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BirdLife Malta Spring Watch 2008 Report 

 

Executive Summary 
 
The first BirdLife Malta Spring Watch camp was held between April 12th and April 
29th 2008 and was attended by 34 international volunteers and 13 local participants.  
This spring was the first spring when the hunting season was not opened, due to a 
request for an interim measure from the European Commission and the impending 
court case at the European Court of Justice, and it was therefore very important that 
BirdLife Malta maintained a presence in the countryside.  A total of 3,214 illegal 
hunting and trapping incidents were recorded over the course of the camp.  The 
majority of these (3,200) were gunshots heard during the closed season.  Illegal 
shooting was recorded in 84.8% of observation posts, with the three worst sites being 
Delimara, Girgenti and tal-Gordan (in Gozo).  The peak days for illegal shooting were 
the 14th and 24th of April, which coincided with good migration conditions and 
passages of migratory birds.  While illegal trapping was low during the camp, this was 
probably because the peak finch migration period had already passed before Spring 
Watch started.  Indeed, in the peak migration period before Spring Watch, a total of 
174 illegal trapping incidents were recorded in a five week period.  The fact that the 
spring hunting season was not opened in 2008 had measurable conservation benefits, 
including the fact that only 4 protected birds with gunshot injuries were brought into 
the BirdLife Malta office in 2008, compared with 32 in the same period in 2007 when 
the hunting season was opened.  A total of 79 migratory bird species were recorded 
during the Spring Watch camp, with the three most common species being Barn 
Swallow, House Martin and Tree Pipit.  Many rare and threatened species were also 
recorded (in some cases in significant numbers), including Pallid Harrier, Osprey, 
Red-footed Falcon, Lesser Kestrel, European Bee-eater, European Roller, Turtle Dove 
and Collared Pratincole.  While illegal hunting was a serious problem (as shown by 
the very high number of illegal gunshots recorded) during Spring Watch, much of it 
was restricted to key days and key sites.  The reduction in hunting pressure in spring 
in Malta should have significant benefits, both locally and internationally, if hunting 
laws are enforced. 
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1.0  Background 
 
BirdLife Malta has been organising international raptor monitoring camps during 
autumn migration in September since the 1990s. In 2008, the organisation organised a 
similar international camp for the first time in spring as part of its campaign to stop 
spring hunting and trapping of Turtle Dove and Quail.  
 
Spring hunting is illegal in the European Union under the Birds Directive, as wild 
birds are not allowed to be hunted when they are undertaking their prenuptial 
migrations back from Africa to their breeding grounds in Europe.  This protects the 
birds that have survived the winter and are preparing to breed, thus ensuring future 
generations of these species.   
 
Malta is located on one of the main migratory bird flyways that link Europe and 
Africa. Despite widespread national and international disapproval, Malta has 
developed a reputation over many decades for uncontrolled hunting and trapping 
activities.  Since it joined the European Union in 2004, the Maltese government defied 
the EU Birds Directive by allowing spring hunting and trapping of Turtle Dove and 
Quail.  Also many hunters used this season as a blanket season to kill protected 
species.  
 
As a result of the Maltese government’s infringement of the EU Birds Directive, the 
European Commission opened an infringement proceeding against Malta in 2006.  On 
26th February 2008, the European Commission formally presented its case against 
spring hunting in Malta to the European Court of Justice (ECJ) in Luxembourg and 
also requested an interim measure to stop Malta opening the season in 2008; a very 
rare move from the Commission. On 25th April, the European Court of Justice made a 
decision to order the Maltese government not to allow spring hunting of Quails and Turtle 
Doves in 2008. 
 
 
2.0  Introduction 
 
In 2008, BirdLife Malta organised the first ever spring bird monitoring camp in Malta, 
Spring Watch, to coincide with the peak period for spring migration (and particularly 
the peak migration period for Turtle Doves).  
 
The Maltese government had opened the spring hunting and trapping season from the 
last week of March until mid May since it joined the EU in 2004. However as a result 
of the infringement procedure opened by the European Commission Malta has been 
taken to European Court of Justice and due to a pending interim measure to ban spring 
hunting in Malta until the court reaches a verdict, the Maltese government had not 
announced the opening of the spring hunting and trapping season in 2008. BirdLife 
Malta, therefore, had local observers in the field during this period and chose to hold 
the international Spring Watch camp to increase the number of field observers during 
the peak migration period that would also be expected to have the highest illegal 
hunting activity in the countryside.  The Court announced its decision to apply interim 
measure on 25th April.  Therefore any hunting and trapping activity in spring of 2008 
was illegal, a first for Malta. 
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The Spring Watch camp consisted of both Maltese and international volunteers and 
had two main objectives; (i) to record data on migratory species passing through 
Malta and (ii) to record illegal hunting and trapping incidents and report these directly 
to the police.  By having observers present in the countryside, the Spring Watch camp 
also acted as a deterrent to illegal hunting.  Teams were posted throughout both Malta 
and Gozo, with different observation posts being used depending on weather 
conditions and migration events.  
 
The Spring Watch camp was held between the 12th and the 29th of April and involved 
34 international participants including experienced ornithologists such as Dr. Markus 
Nipkow from NABU (BirdLife International partner in Germany). The international 
participants of the Spring Watch camp came from 5 countries; Finland, Germany, 
Italy, New Zealand and the United Kingdom.  There were also 13 Maltese 
participants, many of whom acted as Team Leaders. 
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3.0  Methodology 
 
Spring Watch operations were carried out every morning and afternoon, with all 
available teams being deployed during each period.  The morning observation work 
started half an hour before dawn until 8:30 am, and afternoon work was undertaken 
from 3 pm until dark.  Between two and seven observation posts were operated every 
morning and afternoon, depending on the number of camp participants and local team 
leaders available.  Over the course of Spring Watch, a total of 34 different locations 
were covered by the teams, with 27 in Malta and 7 in Gozo (Figure 1).  Mobile teams 
were also deployed on many days, and moved over a wide area to record illegal 
hunting activities.  Each team had at least one local birdwatcher as Team Leader (in 
most cases).  Teams deployed in areas that were considered to be a potential security 
risk for safety reasons were escorted by professional security guards who liaised with 
the police control room and the ALE (Administrative Law Enforcement Unit) when 
an illegal activity was observed or the teams faced hostile behaviour from certain 
individuals. 
 
