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Ta’Cenc cliffs (IBA 001). (PHOTO: JOHN BORG)

GENERAL INTRODUCTION
Five Important Bird Areas (IBAs) have been identified in the
Maltese archipelago, which is situated in the centre of the
Mediterranean Sea at approximately 36°N 14°E. The principal
islands are Malta, Gozo and Comino. The IBAs cover 302 ha
(Table 1), which is 0.9% of the total terrestrial area of the islands
(320 km²). The islands support a human population of
360,000 inhabitants, making Malta the most densely populated
country in Europe and in the Mediterranean basin.
Human activity has had a widespread impact on the countryside.
The rural landscape is dominated by terraced agricultural
land along hill-sides giving way to lush valley bottoms. Many
valley floors have been dammed to retain water for irrigation.
Habitats are mostly semi-natural, dominated by garrigue. A few
pockets of maquis and remnants of native woodland, characterized
by evergreen oak Quercus and sandarac tree Tetraclinis, still
remain.
There is at least one IBA on each of the three main islands.
Four of the IBAs are coastal, with one woodland site lying inland.
The previous pan-European IBA inventory (Grimmett and Jones
1989) identified five sites; four are the same as in the current
inventory and one previous site was not confirmed as internationally

Map 1. Location, area and criteria category of Important Bird
Areas in Malta.
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Table 1. Summary of Important Bird Areas in Malta.
IBA 1989
code code

International name

National name

Administrative region

001
002
003
004
005

Ta’Cenc cliffs
Comino island
Rdum Tal-Madonna
Buskett and Wied il-Luq
Filfla islet

Rdum Ta’Cenc
Gzejjer ta’Kemmuna
Rdum Tal-Madonna, L-Ahrax
Buskett and Wied il-Luq
Filfla islet

Gozo
Malta
Malta
Malta
Malta

MT001
—
MT005
MT003
MT004

MEDITERRANEAN
SEA

3

Area (ha) Criteria (see p. 11)
2
260
4
30
6

B1ii, B2
B3
A4ii, B1ii, B2, B3
B1iv
A4ii, B1ii, B2

Site identified in the previous inventory of IBAs in Europe (Grimmett and Jones 1989) but no longer considered to be an IBA
MT002 Ghadira Pool.
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Table 2. Important Bird Areas in Malta that support important
numbers of one or more congregatory species (i.e. meeting
criteria A4 and/or B1). IBAs meeting both criteria A4 and B1 for
the species are shown in bold. IBAs meeting only criterion B1 for
the species concerned, and not A4, are shown in normal type.
For key to ‘Season’, see p. 7.
Season
B
B
B

IBA code
001
003
005

Table 3. Species of European conservation concern with significant
breeding populations at Important Bird Areas in Malta (meeting
any IBA criteria).

Species 1

Minimum
national breeding
population
(pairs) 2

Proportion (%) of
national population
breeding at all IBAs
in Malta

8,000
500
3,000
200

11
100 3
100 3
7

Calonectris diomedea Cory’s Shearwater
Puffinus yelkouan Yelkouan Shearwater
Hydrobates pelagicus Storm Petrel
Monticola solitarius Blue Rock Thrush

1. Only those species of European conservation concern (see Box 1, p. 12) that meet IBA
criteria in Malta are listed.
2. Data are taken from the BirdLife/EBCC European Bird Database 1998 (Heath and Borggreve 2000).
3. The percentage of the national population in IBAs exceeds 100%. Usually this is because
the national population estimate has not been updated recently whilst the IBA population
estimate has been recently updated with new data as a result of comprehensive surveys of
IBAs themselves. Also, the individual site count for a species may be the maximum or
average over recent years, and summing these may record more birds than are present
nationally in any single year.

important during this review (see Table 1). One new site has been
identified (Comino island, 002).

