Malta - Blrds e &
European Conservation Year
‘ by J.M. Attard

1970 is Kuropean Conservation
Year. All the member counntries of
the Council of Rurope 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 800 participants
from 27 countries met in Strasbourg
for a conference to discuss on the
Management of the Environment in
Tomorrow’s Burope. This was an in-
ter-governmental conference and its
object was action. 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

forestry — came out with a powerful
document of 30 guidelines for Hu-
rope’s decision makers. It was ac-
claimed unanimously.

The Council of Burope is now de-
manding a conference of senior gov-
ernment ministers as a matter of ur-
gency which means that it should
meet this year. The point will be to
put Buropean 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 gunarantee the right of
every individual primarily as a voice
and a voter.

If parliaments ratify this, Govern-
ments would be liable to legal action
from citizens in the Huropean Court
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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 trap-
ping of birds which is carried ont
round the whole year and regarded
a8 a sport in Malta.

How is Malta involved in all this?

Malta is one of the member count-
ries of the Council of . Europe. The
Ministry of Agriculture is the official
body responsible for European Con-
servation Year in Malta. Last year
the Department of Agriculture for-
med a committee 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 national 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 remaiuving breeding
birds and the many thousands that
migrate or winter in Malta and which
come from Kuropean countries where
they are usually protected.

This is an extract from the Report
of Malta submitted to the Furopean
Conservation Conference last Feb-
FUary:

“It is & great pity that Malta has
heen blacklisted as another -country
where undesirable bird trapping and
killing still persist. It is high time
that the question of destruction of
wild fowl be seriously studied. It is
indeed impossible to prohibit totally
the hunting of birds. What is needed
is the establishment of a closed sea-
son for game hunting. The 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’
Cenc (e) Xlendi Bay (f) Comino and

(g) Filfla. Protective measures, such
as prohibitions of fire-arms and clap-
nets in bird sanctuaries might also
be adopted. Liegislation for the pro-
tection of birds might also be carried
out in the near future’.

The greatest contribution that
Maltu can give to Kuropean Conser-
vation Year is to stop the indiscri-
minate slaughter and control the
trapping of those birds coming from
other member countries of the Coun-
cil of Hurope. On no other aspect of
conservation can Malta meet so close
with her member states.

‘Wild birds are our mnational heri-
tage and that of Hurope. They know
no boundaries and they belong to no
particalar country. They belong to
all Hurope. Wild birds are a social
resource because of their valve in re-
creation, an educational resource
because of the importance of biology
and ecology in an agricultural count-
ry, & cultural resoure because of their
significance in Maltese and Furopean
literature, art and- folklore, and an
economic resource because of the
valne to farmers of many species
which provide biological control of
pests instead of necessitating the use
of the deadly and toxic agricultural
pesticides. :

Qur avifauna is paelaretic. Our
geographical position in -the middle
sea between the two continents
malkes our Islands of great impor-
tance in the study of the movements
nf Huropean birds. This has been
reslised by other countries since the
last century when ornithology was
yvet in its infancy. In 1884, the first
International Ornithological Con-
gress was convened in Vienna and

- here it was resolved that Malta was

an important observatory station for

“migratory birds. This congress, there-

fore, requested the Governor of
Malts to permib ornithological ob-
servations from the lighthouses in
Malta and Gozo by day and night.
These observations covering the
vears 1886 to 1894 were compiled
and published by the German Prof-
essor Blasins.



In no other field of study can Malta
help directly other European count-
ries as Ornithology. Most of the
birds that ornithologists study in
other Euaropean countries are the
same birds that are shot or trapped
here or, if they are so fortmnate,
trapped, ringed and released by mem-
bers of the Malta Ornithological
Society Ringing Group.

During the last four years of ring-
ing onr Society has put Malta on the
Ornithological map. Our Bulletin is
findiag itself in the libraries of
Turope's best field study centres and
ornithological institutions. The re-
coveries of ringed birds in Malta and
of other birds ringed by us here and
recovered on the continent show the
mutnal contribution in this field of
study. We had recoveries from near-
ly all Buropean countries where bird
ringing is carried out. On the other
hand, England, Finland, Sweden, Po-
land and Italy had recoveries of birds
ringed in Malta.

The Malta Ornithological Society
has been trying for some years to
create a public conscience and to work
in the direction for better protective
measures to be taken by the anthori-
ties. Whilst the size of the country-
side is increasingly shrirking, the
number of licensed shooters has
reached the figure of 8000. The num-
ber of motor vehicles on the road is
62,000 and the mileage of roads is
750 miles. Though the birth rate has
fallen down in the past years, the
popululation is still increasing subs-
tantially for the size of Malta. Agri-
cultural pesticides are being used in-
discriminately. Many old trees espec-
ially the Carob are being felled and
precious soil waisted. This is the re-
sult of the building boom. Bea is be-
ing polluted with oil and sewage.
Litter and building material is
thrown and dumped in the wvalleys.
Uglier buildings are appearing like
monsters in every part of the Is-
lands. Both breeding and migratory
birds are decreasing, while conserva-
tion problems are increasing. This is

Malta in 1970. What will Malta look
like in the year 2000.

With every passing year sitting
and doing nothing, we shall need five
years of reparation to bring nature
and environment back to normal if
we ever are successful. Our few
breeding species are today regarded
as Cindirellas. Responsible Maltese
opinicn should become aware of the
political and prestige value of our
natural heritage during this year of
European Conservation. In this mo-
dern world, a country without a na-
ture reserve or a nalional park can
hardly be regarded as civilised. And
for Malta to persue a negative and
‘laissez faire' policy on the few bird
sanctuaries in existence and those
proposed by the Malta Ornithological
Society, and to permit the indiscri-
minate shooting and netting of birds
in this Kuropean Campaign of con-
servation, would shock Europe and
put Malta as a black spot on the
Map.

in tbe pasb, in the present and:
in the near future, the cause of wild
birds protection has been fighting
and usually losing a series of rear-
guard actions against economic, poli-
tical and social pressures, and the
general human thoughtlessness and
blindpess. T am afraid that it is al-
ready late now to realise what we
had lost.

We should therefore rouse a pub-
lic opinion during this year with the
ultimate aim of seeing wild life con-
servation and bird protection step-
ping into the centre of the political
stage and demanding action. Unless
we are ready to learn the harsh les-
son we must start now. The interest
is there, nnly waiting to be aroused.
The Council of Europe and a number
of the member countries have alrea-
dy showed their backing in the
struggle to save Ghadira for birds.
Now is the time to give our share to
the cause of Muropean Conservation.
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