Figure 1.  Map showing locations of observation points used during Raptor Camp. 
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3.1 Migration data 
 
Data was collected on all migratory species recorded during observation periods.  
Observers also collected data on key breeding species of interest (such as Blue Rock 
Thrush, Corn Bunting, Spectacled Warbler, Turtle Doves and Short-toed Lark).  Data 
collected for each sighting included; Date, Time, Location, Species, Number, Age/Sex 
(if known) and activity.  For birds of prey and herons, additional data was collected on 
height of bird (in height bands) and direction of travel.  At least one experienced 
ornithologist was present in all teams to confirm accurate species identification.  One 
member of the team was solely responsible for data collection, and all data was 
recorded on standard data sheets. 
 
It should also be noted that the results presented in this report do not represent all of 
the migratory bird data recorded by BirdLife Malta over this two week period, but 
only those reported from Spring Watch operations.  The totals presented in this report 
therefore only represent birds seen in the locations covered by the Spring Watch 
teams.  Other bird sightings data from local ornithologists not taking part in the 
Spring Watch camp have been recorded in a much larger BirdLife Malta database – a 
procedure the organisation has carried out for many decades.     
 
3.2 Illegal hunting incidents 
 
A meeting with the Assistant Police Commissioner and the head of the Administrative 
Law Enforcement (ALE) unit was held prior to the camp and an action plan was 
drafted and agreed upon. In accordance with this plan the ALE was notified of the 
whereabouts of all team locations on a daily basis.   
 
During observation periods, data was collected on all illegal hunting incidents 
recorded during observation periods by the teams in the field.  Data collected for each 
incident included; Date, Time, Location, Illegal hunting activity, Description of 
perpetrator and car registration details where possible. Video footage and 
photographic evidence was also collected of the incident wherever possible, and 
passed on to the police to assist with their investigations.  Data was also collected 
when an injured bird in flight was noted.  In these cases, data was collected if the bird 
showed visible signs of gunshot injury (either with dangling and broken legs, bloody 
plumage or gunshot damage to wings).  As the hunting of any species was illegal this 
spring, the total number of shots was also recorded, along with distance of shot and 
direction from the team.   
 
When illegal hunting incidents were recorded, and the location of the incident as well 
as other information required by the police was accurately pin-pointed, then the ALE 
command centre was immediately notified by the Spring Watch control centre and 
details of the incident given.  Spring Watch Team Leaders at the location were 
available to help direct the ALE unit dispatched to the site where necessary.  It should 
also be noted that due to the high level of illegal hunting incidents recorded in some 
areas during the camp (particularly in the first week), Team Leaders did not report 
every illegal hunting activity to the police when sufficient information to help the 
ALE catch the criminals was not available (e.g. a raptor being shot in the distance but 
the exact location or identity of the hunter could not be discerned).  This policy was 
adopted to make sure that the ALE was not overstretched any more than it already is.  
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It should also be noted that the results presented in this report do not represent all of 
the illegal hunting incidents reported to the Birdlife Malta office by members of the 
public and other local ornithologists over this two week period, but only those 
recorded during Spring Watch operations.  The totals presented in this report therefore 
only represent illegal hunting incidents observed and recorded at the locations covered 
by the Spring Watch teams.  Illegal hunting incidents that were reported to the 
BirdLife Malta office by other birdwatchers or members of the public not taking part 
in the Spring Watch are kept in a larger database and this data will be presented in the 
“Illegal Hunting Report 2008” which will be produced at the end of the year.   
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4.0  Illegal hunting and trapping incidents 
 
A total of 3,214 incidents of illegal hunting and trapping were recorded over the 
course of Spring Watch.   
 
Illegal hunting and trapping incidents observed by the Spring Watch teams are 
divided into the following categories: 
 

·  Shooting in the closed season 
·  Using illegal tape lures 
·  Trapping in the closed season 

 
It should be noted that each shot heard and observed by the teams is counted as one 
illegal activity.  Also the above data does not include the finding of dead or injured 
protected species with gunshot injuries.  These incidents are treated separately in a 
following section as the predominant focus of this report is the illegal hunting and 
trapping activities that were directly witnessed by the Spring Watch teams. 
 
3.1 Shooting in the closed season 
 
In spring 2008, the hunting season was not opened by the Maltese government due to 
a pending interim measure and following the order from the European Court of 
Justice, meaning that the shooting of any species was illegal.  A total of 3,200 shots 
were recorded over the course of the Spring Watch camp, with illegal shooting 
recorded in 28 of the 33 sites (84.8%) visited by the Spring Watch teams.  The 
number of shots recorded at each site, and the number of times the sites were visited is 
presented in Table 2.  Sites are arranged in order of average number of shots per visit.   
 
The five worst sites, in order of average number of gun shots per visit, were Delimara, 
Girgenti, tal-Gordan (in Gozo), limits of Luqa International Airport and Laferla Cross.  
Laferla Cross was only visited once, which may have skewed the importance of this 
area, and the shots recorded during that visit were predominantly shots heard in the 
distance and not directly around the area of Laferla Cross. 
 