ORNITHOLOGICAL IMPORTANCE
A total of 15 species of European conservation concern (SPECs)
breed regularly in the Maltese archipelago (Tucker and Heath 1994).
None are globally threatened or endemic, but eight have an
unfavourable conservation status in Europe (Tucker and Heath
1994). Most of the IBAs are important because of their numbers of
breeding seabirds, in particular Calonectris diomedea, Puffinus
yelkouan and Hydrobates pelagicus. IBAs hold the entire national
breeding population of the latter two species (Tables 2 and 3). The
coniferous woodland at Buskett (004) is an important roosting site
for migrating raptors, especially Pernis apivorus, Falco subbuteo,

HABITATS
Most of the sites are coastal (Map 1, Figure 1), located along sea
cliffs on the main islands (Ta’Cenc cliffs, 001; Rdum tal-Madonna,
003; Comino island, 002) or on an offshore islet (Filfla islet, 005).
Buskett and Wied il-Luq (004) is the only site that is predominantly
non-marine, with its woodland, maquis and cultivation. There are
no wetland IBAs, but two marshy areas, at Ghadira and Is-Simar,
are of great national importance for resting waders and passerines
during migration, and for breeding Ixobrychus minutus and
Charadrius dubius.

IMPACTS ON IBAS – LAND-USE AND THREATS
The main land-uses at IBAs are agriculture and tourism/recreation.
Human disturbance of wildlife is intense over most of the island.
Illegal shooting is a serious problem at Buskett and Wied il-Luq
(004) as well as in other protected areas and several other IBAs,
and recreation/tourism also cause problems at most of the sites
(Figure 2).

PROTECTION STATUS
Nature conservation is the responsibility of the governmental
Environment Protection Department. The Environment Protection
Act of 1991 is the main framework of law which deals with bird
protection, including site protection. There are two types of national
protected area: Bird Sanctuary and Nature Reserve. Table 4 shows
the protection status of the IBAs. One of the IBAs is unprotected
(Rdum Tal-Madonna, 003) while two are Bird Sanctuaries and three
are Nature Reserves. Overall, 298 ha (99%) of the total IBA area is
covered by these protected areas.
There are over 20 countryside areas where hunting and trapping
of birds are currently forbidden. Ghadira and Is-Simar are managed
as Nature Reserves and offer the only protection on the island for
breeding and migrating waterbirds, as well as being used for
environmental education.
Malta has ratified various international environmental
agreements with relevance to site protection (Box 1). Filfla islet
(005) has been designated as a Mediterranean Specially Protected

Table 4. Protection status of Important Bird Areas in Malta.
A tick (✔) indicates that an IBA overlaps with a protected area
(to any extent).

Figure 1. Habitats at Important Bird Areas in Malta
(see Appendix 3 for definitions of habitats).
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Falco eleonorae and Circus aeruginosus. The national bird, Monticola
solitarius, is particularly common at two IBAs (Ta’Cenc cliffs, 001;
Rdum Tal-Madonna, 003).
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Figure 2. Threats at Important Bird Areas in Malta (see Appendix 3 for definitions of threat types and impact categories).
Unsustainable exploitation
Recreation/tourism
Natural events
Groundwater abstraction
Agricultural intensification/expansion

High impact
0

436

10

20

Medium to low impact

30
40
50
60
Percentage of IBAs (100% = 5 sites)

70

80

90

Important Bird Areas in Europe – Malta

Box 1. International legislation
and initiatives that are
relevant to site conservation in
Malta (see Appendix 1 for a
general description of these
agreements).

Global
Biodiversity Convention
Ramsar Convention
Bonn Convention
World Heritage Convention
MAB Programme
Pan-European
Bern Convention
Regional
Barcelona Convention

(✔)
✔
✔
✔
✔

•

✔

✔ Convention ratified/initiative supported
(✔) Convention signed

Protection Division of the Environment Protection Department.
Monitoring of raptor migration is also carried out by volunteers
from BirdLife Malta, and is concentrated in September, coincident
with the peak autumn migration. A systematic list of recent bird
observations at IBAs and other sites is regularly published in the
scientific journal of BirdLife Malta, Il-Merrill.
Regulations published in 1993 under the Environment Protection
Act (1991) have afforded increased protection to various bird
species over the previous regulations which dated back to 1980. A
partial close season in spring was also introduced. This regulation
was superceded by a new law in 1997 which deregulated some
areas where hunting and trapping were previously forbidden, and
removed protection from some of the protected species.

Area under the relevant Protocol of the Barcelona Convention,
and is a strictly protected area, with boat-landing prohibited.

