, not simply on paper, all our 
breeding birds. 1970 is European 
Conservation Year and it would be 
befitting if Malta, being a member 
of the Council of Europe, would con­
serve this neglected part of our Na­
tional Heritage for future genera­
tions who would then one day call 
us enlightened. 

Malta ... Birds ... & 
European Conservation Year 

by d.lll. Attard 

1970 is European Conservation 
Year. All the member countries of 
the Council of Europe are taking 
part, as well as Spain and Portugal 
which have expressed a wish to be 
associated with the year. 

The theme of 1970 is Conservation 
with a stress on different influential 
aspects arising from urban conglome­
ration, industry, agriculture and for­
estry and leisure in the countryside. 

Last February 300 participants 
from 27 countries met in Strasbonrg 
for a conference to discuss on the 
Management of the Environment in 
Tomorrow's Europe. This was an in­
ter-government&! conference and its 
object was &ction. Its process, how­
ever, was educational. The Stras­
bourg Conference had been well pre­
pared and after studying and debat­
ing four thick reports - on urbanis­
tion, .industry, leisure, farming and 
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forestry - came out with a powerful 
document of HO guidelines for Eu­
rope's decision makers. It was ac­
claimed unanimously. 

The Council of Europe is now de­
manding a. conference of senior gov­
ernment ministers as a matter of ur­
gen0y which means that it should 
meet this year. The point will be to 
put European Governments on the 
spot as to what they are actually pro­
posing to do about the policies and 
measures agreed last month. 

The Strasbourg Conference meant 
action. The experts have even re­
commended that the Council of Eu­
rope should guarantee the right of 
every individual primarily as 11. voice 
and a voter. 

If parliaments ratify this, Govern­
ments would be liable to legal action 
from citizens in the European Court 

J 
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of Human Rights for any failure to 
enforce it. Besides this, the Confe­
rence unanimously declared that 
field sports make a considerable con­
tribution to preserving wild life. But 
surely, the delegates never meant 
the indiscriminate shooting and trnp­
ping of birds which is carried out 
round the whole year and regarded 
as a sport in Malta. 

How is Malta involved in 1tll this? 

Malta. is on>~ of the member count­
ries of the Council of l<Jurope. 'l'he 
Ministry of A,,riculture is the official 
body responsible for European Con­
servation Yeat' in Malta. Last year 
the Department of Agricult.ure for­
med a commit,tee from representat­
ives of interested bodies under the 
chairmanship of the Director of Ag­
riculture to give their advice and 
voice their opinions on how Malta 
can give its contribution to this year 
dedicated to conservation. I repres­
ent the Malta Ornithological Society 
on this nation:~tl Committee and to­
gether with the other representat­
ives, our Society submitted its report 
to the Chairman. This included pro­
tective, administrative and educat­
ional recommendations on how to 
protect our few remaiuing breeding 
birds and the many thousands that 
migrate or winter in Malta and which 
come from European countries where 
they are usua!Iy protected. 

This is a.n extra-ct from the .Report 
of Malta submitted to the European 
Con11ervation Confeeence lasi' Feb­
ruary: 

"It is a great pity that Malta has 
been blacklisted as another country 
where undesirable bird trapping 11.nd 
killing still persist. It is high time 
that the question of destruction of 
wild fowl be seriously studied. It is 
indeed impossible to prohibit 1totally 
the hunting of birds. What is needed 
is the establishment of a closed sea­
son for game hunting. '£he bi-annual 
hunting season is almost a national 
passion. The following places might 
be declared bird sanctuaries (a,) Gha­
dira (b) Salina (c) Ta' Qali (d) Ta' 
Ceuc (e) Xlendi Bay (f) Comino and 

(g) Filfia. Protective measures, such 
as prohibitions of fire-a;:ms and clap­
nets in bird sanctuaries might also 
be adopted. Legislation for the pro­
tection of birds might also be carried 
out in the near future". 

'l'he greatest contribution that 
Malta can give to European Conser­
vation Year is to !!top the indiscri­
minate slaughter and control the 
trapping of those birds coming from 
other member countries of the Coun­
cil of Europe. On no other rrApect of 
conservation can lVIalta meet RO close 
with her member states. 

Wild birds are our national heri­
tage and that of Europe. They know 
no boundaries and they belong to no 
particular country. They belong to 
all Europe. \Vild birds are a social 
resource because of their value in re­
creation, an educational resource 
because of the importance of biology 
and ecology in an agricultural count­
ry, a cultural resonre because of their 
significance in Maltese and Enropean 
literature, art and folklore, and an 
economic resource because of the 
vaine to farmers of many species 
which provide biological control of 
pests instead of necessitating the nse 
0 f the deatlly and toxic agricultural 
pesticides. 

Our avifauna is pn.elarctic. Our 
geographical position in the middle 
sea between the two continents 
makes our Islands of great impor­
tance in the study of the movements 
of European birds. This h•>s been 
realised by other countries since the 
last century when ornithology was 
yet in its infancy. In l 884, the first 
Internatioual Ornithological Con­
gress was convened in Vienna and 
here it was resolved that Mfl.lta was 
an important observatory station for 
migratory birds. This congress, there­
fore, requested the Governor of 
Malta to permit ornithological ob­
servations from the lighthouses in 
Malta and Gozo by day and night. 
These observ[ttions co\ering the 
years 1886 to 18[)1 were compiled 
and published by the Germn.n Prof­
essor Blasins. 
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