
THE OCCURE1NCE OF ALCA TORDA TORDA (Lin) IN M .. A:LTA 

Dr. C.B. Ti.cehurst classified separately the British razorbills from 
Swedish and :Greenland birds under the name brittanic:l on aC'cDunt of their 
,,maller size. This name was aocepted 1by the British List Commitee in 1937. 
It was la·ter discovered that Iceland rozarbills weTe small in size like the 
British population and the.refore Brelrm's tflje of islandica, which had been 
obtained in southern I1celand in 1931, took precedence over britannica. 

In 1941 Whiterby gave the follocv,ring measurements for both types am~ 
these shew a significant difference in bill and wing m'easurements: 
Alca torda torcLa : Wing 201-218, Bill 30-3:',, Eill depth 22-26 (mm) 
Alca torda islandica: " 185-203, " 30-35 " " 21-23 

In 1959 c. & V. De Lucca nocted that the few examples they b.ave exam
ined all belonged to the tYLD·2 islandica ("lNO'te Sull'Ornitologia delle Isole 
Maltesi" - Riv. It. Orn. (29) 2: 62). But Dr C. DeLucca added the type Alca 
torda torda in his "Revised Check Li.st of the Birds of the Malttese Islands" 
(No. 168) gi.ving its status as ''straggler in winter" 

At the Museum of Natural Histo.ry .in ,M,dina there are to be found flye 
,<,pecimens of Razorbills. On examination it was ,found that one of these five 
specimens belong t.o the Northern typ2 A lea torda- tord'l, whiLst the other 
four (although these are birds of the year) are A lea torda islandica. 

photo by courtesy of thr: Director of r•~useums 

Bills of 1st year A.t. island·ica (left) and A.t.torda 

The following are the measurements of these birds in mm: 
lJate & Locaiity Wing Bill 
r a) No date or locality 1\JO 33 
(b) Malta -- Feb. 1891 185 34 
(c) Salina 30.9.1924 188 29(*) 
(d) Salina 10.11.1925 185 28(*) 
(e) M'Skala 6.11.1933 211 :34 
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Bill depth 
16(*) 
16(') 
14(') 
17(*) 
24 

It Italy the RozaDbi!l is rare and irregular like it is in Malta. The type 
commonly taken there is that of Alca torda islandica, although even more 
rarely the Alca torda torda may occur (Avifauna I.talica- Aug·us•W Toschi). 
~n the Birds of North Africa, Etche·copar and Hue stat·2 that the wintering 
birds off the ,coasts oct' the Canaries, Morocco, Algeria and Tunsiia are of the 
type islandica. 

This record of the N0rthern Razo11bill is very interesting as it is the 
only documented D·ccurence sc far south recorded and may give future evi
dence to the winter migration of the Northern race. 

J. Vella Gaffiero 

!') Bill measurements do not a:gree with lengths given by Witherby; but 
this is because Razorbills take a year before they grow their bills to the 
prDper length. 

RAPTORS IN MiAL TESE SKIES 

(This is the last article on ·diurnal ibirds of .prey which ll!ppear in Malta. 
The ac.cidentals and rare visitors have not been included. The first three ap
reared in "I1-iMerill" NDs. 3,4 and 7 respectively.) 

Merlin Falco columbarius Seger ta' Denbu 
Merlins a.re no.wadays scaDce and irregular in our islands. They occur 

cluring M'arch and early A,pril and .from 1mid-October t0 mid-cNovem1ber. 
They have also been recorded in January, Septe.m1be.r and Decerrlllber. 

Both females and i:mmature.s have much the same plumag·e: the up:per 
parts are brownish and th2 undel1!Jarts are creamy-buff ·with darlk brown 
markings; the tail is brown with a white tip and bands. Adult males are 
slate-grey above and heavily striped with rufous below; the sla:te-:blue tail 
has a black terminal band. 

In the air Merlins fly low and erratically over the ground as they chase 
the small bircts on which they feed. Their flight on rmig.ration is not different 
and they have been observed to migrate only singly. 

Red-.footed Falcon Falco vespertinus zum1brell 
In spring 'Red-footed Falcons are noDmally seen frequently .from mid

A,pril t0 mid-:May; in autumn they are scarce though fairly regular, oe.cur
r:ing from late :September w mid-October. Birds have also turned up in late 
1\·Tarch, June, July and early Septemiber. 

With its dark blue-grey plumage, except for chestnut on i:ts thighs and 
under the tail, the adult is a very handsome falcon. Adult females have a 
ru.fous head, with short chestnut rmoustachial stri;pes, barred greyish upper
parts and sandy underparts. Irmmatures resemble the female, but do not 
have the rnfous head and are browner. Both sexes have reddish beak and 
feet, which in juveniles are yellower. 

This .falcon in the air looks and flies much li'ke a Hobby, but its wing
rase is broader and it is less agile. When perched, its wings reach almost to 
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the tip of its tail. It feeds on large inse·cts and occasionally &mall mammals 
and birds. 

In Malta, the Red-footed FaJ.con is seen solely on migration, usually 
singly or in small parties of up to about 15 birds. 

Lesser Kestrel Falco naumanni Spanjulett Sekond 
This falcon occurs irregularly in Spring, .from mid-March to mid-May. 