ANALYTICAL METHODS

•

CONSERVATION

•

•

None of the IBAs are managed in terms of nature conservation,
although a project for habitat restoration in a small valley on
Comino island (002) has been put forward by BirdLife Malta.
Buskett and Wied il-Luq (004) fall under the jurisdiction of the
Agriculture Department, which manages the area for agricultural
and recreational purposes. Some consultation between the
Agriculture Department and the Environment Protection
Department takes place occasionally.
Monitoring of seabird populations at coastal and islet IBAs is
carried out within the framework of the Research Working Group
of BirdLife Malta. Visits to Filfla islet (005) require prior authorization from the Environment Protection Department and such
visits are routinely carried out in collaboration with the Nature

•

The seabird population sizes quoted in the site-accounts are
estimates carried out over the four-year period 1995–1998. Due
to the facts that pelagic birds are nocturnal and that many of
the breeding sites are on inaccessible sea cliffs, estimates are
given as a range (minimum–maximum).
Apart from Filfla (005), which is a small isolated islet, data on
the habitats and land-uses at the IBAs are estimates based on
actual visits to the sites.
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■ SITE ACCOUNTS
Ta’Cenc cliffs

B1ii, B2

001

Admin region Gozo
Coordinates 36°02’N 14°14’E
Altitude 0–135 m Area 2 ha

■ Site description
Sheer sea cliffs (135 m high), on the island of Gozo, with profuse
vegetation on some ledges.
Habitats Scrub (100%; sclerophyllous scrub/garrigue/maquis), Rocky areas (sea cliff/
rocky shore)
Land-use Not utilized (100%)

■ Birds
Season Year Pop min Pop max Acc Criteria
Calonectris diomedea Cory’s Shearwater B 1994
800 1,000 A B1ii, B2
Monticola solitarius Blue Rock Thrush R 1989
10
10 A B2

Comino island

B3

002

Admin region Malta
Coordinates 36°01’N 14°20’E
Altitude 0–75 m Area 260 ha

■ Site description
A small island lying mid-way between mainland Malta and Gozo.
The karst landscape supports sclerophyllous scrub. An afforestation
programme has been carried out on a limited scale with Pinus. There
is a sand-dune system at Santa Maria bay with typical native
vegetation, including trees of Tamarix and Vitex.
Habitats Scrub (65%; sclerophyllous scrub/garrigue/maquis), Rocky areas (10%; sea
cliff/rocky shore), Artificial landscape (25%; arable land)
Land-use Agriculture (5%), Not utilized (70%), Tourism/recreation (5%)

Species

The cliffs support the largest breeding colony of Calonectris diomedea
in the Maltese islands, and are a stronghold for Monticola solitarius.
One of the last known breeding pairs of Falco peregrinus in Malta
nested here, but was shot in the early 1980s, and a pair of Tyto alba
used to breed here in the 1970s. The rocky cliff-top area is one of the
best breeding areas in Malta for Calandrella brachydactyla, Sylvia
conspicillata and Miliaria calandra.

■ Protection status
National High International None
2 ha of IBA covered by Nature Reserve (Ta’Cenc Cliffs, 2 ha).

■ Birds
Species

Season Year
Puffinus yelkouan Yelkouan Shearwater B
—

Pop min Pop max Acc Criteria

50

80 — B3

An important site for breeding Puffinus yelkouan. Many trans-Saharan
passerine migrants seek refuge on the island, especially during bad
weather conditions in spring, and birds of prey occur regularly on
migration, including Circus aeruginosus, Milvus migrans and Falco
vespertinus. Falco peregrinus used to breed, and a pair of Asio flammeus
nested in 1983.

■ Protection status
National High International None
260 ha of IBA covered by Bird Sanctuary (Comino Island, 260 ha).

■ Conservation issues
Threats Recreation/tourism (A), Unsustainable exploitation (A)

Illegal shooting and trapping of birds is a problem. The site is
threatened by proposed tourist development. The cliffs are of interest
for their undisturbed garrigue vegetation and associated animal
communities.

■ Conservation issues
Threats Agricultural intensification/expansion (C), Recreation/tourism (C), Unsustainable
exploitation (C)

There is a management plan for the site. BirdLife Malta participates in
an ongoing research programme coordinated by the Wildlife Institute
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of Bologna, the main aim of which is to study the spring migration of
passerines across the western Mediterranean. BirdLife Malta also
manages part of a valley where it is intended to set up a bird observatory.

Rdum Tal-Madonna

A4ii, B1ii, B2, B3

003

Admin region Malta
Coordinates 36°00’N 14°22’E
Altitude 0–25 m Area 4 ha

Threats Groundwater abstraction (C), Recreation/tourism (C), Unsustainable exploitation (A)

Habitats Rocky areas (100%; sea cliff/rocky shore)
Land-use Not utilized (100%)

■ Birds
Season Year

Puffinus yelkouan Yelkouan Shearwater B
Monticola solitarius Blue Rock Thrush R

■ Conservation issues

Illegal bird-shooting is a serious problem. There is a management plan
for the site.

