
swell. A chum of dogfish liver mixed with
popcorn was deployed at regular intervals and
was quickly churned up in the sea, with many
fragments below the surface; we also dripped
cod-liver oil. The chum odour dispersed
downwind, away from the islands, and on both
days European Storm-petrels arrived in force,
building into uncountable numbers that we
estimated at 500+.

We noted that many of the European Storm-
petrels were diving to collect fragments of
dogfish liver below the surface. Some dived close
to the vessel, making it possible to watch them
swim underwater. Gauging dive depth was
difficult, but dives probably did not exceed 0.5
m. Assessing horizontal distance travelled was
confounded by drift, though most birds
appeared to surface near the dive point, with a
few travelling possibly up to 1 m. Video footage
taken on 10th August captured 16 incidents of
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diving where the whole body was submerged,
and two examples of partial submersion. The
video permitted timing of the full-submersion
dives to the nearest 0.04 seconds and showed
them to vary between 0.72 and 1.96 seconds,
with a mean of 1.28 seconds (standard deviation
0.48, n=16). It seems likely that the particular
combination of sea conditions and type of chum
used produced the unusually high frequency of
dives observed on these trips.
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A newly discovered colony of European Storm-petrels in Italy
On 31st May 2008, on the north coast of Lampe-
dusa Island (a small island in the Mediterranean,
about 20 km2 in extent, c. 120 km from Tunisia
and c. 195 km from Sicily, Italy), I noticed the
characteristic musty odour associated with a
storm-petrel breeding colony. The avifauna of
Lampedusa is well known, and Moltoni (1970)
found just one nest of European Storm-petrel
Hydrobates pelagicus, on the neighbouring islet of
Lampione, 18 km ENE of Lampedusa.

On 6th June 2008, I returned to the site, a
large cave, at night and discovered a large colony
of European Storm-petrels breeding in small
cavities in the cave walls. Although I could not
estimate the total number of birds present, many
tens of individuals were entering the cave and
milling around at the cave entrance. Subsequent
daytime visits in August 2008 failed to provide
any further information on numbers present.

Two subspecies of European Storm-petrel
occur in Europe, distinguishable in terms of
both biometrics and genetics: nominate

pelagicus breeds in the eastern North Atlantic,
while H. p. melitensis (see editorial comment,
below) is restricted to a small number of islands
in the Mediterranean. The latter is characterised
by its larger size and the fact that it breeds at a
younger age, including some at one year old
(Hemery & D’Elbée 1985; Catalisano et al. 1988;
Bretagnolle 1992; Lo Valvo & Massa 2000;
Lalanne et al. 2001; Cagnon et al. 2004). The
population is much smaller than that of the
North Atlantic, believed to be in the range 
of 8,500–15,200 pairs, compared with
430,000–510,000 pairs in the North Atlantic
(BirdLife International 2004). The breeding
range of H. p. melitensis includes the Balearic
Islands (1,800–4,000 pairs), Corsica (c. 100
pairs), Sardinia (c. 500 pairs, including c. 300
pairs on a single islet off the northwest coast;
Paddau et al. 1997), Sicily (1,700–2,500 pairs,
mostly on the island of Marettimo; Lo Valvo &
Massa 2000, Albores-Barajas et al. 2008), and
Filfla, Malta (5,000–8,000 pairs), together with
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small numbers on other islets in the region (e.g.
Lo Cascio 1994; Ientile & Massa 2008).

European Storm-petrel is considered to be of
Least Concern by BirdLife International (2004),
but the restricted range and small population of
H. p. melitensis, combined with a large decline in
numbers in recent years, has resulted in it
becoming threatened in the Mediterranean
basin. This is mainly due to habitat degradation
and the introduction of predators, including rats
and domestic cats (Massa 2006). Considering
the rarity of the Mediterranean subspecies and
the scarcity of its colonies, the discovery of a
previously unknown colony on Lampedusa is
important for the conservation of this taxon.
Moreover, urgent action is required to reduce
disturbance at the remaining colonies and to
minimise the effects of predation. Since
European Storm-petrel is nocturnal when
visiting breeding colonies, and has certainly
been overlooked in the past, other unknown
breeding colonies may exist in similar situations
elsewhere in the Mediterranean.
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EDITORIAL COMMENT BOURC presently considers European Storm-petrel to be a monotypic species,
although in view of evidence showing that H. p. melitensis is genetically, acoustically and biometrically
distinct, this may be subject to review.
Eds

Common Buzzard playing with plastic bag
One afternoon in July 2008, I saw a Common
Buzzard Buteo buteo circling over Penton Copse,
near Hatherden, Hampshire, a place where I see
this species regularly. This individual was some
300–500 m high in the sky and, having stopped
the car, I realised that the bird was ‘playing’ with

a plastic carrier bag. The bag was filled with air
and thus acted like a small sail. The buzzard let
it fall for some 20 seconds or so, followed it
down, then caught it and regained height before
repeating the procedure. This routine was
repeated about ten times.

Lawrence Leask
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