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Joun Bora

THE STORM PETREL HYDROBATES PELAGICUS
IN THE MALTESE ISLANDS: A REVIEW

(Aves, Procellariiformes)

SUMMARY

The author gathers all previous bibliographical and original data on the Maltese Swrm Perrels,
i order o pive a clear picture an its statuy and breeding. The Storm Petrel, formetly described
as endemic of the Maltese archipelago, is breeding only on Filfla, It isa very common breeding
visitor by the end of February o Crorober, Some 10,000 pairs areestimared o lveed on the isler
of Fillla, thac is the largest Mediverranean poputation. The {irse eges-are laid by the' end of April;
voung leave the colony by the last two weeks of August to mid-October. Trseems thar the Yellow-
legged Gull (Larns cachingansh (of which 150 pairs breed on Filtla) is the main predator of this lictle
Pewrel.

RIASSUUNTO

L'lecefla delle tempeste welle Diole Maltesi: wng simtesd. UAutore mette insieme wtte le notizie
disponibili, hibliografiche ed ariginali, su questo Procellariforme nelle isole Maltesi. In particolare
sintetizan wtto il eiclo biologico sull'sola di Filfla, ove si riproduce la pin grande eolonia mediterca-
nea (eirca 10000 coppie] di queste Procellariforme dncor poco studisre nel bacino. 1 primi mdivi-
dui arriveno nelle isole Maltesi verso la fine di feblbseaioe si trattegonn per titta lestare, Gl ultimi
lasciano i siti riproduntiel in ottobre Le deposizioni pitn precoci avvengeno alla fine di aprile, ma
sono-fregquentl maggiormente in maggio e piugno. Nell'isola di Filfle s riproducone anche 150 cop-
pie di Gabbiuno reale {Larus cachimans), che rappresentd probabilmernite uno dei principali predaro-
ri del piceolo Procellaviforme, almeno nei mesi primaverili.

The Storm Petrel Hydrobates pelagicus is a very common breeding visitor,
breeding in very large numbers in the boulder and rubble slopes of Filfla. At
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the present time there is no conclusive evidence of breeding elsewhere on the
Maltese Islands (Surrana & Gaucr 1982).

History

The Storm Petrel was first described for the Maltese Islands by Antonio
Schembri in 1843, in his Cataloge Omitologico where he named the petrel
Thalassidroma melitensis, Schembri noted the coloration of the tail feathers as
black with white upper and under tail coverts. A vear later, STRIKLAND
(1844) corrected this when he compared specimens from Filfla with others ob-
tained from the British Isles; they were found to be identical.

SCHEMERI (1843) wrote that he was informed by some Maltese hunters
that the Storm Petrel does not breed on the south side of Malta, Gozo and
Coming; but only on the islet of Filfla. In the 18th Century the historian Ca-
non Agius de Soldanis stated that he found a «strange bird» breeding in a
cave between Xlendi and Ta'Cenc cliffs in Gozo (see Appendix).

WRIGHT (1846) noted the Petrel as sedentary and very common on the
south side of the islands, and found breeding also on Filfla. DesroTT (1916)
agreed with this, but fifteen vears later (1932-34) he noted that it was beco-
ming rare on the mainland. Gigg (1951) recorded it as rather common but
found breeding only on Filfla, while RogerTs (1954) noted that it was for-
merly a common resident, but now reduced. DE Lucca (1969) listed the Pe-
trel as an uncertain breeding resident in small numbers and a summer bree-
ding visitor in May, During a visit to Filfla HLC (1953) noted that colony as
rather small. Roserrs (1954) found only two pairs in June 1952.

Bird Ringers of the Ornithological Society of Malta since 1968 have
been conducting yearly visits to Filfla. The first of these visits was carried
out on 29 June 1968; no fewer than thirty accessible nests were located, while
in deep crags and crevices some fifty other sitting birds were found (Surrana
& Gauct 1970).

Tue FiLrLA coLONY

In 1975, Sultana & Gauci wrote «the colony on Filfla is extremely dense;
as a result of ringing activities between 1968-70, the population was estima-
ted as at least 4000 pairs, but further ringing indicated that earlier estimates
of the colony size were too conservative, In May 1972, almost 1,300 were
mist-netted in a single night in only 24 metres of netting and it may be that
the colony exceeds 10,000 pairss.
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Fig, | morm Petrel on drsnewly baehed young, swith the broken eag shell nearbi 1Phoio iy
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No proper census has ever been undertaken on Filfla, this is so, due to
many disadvantages and difficulties. In the Mediterranean the Storm Petrel
seems to be decreasing (Massa & CaraLisano 1986a). On Filfla this decline
has not vet been noted, as numbers trapped each year give a fair indication
that the colony is still dense.

Arrival at Calony

During daylight Storm Petrels are seldom seen, they spend most of the ti-
me feeding out at sea. Occasionally it may be observed from a boat some kilo-
metres offshore, feeding in the wake of a ship or on shoals of small fish or
plankton. They are strictly nocturnal, whete they start to visit the colony a
short time after dusk, few in numbers but increasing by the hour. The last
birds may be seen flying about before dawn.

Storm Petrels presumably arrive at the coleny by late March or early
April, although no observations were carried out on Filfla before early May
(SuLrana & Gauct 1970). BANNERMAN & VELLA GAFFIERO (1976) stated that
the Petrels start to visit the colony by late February and peak numbers are
reached by late March.
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According to Surrana & Gauct (1982), Storm Petrels are most active on
moonlit nights, especially in the early stages of the breeding season. It is not
known whether this is so later in the season for the same authors state that
on moonlit bights relatively few come in to feed their voung,

Breeding

Courting is still at ist peak in mid-May, but by this time a few would
have already laid their single egg; although freshly laid eggs may be found also
as late as mid-July, the latter may be laid by first time thus inexperienced
breeders (Surtana & Gavcr 1970).