The number of shots varied on a day by day basis, depending on a variety of factors 
including migration events, weather patterns and the presence of Spring Watch teams 
(who acted as a visible deterrent) and police.  The number of shots recorded per day is 
presented in Figure 1.  The number of shots per visit per day is presented in Figure 2 – 
this controls for the fact that on some days there were more teams in the field than 
other days, and this would potentially increase the number of shots heard due to the 
increased number of observers.  The worst day for illegal shooting was the 14th April 
(817 shots), followed by a second peak on the 24th April (662 shots).  The second 
peak was somewhat influenced by the fact that there were 11 team deployments on 
that day, compared with only 6 on the 14th, and this is reflected in the differences seen 
between the two figures. 
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Table 1.  Number of gun shots recorded at all Spring Watch surveillance locations 
(arranged in order of the average number of shots per visit) 
 

No. Site total shots total visits shots/visit

1 Delimara 1295 13 99.6
2 Girgenti 136 3 45.3
3 Gozo - tal-Gordan 87 2 43.5
4 l/o Luqa International Airport 512 13 39.4
5 Laferla Cross 35 1 35.0
6 Nadur 313 9 34.8
7 Kunccizijoni 58 2 29.0
8 Ghajn Rihana 46 3 15.3
9 Wied iz-Zurrieq 85 6 14.2
10 Dingli cliffs 93 7 13.3
11 Hal Far 13 1 13.0
12 Fomm ir-Rih 55 5 11.0
13 Mizieb 233 23 10.1
14 Xaghra l-Hamra 49 6 8.2
15 Salina 15 2 7.5
16 Wardija 58 8 7.3
17 Benghisa 7 1 7.0
18 Gozo -Nadur 7 1 7.0
19 Pembroke 6 1 6.0
20 St Thomas Bay 11 2 5.5
21 Bidnija 5 1 5.0
22 Gharghur 33 7 4.7
23 Selmun 21 5 4.2
24 Wied Qannotta 8 2 4.0
25 Migra L-Ferha 4 1 4.0
26 Rdum tal-Madonna 7 3 2.3
27 Foresta 6 3 2.0
28 Gozo - Xlendi 2 1 2.0
29 Gozo - Cappucini 0 1 0.0
30 Gozo - Qala 0 1 0.0
31 Gozo - Sarraflu 0 1 0.0
32 Gozo - Ta Cenc 0 1 0.0
33 Bingemma Chapel 0 1 0.0

Total 3200  
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Figure 1.  Number of gun shots recorded each day during Spring Watch 
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Figure 2.  Number of gun shots per visit recorded each day during Spring Watch 
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4.3 Using illegal tape lures 
 
Under the regulations of Legal Notice 79 of 2006, Section 7(1) it is stated that ‘no 
person shall hunt or attempt to hunt, take or attempt to take any bird by making use of 
any of the following methods’ which include ‘any electric or electronic device, 
especially the use of pre-recorded bird calls’.   
 
A total of 6 illegal lures (all of Quail) were located during the Spring Watch camp.  
These were found in 5 locations; Dwejra, limits of Luqa International Airport (Safi 
side), Migra l-Fer� a, Nadur and Mi� ieb.    
 
The low number of tape lures recorded by the teams compared to that during autumn 
Raptor Camp in 2007 (when 24 were recorded during 3 night surveys) may be due to 
the fact that using lures makes the poachers’ location easily known to the police. The 
tape lures are mostly operated during the night calling the targeted species to the 
location and making them easy targets for poachers early in the morning. 
 
 
4.4  Trapping in the closed season 
 
A total of 8 trappers were found trapping illegally during Spring Watch.  Of these, 5 
were targeting Quail, 2 targeting finches and 1 trapping Turtle Doves. It should be 
noted that the peak migration period of finches normally falls within the month of 
March and the first week of April.  As the Spring Watch Camp was held after the 
peak finch migration period the number of illegal trapping incidents was therefore low 
as there were few birds left to trap. On the other hand the local birders observed a 
total of 174 illegal trapping activities between the 1st of March and the 7th of April, 
prior to the start of the Spring Watch Camp. 
 
 
4.5  Number of shotguns and nets confiscated 
 
It should be noted that due to the difficult terrain and the fact that poachers were 
normally hidden in Eucalyptus groves or behind walls in private property, it was often 
very difficult for the police to apprehend the poachers.  This is illustrated by the 
observation posts at Delimara.  On the 14th of April, when 487 shots were recorded in 
the area during the morning, officers informed the teams that they had not managed to 
apprehend any of the criminals despite mobilising three patrol cars.  This is due to the 
fact that when the police drove to one location where poachers were observed, the 
poachers immediately hid or fled and poachers started shooting in another part of the 
peninsula.  As with other illegal hunting hotspots in Malta and Gozo, poachers were 
highly organised and used mobile phones and men posted as look-outs to 
communicate with each other – this added to the difficulties faced by the police.  This 
also highlights the importance of having a continuous presence in these areas 
throughout the period, as the Spring Watch teams also acted as a deterrent in the areas 
that they were monitoring. 
 
Over the course of the Spring Watch camp, teams made numerous reports to the 
police about illegal hunting incidents, as outlined in previous sections.  The total 
number of arrests made by the police in connection with these reports is unknown, as 
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the police have not released this data as of yet.  The confiscation of 8 shotguns was 
directly witnessed by Spring Watch teams.  These consisted of; 
 

·  3 shotguns in Delimara.  Poachers were observed actively shooting in several 
areas within Delimara on the same morning.  Spring Watch teams directed the 
ALE to the poachers and a minimum of two shotguns were confiscated.  On a 
separate day in the afternoon, two individuals were seen acting suspicious 
while pretending to ‘build a rubble wall’.  On closer inspection a shotgun was 
also noted and the police confiscated the weapon. 

·  2 shotguns in Fomm ir-Rih.  In the first instance, a poacher was observed 
hunting with his shotgun in a hide.  When spotted by the team, he proceeded to 
hide his weapon underneath a bush and then immediately left the site.  When 
police arrived on the scene they were directed to the gun stash and confiscated 
the weapon.  The perpetrator was subsequently apprehended.  In a separate 
incident, a hunter was filmed actively hunting with a shotgun.  When the team 
were noticed they were surrounded by hunters and the road was blocked off by 
a pickup truck, while the team were verbally threatened.  The situation was 
eventually calmed down by a Spring Watch security member, and the team left 
the site.  On the way out they stopped a police patrol heading to the area and 
showed them the footage of the hunter.  The hunter was subsequently 
apprehended by the ALE several days later.  