In autumn, it is quite reg•ul'a:r, aprpea,ring frequently from mid-September t{J 

mid-October. 
In plumage the Lesse.r Kestrel looks like a .bright edition of the Kestrel. 

It lacks the moustachial stri,pe, the spots on the adult male's back and has 
white claws and whiter underwings, 'but otherwise it looks like a bri.ghtly 
coloured Kestrel. 

Lesser Kestrels, when hunting, circle above the ground, and on sighting 
p.rey hover momentarily with its body angled then stoops obliquely. It takes 
mostly large insects with an oocasional small ma,mmal or bird. A great 
favourite (also of the Kestrel) are the large flying ants that fill the air in 
autumn after the shmvers. 

Mig.rating •Lesser Kestrels keep quite high, having a direct flight com
posed of very long· intervals of gliding with a few wing beats no1w and then. 
They are also seen somettmes soaring leisurely Dver the hillridges, much like 
Honey Buzzards whkh they sometimes a.ccompany. 

Kestrel Falco tinnunculus Spanjulett 
Kestrels are very .f.requent in spring from early March to mid-May, and 

rather common in auturmn, when they appear during September an{ 
October. A fe.w winter here while a bi.rd or two is always met with during 
the summer. 

Male Kestrels have a slate-blue head with a black rmousta·chial stripe, 
rump and tail, the latter havin.g a broad black sub-terminal band. The up
r•er parts of his •wings and back are rufous, spotted with black. Females are 
rusty brown barred with black above, with the brownish head having a dark 
moustachial striJpe. The underparts are buffish, spotted with !brown. Juveniles 
look like females but they are darker. BDth have a rusty tail barred with 
bJa.ck, as is the sub-terminal band. 

Hunting Kestrels are easily identified by their habit of protracted 
hovering with the body carried horizontally as they survey the ground for 
their prey-- large insects, rodents and small birds. If a strong wind is blow
ing, the hunting .bird 'hangs' on the wind, motionless, except for a flicker 
of its wing and tail as the need arises to compensate for changes in wind
speed and direction. 

Migrating Kestrels have a direct flight with a few wing-beats followed 
by a shmt glide; they usually travel singly, though small parties of up to 5 
may be seen. 

C Galea 
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A BRIEF VISIT TO LIPARI ISLAND 

The Eolie I.slands, seven in all are sibuated off the North Sicilian coast. 
Lipari with an area of 37,6 sq. 'kim. is the langest .island. Its high and sloping 
L'Oasts are nearly e-ver}'iwhere surwun.ded with huge roc,ks. rt numerous re
liefs reach the maximum height of 603 m. In the middle of the island there 
is Piano Conte., a high'J).lan2 cultivated mainly ,with vineyar~ds, as in all parts 
of the island where farming is poss1ble. The spDntaneous vegetation is re
presented, as in all the Anch~pel·ago, with ty;pical elements of Me-diterranean 
·,voodla:n:d. Around the inhabited areas and in the most sheltered zones one 
also finds tall trees among whi.ch various imported species. 

Lipari was visited for Dnly two days, 21st and 22nd Ai[Jril 1973, and 
thDugh birds were not the reason for the visit, the following species were 
recorded: 

Bla,ck Kite 2, Kestrel 2,·Turtle Dove 6, Herring· Gull 15+, Barn Owl 1, 
SWift 3, Al,pine Swift 2, Sand Martin 2, Swallow 7, House Martin 4, Wren 3, 
Black·cap 20+, 'Whitethroat 7, Sardinian Warbler 30-+, Subalpine Warbler 
20-j-, .Spe.ctacled ,warbler 1, Willow .Wa11bler 2, Wood Warbler 1, Pied Fly
catcher 1, Bla·c.k-eared W•heatear 1, Blue RDc.k Thnush 4, Redstar·t 1, Song 
Thrush 1, Goldfinch 30+, Linnet 3, Tree Sparrow 20+, Sparrow sp. 35+, 
~aven :20-j-. 

Following is a Jist of species met rwith during the voyage: 
Cory's Sheanwater - 1 on 20th off VuJ:cano I and l O+ between Sicily 

&nd Malta on 24th; Gannet- 1 on 24th 'bet,ween 81cily and Malta; Kestrel 
- 1 on 23rd at Catania; Ruff- 1 at Augu.st.a on 24th; CDrmlmon Sandpiper 
-same as Ruff; BlRJcik-headed Gull- 1 on 20th a,t Milazzo and 2 on 24th at 
Syracuse; Herrin.g Gull - 6 on 20th off Milaz,zo; Black Tern- 2 on 24,th at 
Syra.cuse; Turtle Dove- 1 leaving !Si-cily in a south direction (?) on 20th 
Stwift --2 on 2:3rd at Catania and 3 on 24th at syracuse; Swallow- 8 on 23rd 
at Catania; Yellow Wagtail - 1 seen !between :Sicily and Malta (north 
diredion) on 24th; Woodchat Shri:ke- 1 on 23·rd at Catania; Greenfinch --
2 on 24th a;; .Syracuse; Linnet-- same as Greenfinc.h; Serin- 20+ on 24th 
at Syracuse. 

S. Borg 
Note: The .description of Lipari was taken from Gli Uccelli delle Isole 

Eo lie ->E. MoL toni & S. Frugi~:: Riv. H. Orn. (37) 9: 91-226). 
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