In Sicily, where a large colony was discovered in the last vears, egg laving
was noted to commence at the end of April and to end by mid-July (Massa
& Catanisane 1986b). In the Balearics, ege-laying starts around the second
weele of May (CrRAMP & SiMMoONSs 1977).

Incubation lasts 38 days, or even longer if the egg is not incubated regu-
larly (Suttana & Gauct 1970). In Cramp ef al. (1974) 30-40 days are given,
while Davis (1957) gives 40.6 £ 2 days. One egg which had undergone chil-
ling for 11 davs hatched after 50 days (CrAMP ef al, 1974).

On the visit to Filfla, in June 1949, TraIL (1949-50) found an adult
with a very young chick. On Corsica on 7 June 1981, an adult with a day old
chick was found (BricurTTr 1981). It may be assumed that both birds laid
the egg during the last two weeks of April. So if one takes into consideration
the length of time taken for pair-bonding and copulating and pre-laying pe-
riod it may be right to say that they start arriving at the colony by the end
of February.

Fledging lasts 62.8 3.5 (36.73) days according to Davis (1957), while
ScorT (in Cramp & SiMMoNs 1977) gives 70 (61-86) days. On Filfla the
young start to leave the colony by mid-August (Surtana & Gavcl 1982). No
abservations were ever carried out after the month of August on Filfla. In 5i-
cily some chicks found in September were so young as to need at least one
whole month of growth; thus the last chick to hatch would fledge by at least
the middle of October (Massa & Cararisano 1986b). This could also be the
case for the Filfla birds,

Breeding in seabird colonies, especially in the Procellaviiformes, is highly
synchronized; egg laying is generally carried out almost simoultineously whi-
thin the colony. It seems that this is not so for the Storm Petrel where egg
laying covers a period of two months, thus another two month period for
fledging. _

On Filfla in mid-July one can find incubating birds; others brooding
young chicks, while the early breeders would be about o abandon their
young. Courting birds found late in the season may be newly formed pairs
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Fig. 2. — South side of the isolated isler of Filfla (Maltese archipelage), where the largest Mediter-
ranean population of Swrm Petrel breeds. (about 10,000 pairs), (Photo by J. Borg)
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Fig. 3. — Chick of Storm Petrel about one month old. (Photo by B, Massa),
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which are not breeding that year or established breeders streanghtining the
pair bond as both behaviours have been noted in the Cory's Shearwater (Ca
CHIA ZAMMIT & BorG 1987),

Predation

On Filfla the main predator on the Petrels are the 150 pairs of Yellow
Legped Gulls Larus cachinnans. Remains of adult Petrels are frequently found
in the gull's pellets (Surtana & Gavcr 1982, Bore & CacHia ZammiT 1987).
Surrana & Gauci (1970) claimed that voung Petrels failing to return to the
safety of the burrow when daylight comes, fall victims to the gulls. It has been
noted that soon after the breeding season in late June, the gulls abandon the
colony. A morning visit by the authors on 8 July 1987 resulted in only rwo
first-year birds, At this time the Petrels were found brooding voung chicks
unable to venture far from the nest.

On moonlit nights, the gulls on Filfla were noted to be very active, cal-
ling and flying about. It may be that it is on such nights that the Petrels are
preved upon, During daylight, six adult gulls failed to catch an adult Petrel
flying out to sea (SULTANA & Gavct 1970).

Very few Petrels are thought to be shot, but presumably a few are taken.
1t is not infrequent that single birds are to be found in showcases of local col-
lectionists and taxidermists, even though it has been protected since 1938, Fi-
shermen informed that while fishing at night with powerful lights offshore,
mainly off the southern coast of Malta, the Petrels are attracted by the light
and some alight on the boats.

ATFPENDIX

A) Antonio Schembri’s description of Thalassédroma melitensis (Transla-
ted in English)

Thalassidroma welitensis Mihi

Black bill, dark black iris. Crown, neck and back (mantle) black with a
slow tendance to sooty. Wing and scapulars of the same colour. The tip in the
two inner scapulars is white. Throat, crop, breast belly, tlanks and central un-
dertail covers black-sooty: outer undertail coverts and the first uppertail co-
verts white; the uppertail coverts near the rectrices with 1/3 black with slow
tendance to soot. Tail squared; the proximal in a little low than 1/2 white, the
distal of the colour of the upper-parts; the three central rectrices entirely of
this colour. Forehead edged tawny in some birds, in both sexes,
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Wing formula:
Primaries; 2nd and 3rd longest; 2nd > 3rd
1st >4th.

Measurments; total lenght 5 inches

Tail 2 1/2in.

Tarsus 7/8

Wings 3/8 longer than tail.

B) Cannon Agius de Soldanis description of bird and site.

(Translated in English)

...and Ghar Ilma, so called because fresh water is to be found in this
cave. In this cave, are to be found small creatures of the sea that fly, which
during the day send the time in crags, waiting for nightfall to fly out to sea
in search for food. Where these birds are to be found, lingers a foul smell.
Some fishermen insured me that in no other cave in Gozo or Malta these
birds are to be found. I informed a French Knight, Torgot about this when
he came to Gozo in the year 1746 in order to collect specimens of plants and
birds. He took eight of these birds of which I saw both on the nest and in
the hand. In size they are similar to a Song Thrush Turdos philonielos, bill
black resembling that of a young pigeon, more or less reddish near the eyes.
The feet similar to that of a duck.

Actnonledpments;, — The author would like to thank miss Gabriclla Lo Verde for translating
Schembri’s description.
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