·  1 shotgun in Salina Bird Sanctuary.  BirdLife Malta was informed by an 
anonymous caller that they had witnessed a hunter entering an area within the 
Salina Bird Sanctuary with a shotgun, and leaving a few minutes later without 
it.  The Spring Watch team searched the site and found the gun hidden in a 
waterproof canister underneath some Tamarisk trees.  The ALE was called and 
when they arrived and removed the shotgun, it was discovered to be loaded 
with two live cartridges.  

·  2 shotguns in Dingli cliffs.  1 poacher was seen actively hunting below Dingli 
cliffs.  The Spring Watch team directed the ALE to the area where the poacher 
was seen and the ALE located two poachers and confiscated their weapons.   

 
Furthermore, 1 set of nets and equipment were confiscated from a Turtle Dove 
trapper who was illegally trapping at Qala in Gozo.  The trapper fled the scene before 
the ALE arrived. 
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5.0  Number of injured or dead protected species with gunshot injuries received 
in spring 2008 compared to spring 2007 
 
These incidents are treated separately and are not included in the previous analysis.  
This section is included to better illustrate the effects of the ban on spring hunting in 
2008 compared to the open spring hunting season of 2007.   
 
In 2007, the spring hunting season was open between 10th April and 10th May (the 
original season was initially intended to run from 10th April to 20th May, but was 
closed 10 days early by the Minister in charge due to the slaughter of a large number 
of Honey-buzzards that tried to roost in the South of Malta on the late afternoon of the 
9th May).  During the period 10th April to 10th May 2007, a total of 32 protected birds 
with independently verified gunshot injuries were delivered to BirdLife Malta.  
During the same period in 2008, when the hunting season was closed, a total of 4 
protected birds with verified gunshot injuries were delivered to BirdLife Malta 
(Figure 3).  The majority of protected birds with gunshot injuries are either birds of 
prey or herons. 
 
The nature of all of these injuries was verified independently by a veterinarian.  In 
cases where the veterinarian deemed that the bird was so severely injured that it could 
not be rehabilitated, the bird was euthanised by the veterinarian and the body was 
passed on to the National Museum of Natural History which is the official body that 
collects all dead protected species.    
 
Figure 3.  Number of injured or dead protected birds with verified gunshot injuries 
received by BirdLife Malta between 10th April and 10th May in 2007 (open hunting 
season) and 2008 (no hunting season). 
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Of the four shot protected birds brought into the BirdLife Malta office in 2008, only 
one was brought in during the period that the Spring Watch camp was underway, 
further illustrating the effectiveness of having teams of observers throughout the 
countryside.  This is demonstrated in Figure 4, which shows the number of protected 
birds with gunshot injuries brought into the BirdLife Malta office on a daily basis in 
2007 and 2008, in the same period. 
 
Figure 4.  Number of injured or dead protected birds with verified gunshot injuries 
received by BirdLife Malta between 10th April and 10th May in 2007 (white, no 
Spring Watch camp) and 2008 (black, Spring Watch 2008). 
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6.0  Bird migration 
 
A total of 79 migratory species were recorded over the two and a half weeks of Spring 
Watch camp.  These are presented in Appendix 1.  The five most common species are 
presented in Table 2. 
 
Table 2.  The five most common migratory species recorded during Spring Watch 
camp. 
 
Common name Scientific Name Total

Barn Swallow Hirundo rustica 5891
House Martin Delichon urbica 2123
Tree Pipit Anthus trivialis 2095
Sand Martin Riparia riparia 1886
Common Swift Apus apus 1666

 
 
Many of the species recorded during Spring Watch are considered to be Species of 
Conservation Concern in Europe1, due to the fact that they are rare or declining in 
their European breeding grounds.  It is important to note that these are their European 
designations as the populations of birds migrating through Malta come from European 
breeding populations (this is verified by ringing recoveries in Malta, detailed in Raine 
20072), and therefore their worldwide population status is not relevant here.  This 
potential confusion results in the misconceptions about individual species status often 
perpetrated by the hunting lobby in Malta, who attempt to use worldwide conservation 
status when discussing the impact of hunting on key species.  Species of Conservation 
Concern recorded during Spring Watch included; Turtle Dove (Species of 
Conservation Concern, Declining), Common Quail (Species of Conservation 
Concern, Depleted) Collared Pratincole (Species of Conservation Concern, 
Declining, Annex 1), Stone-curlew (Species of Conservation Concern, European 
IUCN Red List Category: Vulnerable, Annex 1) European Bee-eater (Species of 
Conservation Concern, Depleted, Annex 1), European Roller (Species of 
Conservation Concern, European IUCN Red List Category: Vulnerable, Annex 1) and 
Hoopoe (Species of Conservation Concern, Declining).  
 
While Spring Watch participants recorded data on all migrant species, data on birds of 
prey is analysed in more detail below, as these species are the frequent targets of 
poachers.  Indeed in 2007, 61.4% of all illegal hunting incidents were targeted at birds 
of prey3. 
 

A total of 11 different species of birds of prey were recorded over the Spring Watch 
period.  These included several rare species of conservation concern4; Osprey 

                                                
1 Conservation status of species taken from ‘BirdLife International.  2004.  Birds in Europe: 
populations estimates, trends and conservation status.’ 
2 Raine, A.F.  2007.  The international impact of hunting and trapping in the Maltese islands.  BirdLife 
Malta.  34pp. 
3 Raine, A.F.  2008.  2007 Illegal Hunting and Trapping Report.  BirdLife Malta. 67pp 
4 Conservation status of species taken from ‘BirdLife International.  2004.  Birds in Europe: 
populations estimates, trends and conservation status.’ 
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(Species of Unfavourable Conservation Status in Europe, Rare, Annex 1), Pallid 
Harrier  (Species of Global Conservation Concern, European IUCN Red List 
Category : Endangered, Global IUCN Red List Category : Near Threatened, Annex 
1), Lesser Kestrel (Species of Global Conservation Concern, Global IUCN Red List 
Category: Vulnerable, Annex 1), Red-footed Falcon (Species of Unfavourable 
Conservation Status, European IUCN Red List Category : Vulnerable, Annex 1) and 
Eleanora’s Falcon (Species of Unfavourable Conservation Status in Europe, 
Declining, Annex 1). 
 