■ Site description
A promontory in the L-Ahrax area, where there is a 200 m stretch of
sea cliffs (25 m high) at the base of which there is a lot of rock debris.

Species

■ Protection status
National High International None
30 ha of IBA covered by Nature Reserve (Buskett Gardens, 30 ha).
30 ha of IBA covered by Bird Sanctuary (Buskett Gardens, 30 ha).

1994
—

Pop min Pop max Acc Criteria

500
4

500 — A4ii, B1ii, B3
4 — B2

The cliffs support one of the largest colonies of Puffinus yelkouan in
the species’s range. Notable numbers of Calandrella brachydactyla and
Sylvia conspicillata (locally decreasing) breed along the cliff-tops.

■ Protection status
National None International None

Filfla islet

A4ii, B1ii, B2

005

Admin region Malta
Coordinates 35°46’N 14°25’E
Altitude 0–60 m Area 6 ha

■ Site description
An offshore islet of calcareous rock, mainly upper coralline limestone,
which is bounded by cliffs and screes. The top of the islet is a plateau
which is not easily accessible from below. The screes of loose boulders
and rock debris surrounding the base of the cliff result mainly from
past bombing practice by the military (up to 1971). Shore erosion due
to wind and wave action is a predominant feature.
Habitats Rocky areas (100%; rock stacks/islets)
Land-use Not utilized (100%)

■ Birds
■ Conservation issues

Species

Threats Recreation/tourism (C), Unsustainable exploitation (B)

Shooting and trapping of birds takes place along the cliff-tops. The
colony of Puffinus yelkouan is monitored through bird-ringing activities.

Buskett and Wied il-Luq

B1iv

004

Admin region Malta
Coordinates 35°52’N 14°24’E
Altitude 130–200 m Area 30 ha

■ Site description
Buskett is the most extensive area of coniferous woodland on the island,
through which runs a valley of deciduous woodland (Wied il-Luq).
Habitats Forest and woodland (30%; broadleaved deciduous forest; native coniferous
forest), Scrub (30%; sclerophyllous scrub/garrigue/maquis), Artificial landscape (40%;
perennial crops/orchards/groves)
Land-use Agriculture (40%), Tourism/recreation (40%)

■ Birds
This area is one of the major known passage sites for birds of prey in
the Maltese archipelago. Over 3,000 raptors pass regularly per season,
with the site being especially important for roosting Pernis apivorus
and Circus aeruginosus in autumn, and Falco tinnunculus, F. subbuteo
and F. eleonorae also occur in notable numbers. The extensive
undergrowth provides feeding sites for wintering passerines as well as
many trans-Saharan autumn migrants.

Season Year Pop min Pop max Acc Criteria
Calonectris diomedea Cory’s Shearwater B 1994
100
200 A B2
Hydrobates pelagicus Storm Petrel
B 1994
5,000 8,000 A A4ii, B1ii, B2

The screes have proved to be ideal breeding sites for Hydrobates
pelagicus, and the islet supports one of the largest colonies in the
Mediterranean. Other breeding seabirds include Calonectris diomedea
and Larus cachinnans; the latter is the main predator on Hydrobates
pelagicus and several tens of pairs breed below the cliffs.

■ Protection status
National High International High
6 ha of IBA covered by Nature Reserve (Filfla Islet, 6 ha). 2 ha of IBA
covered by Mediterranean Specially Protected Area (Filfla Islet, 2 ha).
■ Conservation issues
Threats Natural events (B)

Numbers of Hydrobates pelagicus are probably decreasing after storms
washed away some of the scree. Scientists visit the islet two or three
times a year during the breeding season to ring and census birds. The
Nature Reserve was established in 1988, but no management plan
exists. Permission has to be obtained in order to land on the island
and to carry out any activities; permits are only granted for scientific
and educational purposes. Legal Notice to Mariners No. 16 of 1987
prohibits the berthing or navigation of any craft within an area of one
nautical mile radius off Filfla as well as swimming, underwater activities
and any activity connected with fishing and trawling. This notice was
superceded by Government Notice No. 173 of 1990 which permits
fishing from surface vessels within one nautical mile off Filfla.
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