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First record for the Maltese Islands of the dark morph
Marsh Harrier Circus aeruginosus

On the morning of 22 October 1998 whilst bird watching at Qawra, we observed a raptor coming in low
over the sea. The first general impression was that of a dark brown raptor with two white patches at the
base of the primaries not unlike the markings of a juvenile Golden Eagle Aquila chrysaetos. Upon closer
inspection we noticed that it was a Marsh Harrier Circus aeruginosus with unusual plumage. From above it
was uniform dark brown with a pale grey tail. The underwings were also all very dark brown with a wide
dark trailing edge and with white bases to primaries and secondaries. The body was also completely dark
brown, the same colour of the wings except for the paie grey tail. The head was also completely dark and
without any markings.

The bird was a dark morph male Marsh Harrier. It was properly identified after consulting various raptor
guides that were published after the sighting, as the bird was not illustrated in previous guides.

According to Forsman (1999), the Marsh Harrier also occurs in a rare dark form; this form occurs among
eastern populations migrating through the Middle East and only exceptionally further west.

This was the first record for the Maltese Islanc

ds but a second dark morph bird was observed on 17 Sep-
tember 2001 at Tigne (D. Attard & E. Bonavia pers. comm.).
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Editorial note: It seems that aithough it is infrequent, the dark morph Marsh Harrier is not so rare in western Europe
(see Fouquet, M. & Yesou, P. 1991. Dark-morph Marsh Harriers in western France. British Birds 84 (10): 438.).
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