A total of 676 birds of prey were recorded by Spring Watch teams.  The five most 
common raptor species are presented in Table 3, with the two most common species 
recorded being Marsh Harrier and Common Kestrel. 
 
Table 3.  The five most common raptor species recorded during Spring Watch camp. 
 
Common name Scientific Name Total

Marsh Harrier Circus aeruginosus 244
Common Kestrel Falco tinnunculus 111
Red-footed Falcon Falco vespertinus 60
Montague's Harrier Circus pygargus 45
European Hobby Falco subbuteo 42

 
 
 

Over the same period, a total of 4 heron species were recorded, including Purple 
Heron (Species of Unfavourable Conservation Status, Declining, Annex 1) and 
Black-crowned Night Heron (Species of Unfavourable Conservation Status, 
Depleted, Annex 1).  The most common heron species was the Black-crowned Night 
Heron (n=98), followed by the Little Egret (n=95). 
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7.0  Discussion 
 
7.1 Illegal hunting 
 
The data presented in this report highlights the fact that illegal hunting was 
widespread in Malta, despite a ban on spring hunting in 2008. This can be seen both 
by the large number of illegal hunting incidents observed by BirdLife Malta Spring 
Watch teams over the course of the two and a half week period and the wide range of 
areas where these illegal activities occurred. Furthermore, these are only the illegal 
hunting incidents recorded by Spring Watch in the locations visited by observation 
teams and do not include the large number of other illegal hunting incidents reported 
directly to BirdLife Malta office or to the police during this period by other 
ornithologists and members of the public. Furthermore, a Germany based bird 
protection organisation (Komitee gegen den Vogelmord - The Committee against Bird 
Slaughter – CABS) carried out a camp independently from BirdLife Malta in the 
week after the Spring Watch Camp.  During this period they documented similar 
widespread instances of illegal hunting and trapping.  Their findings are not included 
in this report 
 
2008 marked the first year that there was no official spring hunting and trapping 
season in Malta; a milestone which will have a significant impact on bird conservation 
in the future if the law is effectively enforced.  This being the first year however, it 
was to be expected that many hunters would not obey the law as the administration of 
the largest hunting organisation, the Federation for Hunting and Conservation Malta 
(FKNK), publicly stated that they would not advise their members to obey the law if 
spring hunting season was not opened.  Illegal hunting was recorded in most Spring 
Watch surveillance locations although it was found that some areas were significantly 
worse than others.  While illegal hunting was less prevalent in the north of the island 
(although it should be noted that low levels of illegal hunting were still recorded 
throughout the north), the south and south-west of Malta recorded much higher levels 
of illegal hunting.  This was particularly true of areas such as Delimara. 
  
Another area where illegal hunting was particularly evident was on the limits of Luqa 
International Airport.  Hunters in several areas on the perimeter of the airport 
(particularly the Safi side) were recorded constantly shooting throughout the Spring 
Watch period.  While the district police and ALE officers visited the site regularly, it 
proved to be particularly difficult to locate the poachers, due to the high rubble walls 
and dense vegetation of the site.  This is despite the fact that on one occasion a hunter 
discharged his weapon so close to a police officer who was searching the area that the 
officer later said the blast came close to perforating his eardrums.  Again the poacher 
was not caught as he was hidden behind a wall in an adjacent field and fled before the 
police could catch him.  Furthermore, this area is well known for the shooting of 
protected species, with birds of prey regularly gunned down in the area over the years. 
 
Unlike during Raptor Camp 2007 where hunters are openly active in the countryside, 
poachers remained hidden and were much harder to spot during Spring Watch.  There 
were also instances where hunters were seen sitting in their hides apparently without 
shotguns, or where they were seen pretending to tend their fields or build rubble walls 
– in these cases their shotguns were stashed nearby within reach to allow the hunter 
shoot if a bird flew directly overhead.  It was not uncommon for teams to arrive at a 
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site and find that at 05:30 in the morning there were several individuals suddenly 
appearing from adjacent hunting hides and conspicuously tending their fields.  This 
was noted in areas such as Delimara and Fomm ir-Rih and in several of these cases 
the ALE investigated and confiscated their weapons.  It is a known fact in Malta that 
many hunters who hunt illegally have their own hidden shotgun stashes to allow them 
to enter and exit an area to hunt without having to carry their weapon into the area.  
One such case was at Salina Bird Sanctuary, where a Spring Watch team received a 
call from a member of the public regarding a hunter hiding a shotgun within the Bird 
Sanctuary. The ALE was informed and the shotgun was found hidden in a water-proof 
tube under a Tamarisk tree and it was already loaded with two cartridges.  The hiding 
of shotguns, especially loaded, in the countryside is a serious problem both for illegal 
hunting and for the safety of the general public. 
 
Hunters operating illegally, as mentioned above, were difficult for both Spring Watch 
teams and the police to pinpoint.  Many hid behind high walls or in groves of 
Eucalyptus trees where they could not be seen.  It was also very noticeable that illegal 
hunting stopped in the immediate vicinity when Spring Watch teams were present in 
an area and continued further away from the team locations (where it was impossible 
to see the hunters or what they were shooting at).  This was also true when police 
units arrived at a location.  Also, it is important to note that when birds were seen 
being shot at by poachers few of them were actually the species which were 
considered legal quarry last spring hunting seasons.  Rather, as with the autumn 
Raptor Camp, the majority were birds of prey, particularly Marsh Harriers coming in 
to roost.  Other birds of prey that were targeted included Montagu’s Harrier, Honey-
buzzard and Red-footed Falcon (the latter listed on the European IUCN Red List as 
Vulnerable).  The illegal killing of birds of prey was also reported on many occasions 
from illegal hunting reports that were called into the BirdLife Malta office by 
members of the public (and not presented in this report).  In one instance, an 
anonymous caller reported seeing 8 Marsh Harriers being shot down in a single 
afternoon in the Hal Far area.   
 
Levels of illegal hunting were also found to vary on a daily basis, depending on the 
presence of Spring Watch teams and police, weather patterns and migration events.  
Two days in particular, the 14th and 24th April had elevated levels of illegal hunting.  
This coincided with perfect migratory conditions and large numbers of birds passed 
over the islands.  It is therefore imperative that police units working on illegal hunting 
incidents should be deployed to key areas depending on migration events and weather 
patterns, as this would dramatically increase the overall effectiveness of the police 
operations. 
 
7.2  Illegal trapping 
 
While illegal hunting was a particularly serious problem during Spring Watch, 
trapping were less prevalent during operations.  This is probably because the 
migration of finches was almost over by the time that Spring Watch started, as the 
peak finch migration period is typically in March and the first week of April.  Illegal 
finch trapping in particular was recorded at very high levels during March 2008 by 
BirdLife Malta with large numbers of reports of illegal trapping being made to the 
BirdLife Malta office by birdwatchers and members of the public.  Indeed, local 
birders observed a total of 174 illegal trapping activities between the 1st of March and 
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the 7th of April 2008, which highlights the seriousness if the problem.  These reports 
were passed directly on to the police, and will also be presented in the Illegal Hunting 
and Trapping Report due at the end of the year.  The continuing prevalence of illegal 
trapping in spring throughout the countryside, particularly of finches, will continue to 
dramatically reduce the chances of any wild finches breeding in the Maltese 
countryside.  Trapping finches using clap nets and decoys is a very effective method 
for catching large numbers of these songbirds, and with large numbers of active 
trappers operating throughout the Maltese countryside, it is highly likely that the 
majority of birds are caught within a few days of arriving in Malta.  It is only once the 
laws are enforced and illegal trapping ceases that we will see any conservation gains 
in this area.    
 
7.3  The use of illegal electronic tape lures 
 
The use of illegal electronic lures (by either hunters or trappers) was also much 
reduced when compared with the autumn Raptor Camp.  During the autumn Raptor 
Camp a total of 24 lures were found over the course of three nights, whilst only 6 
were recorded during similar surveys in Spring Watch.  This may have been a sign 
that hunters and trappers were being more wary and were not using lures that would 
have attracted more attention to themselves.   
 
7.4  Law enforcement 
 
Throughout the course of the Spring Watch, co-operation and co-ordination between 
BirdLife Malta and the Administrative Law Enforcement (A.L.E.) units was good. 
However, the ALE can not continue to monitor these widespread illegal activities with 
its currently very limited human resources.  According to the information gathered 
from the ALE, at the beginning of the camp there were approximately 22 officers to 
check on more than 16,000 hunters and trappers in Malta and Gozo apart from other 
duties that are given the ALE units.  Halfway through the Spring Watch period, when 
the seriousness of the situation became apparent, the Commissioner of Police 
increased the number of ALE to 28 officers and a memo was sent to all police units 
stating that the district police should also deal with illegal hunting incidents.  This 
solution helped to some extent to decrease the levels of illegal hunting, but the district 
police are not trained to deal with this kind of illegal activities and many, especially in 
certain locations, do not see hunting and trapping as a serious crime and some have 
friends, relatives and colleagues who are trappers and hunters.  
 
Until this lack of resources is rectified permanently and the Maltese government deals 
with this issue as one of its priorities, controlling the illegal hunting issue will 
continue to be exceptionally difficult. It was also apparent that ALE units are not 
given enough appropriate equipment to help them to effectively carry out their duties. 
By simply equipping these teams with binoculars and spotting scopes, as well as bird 
identification guides, the ALE would be greatly assisted in locating and apprehending 
poachers.  During the Spring Watch camp, a group of Spring Watch volunteers from 
the UK, representing the Calderdale Conservation Group, donated 3 spotting scopes 
and 10 binoculars to the ALE.   
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7.5  Attacks and threats aimed at  Spring Watch teams 
 
On many occasions, Spring Watch teams were verbally threatened and harassed in 
continuing attempts to intimidate or scare off the teams.  Serious confrontations took 
place at both Fomm ir-Rih and Kuccizzijoni, with Spring Watch teams surrounded 
and threatened by groups of hunters.  At Fomm ir-Rih the road leading out of the area 
was also blocked off by hunters in pick-ups.  On the road leading up to Migra l-Ferha 
and in the Rabat area, road signs and billboards were sprayed with slogans saying 
‘BirdLife R.I.P.’ (Rest In Peace) or ‘Mewt ta BirdLife’ (translated as ‘Death of 
BirdLife’).  Several of these signs were also peppered with gunshot.  On other 
occasions, particularly in Delimara and Gharghur, teams were the subject of constant 
verbal abuse from individuals driving by in pick-ups and land rovers.   
 
It should be noted that Spring Watch teams used public land, avoided going into 
private properties (even when it was not marked) and never responded to 
confrontation.  Subjecting foreign guests and local birdwatchers to verbal abuse and 
threats in not acceptable and harms the reputation of Malta at an international level5.  
More serious incidents occurred at Nadur Tower (Malta), where bits of wood with 
nails stuck in them were left in areas where the teams parked their cars, and at 
Gharghur, where one of the vehicles used by the team had its tyres slashed and the 
windscreen smashed.  The people responsible for these crimes have yet to be 
apprehended. 
 
7.6  Protected birds with verified gunshot injuries 
 
It should be noted that the number of shot protected birds brought to BirdLife Malta 
office represents only the tip of the iceberg as the shot bird first needs to escape from 
the poacher as the poacher will destroy the evidence or collect the bird to stuff and 
display.  Therefore many illegally shot protected birds are likely to be taken by the 
poacher or die in the countryside.  If an injured bird does manage to escape from the 
poacher the bird then needs to be found by an individual who is willing to help and 
call the relevant authority and not necessarily BirdLife Malta.  In fact the comparison 
between the birds received by BirdLife Malta to those that were delivered to the 
National Museum of Natural History last year clearly show that the shot protected 
birds received by BirdLife is significantly lower – in 2007 and the first two months of 
2008, the NMNH received 338 protected birds confiscated from hunters, while 
BirdLife Malta received 81 birds during 20076.  
 
None-the-less, despite the high incidents of illegal hunting in key areas and on certain 
days, the ban on spring hunting led to immediate and noticeable changes.  The impact 
of the ban on the spring hunting season is particularly evident by the number of 
illegally shot protected species that were brought to BirdLife Malta’s office in spring 
2008 as compared to spring 2007. During the 30 day spring hunting period in 2007, a 
total of 32 protected birds with gunshot injuries were brought to BirdLife Malta.  
These were predominantly birds of prey.  In 2008, with the hunting season closed and 
therefore far fewer hunters active in the countryside, the number of protected birds 
                                                
5 For an example of the verbal abuse directed at our teams, view the following link; 
http://birdlifemalta.org/conservation/springwatch/SWfootage/. 
6 BirdLife Malta Supplemental Report.  2008.  Dead protected birds with gunshot injuries delivered by 
MEPA to the National Museum of Natural History in 2007 and the first two months of 2008.  8pp. 
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with gunshot injuries was significantly reduced with only 4 birds being delivered in 
the same period.  Of these four, only one was delivered during the two and a half 
weeks of Spring Watch, which amply demonstrates both the effectiveness of Spring 
Watch as a deterrent, and the ban on spring hunting. 
 
7.2 Bird migration 
 
A total of 79 different migratory species were recorded over the two and a half weeks 
of Spring Watch.  These included many species that are Rare or of Conservation 
Concern in Europe (and in some cases, globally). 
 
The fact that so many different species pass over Malta during migration, often in 
large numbers, highlights the importance of Malta on the central European-African 
migratory flyway.  Every year millions of birds migrate from European breeding 
grounds to African wintering grounds in autumn, and undertake the same journey 
back to European breeding grounds in spring.  Many of these birds pass over Malta, 
which provides a critical stop-over point to rest and replenish lost energy stores during 
their lengthy migrations.  Malta also provides a critical refuge during heavy storms or 
high winds, when migratory species use the island to seek refuge until the storms pass 
and good conditions become prevalent once again.   
 
Spring is a particularly critical time for migratory species, as they are often only 
weeks away from their European breeding grounds.  Conservation of these migratory 
species along main migratory flyways is therefore imperative, as it gives these birds 
the chance to return to Europe to breed.  It is due to this reason that spring hunting is 
banned in the European Union (under the Birds Directive) as it makes no sense on any 
level to kill birds just as they are about to breed.  This holds true for everyone who has 
an interest in birds, be it conservationists, the general public or hunters.  If these birds 
are allowed to complete their migration and breed then there will of course be more of 
them returning in the autumn.  Killing them before they breed, on the other hand, 
would mean less birds on subsequent years and a continuing decline. 
 
Several of the species that were recorded during Spring Watch are listed as Species of 
Conservation Concern (either globally or at a European level) or are protected under 
Annex 1 of the Birds Directive.  While raptors are less frequent during spring 
migration (in Malta, raptors predominantly roost in large numbers during the peak 
autumn migration period), there were still reasonable numbers of these birds recorded, 
along with a diversity of 11 species of birds of prey recorded.  These include several 
rare raptor species (such as the Pallid Harrier, of which there are only 5-51 breeding 
pairs in Europe (excluding the Russian populations) and the Lesser Kestrel which is 
listed under the IUCN Global Red List as ‘Vulnerable’7).  Other species of 
conservation importance also passed over Malta in particularly large numbers.  For 
example, the European Bee-eater, listed as a Species of Conservation Concern and 
protected under Annex 1, was particularly common during the two and a half weeks 
with a total of 1,088 individuals recorded by Spring Watch teams alone.   
 

                                                
7 Conservation status of species taken from ‘BirdLife International.  2004.  Birds in Europe: 
populations estimates, trends and conservation status.’ 
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Malta is also important at a European level for several of the more frequent migratory 
species, and these include the Turtle Dove and Common Quail.  While the hunting 
lobby in Malta consistently mentions that these species are listed as species of Least 
Concern at a global level (as published in the most recent IUCN Red List), they are 
intentionally missing the point that at a European level both of these species are listed 
as Species of Conservation Concern due to Declining or Depleted populations.  Ring 
recoveries for Turtle Dove show that Turtle Doves migrating over Malta come from 9 
European countries (predominantly central European), while Common Quail ring 
recoveries come from only 2 European countries (Italy and Hungary)8.  As these 
migrants are therefore undoubtedly of European origin, then their European 
conservation status is what is relevant here and not the Global conservation status 
(Russian or central Asian populations, for example, are irrelevant to the discussion).  
This point is further highlighted in the document produced by the European 
Commission, entitled ‘Guidance document on hunting under Council Directive 
79/409/EEC on the conservation of wild birds, the Birds Directive’9.  In this 
document, both species can be found under the heading ‘Huntable species (Annex II) 
with unfavourable conservation status’ with the Common Quail listed as ‘Species of 
Conservation Concern in Europe, Vulnerable, Large decline’ and the Turtle Dove as 
‘Species of Conservation Concern in Europe, Declining, Moderate decline’.  The 
protection of these two species during their spring migration in critical locations such 
as Malta will therefore have far reaching conservation benefits in their European 
breeding grounds.     
 
The ban on spring hunting in Malta in 2008 brought about some noticeable changes as 
hunting density was lower than the previous years when the season was officially 
open.  This is despite many hunters breaking the law in certain areas and on certain 
key days, as illegal hunting pressure was therefore concentrated in these areas and not 
widespread over the countryside in its entirety.  The simple fact that more than 11,500 
hunters could not go out hunting on a daily basis for a period of 6 weeks (as was the 
case in previous years), will without a doubt result in fewer birds being shot down as 
they passed over the island in spring of 2008. One of the species that will have 
undoubtedly benefited from this ban is the Turtle Dove.  Large flocks of these birds 
were recorded during the two and a half weeks of Spring Watch.   Indeed during this 
short period more birds were recorded island-wide by birdwatchers than over the 
whole of 2007.  While the presence of more observers during this period in 2008 (due 
to Spring Watch) may have had some effect on these counts, this would not account 
for the large flock sizes recorded (there were 19 sightings of over 10 Turtle Doves in a 
flock, for example).  A ban on spring hunting in Malta will therefore have 
conservation benefits for this declining species, as well as a range of protected 
species, at a European level.   
 
As well as having a benefit at a European level, the ban on spring hunting (if properly 
enforced) will also provide conservation benefits within Malta.  In 2008 for example, 
several new species were recorded breeding on the islands for the first time.  These 
included a pair of Eurasian Coots successfully fledging six young at BirdLife Malta’s 
Simar Nature Reserve and breeding attempts recorded for the first time by two 
                                                
8 Raine, A.F.  2007.  The international impact of hunting and trapping in the Maltese islands.  BirdLife 
Malta 34pp. 
9 European Commission.  2004.  Guidance document on hunting under Council Directive 79/409/EEC 
on the conservation of wild birds - The Birds Directive’. 85pp 
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separate pairs of Black-winged Stilts at Ghadira Nature Reserve.  There were also 
reports of Collared Doves colonising Gozo, which considering the taxonomic 
closeness of this species to the Turtle Dove, is a good sign of the eventual 
recolonisation of the Maltese islands by Turtle Doves as a regular breeding species.  
That being said, it is important to note that unless illegal hunting is seriously 
controlled this year and in subsequent years, any conservation gains that might be 
realised by an end to spring hunting will be negated by the actions of those intent on 
breaking the law.  As with trapping, if hunters operate illegally, particularly during the 
breeding season, then any attempts at breeding by Turtle Doves, Common Quails or 
raptors such as Common Kestrels will be destroyed by the irresponsible actions of 
those intent on breaking the law.  Breeding pairs of birds are very vulnerable to 
hunters, as they remain in known fixed territories and are conspicuous with breeding 
displays or when feeding young.  This makes them particularly easy targets for 
hunters10.  It is only when illegal hunting is properly controlled that the true 
conservation benefits of a ban on spring hunting will be realised.   
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Appendix 1. Species list of all migrant bird species recorded during Spring Watch. 
 
No. Species Name

1 Great Cormorant
2 Black-crowned Night Heron
3 Little Egret
4 Grey Heron
5 Purple Heron
6 Shelduck
7 Ferruginous duck
8 Osprey
9 Black Kite
10 Marsh Harrier
11 Montague's Harrier
12 Pallid Harrier
13 Honey-buzzard
14 Common Kestrel
15 Lesser Kestrel
16 Red-footed Falcon
17 European Hobby
18 Eleanora's Falcon
19 Common Quail
20 Black-winged Stilt
21 Stone-curlew
22 Collared Pratincole
23 Curlew Sandpiper
24 Little Ringed Plover
25 Ringed Plover
26 Grey Plover
27 Sanderling
28 Little Stint
29 Wood Sandpiper
30 Green Sandpiper
31 Common Sandpiper
32 Spotted Redshank
33 Common Greenshank
34 Ruff
35 Common Snipe
36 Turtle Dove
37 Common Cuckoo
38 Common Swift
39 Pallid Swift
40 Alpine Swift
41 Hoopoe
42 Wryneck
43 European Bee-eater
44 European Roller
45 Sand Martin
46 Barn Swallow
47 Red-rumped Swallow
48 House Martin
49 Tawny Pipit
50 Meadow Pipit  
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No. Species Name

51 Tree Pipit
52 Red-throated Pipit
53 Yellow Wagtail
54 Robin
55 Nightingale
56 Common Redstart
57 Northern Wheatear
58 Black-eared Wheatear
59 Whinchat
60 Stonechat
61 Song Thrush
62 Blackcap
63 Garden Warbler
64 Common Whitethroat
65 Sub-Alpine warbler
66 Sedge warbler
67 Reed Warbler
68 Great Reed Warbler
69 Willow Warbler
70 Wood Warbler
71 Spotted Flycatcher
72 Pied Flycatcher
73 Collared Flycatcher
74 Woodchat Shrike
75 European Starling
76 Golden Oriole
77 Greenfinch
78 Chaffinch
79 Linnet
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Image 1. Spring Watch Walk for Nature Image 2. Spring Watch Walk for Nature

Image 4. Collecting data on bird migration
Image 3. Spring Watch observation team

Image 5. Large flock of Grey Herons
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Image 6. Spring Watch observation team Image 7. Animal body parts left at Gharghur
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Image 10. Threatening graffiti on public 
sign 

Image 11. Wood with nails left at Nadur
observation post
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Image 12. Shotgun confiscated at Salina 
Bird Sanctuary

Image 13. Press Conference held on x at Simar

Image 14. Nets of a Turtle Dove trapper 
confiscated at Qala, Gozo

Image 15. Dead Black Whip Snake caught in an 
abandoned clap net

Image 16. Photographic evidence of a 
poacher at Fomm ir-Rih

Image 17. Dead starling shot and left to rot 
in Mizieb
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Image 18. Spring Watch team at Dingli cliffs
Image 19. Calderdale Conservation Group 
donating optical equipment to the ALE.

Image 20. Some of the Spring Watch camp participants

Image 18. Spring Watch team at Dingli cliffs
Image 19. Calderdale Conservation Group 
donating optical equipment to the ALE.

Image 20. Some of the Spring Watch camp participants


