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Golden Plover 
 

 
Brief Description 
 
Pluvialis apricaria is a medium-sized Palearctic wader which breeds in continental arctic, arctic-
alpine and boreal tundra, but secondarily on temperate oceanic unenclosed upland moors and 
peat-land. In winter, the Golden Plover occupies harvest fields, stubbles, mown grass, close-
grazed pastures, fallows and other farmland of open character including flood-lands. Its breeding 
range extends from Iceland to Russia and its winter quarters stretch from Morocco to Asia Minor 
including South Europe (Geroudet 1983; Cramp & Simmons 1983). 
 
In winter plumage the birds’ sexes are indistinguishable. It is mottled brown to golden above 
speckled with dull yellow, a white face and under-parts with a buff breast.  Tail and rump are 
dark, eye brown, bill black, legs greenish.  Total length 270 mm, wing 190 mm, bill 23 mm, 
tarsus 40 mm.  
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Shooting & Live-capturing 
 
The golden plover is sought after by few specialised hunters, and even fewer trappers for several 
reasons. 
 
In the first instance it is only classified as ‘common’, by the latest assessment of an authority on 
Maltese avifauna (Dr. Natalino Fenech), it can be met on vast flat-land areas only which are few 
on the Maltese islands,  the period of its migration locally coincides with bad weather spells 
(November to January), and besides other reasons, most importantly the hunter/trapper has to be 
very capable in using the golden-plover whistle to imitate the bird’s unique calls to attract in 
these swiftest of flying birds.  This fact also necessitates that the hunter be a good marksman and 
the trapper even more alert. 
 
“The total European breeding population size of this species is 460,000-740,000 pairs, 
constituting more than half of the global total (BirdLife International 2004). The total wintering 
population in Europe and North Africa is in excess of 2.2. million birds (Wetlands International 
2006). 
 
The largest breeding populations in the EU are Sweden (11-12%), Finland (9-11%) and the UK 
(8%). While the Swedish population declined during 1990-2000, the Finnish population 
increased by a similar amount. The greatest declines have been of the relict populations of this 
subspecies in Denmark and Lithuania; the Estonian, Latvian and German part of this subspecies 
have, however been stable. 
 
According to Birdlife International (2004), the overall wintering population in the European 
Union trend for this species is moderate increase while the breeding population trend (1990-
2000) is unknown. It is unknown mainly because of lack of knowledge of the trend in Iceland, 
which has by far the largest national population, holding 42-54% of the European total. (Norway 
has the next largest population with 11-14% of the total). 
 
In contrast, the UK wintering population has shown a marked increase over the same period, but 
this includes birds from the Icelandic and West Continental population as well as the native 
breeding nominate race. The French wintering population is probably increasing.”1 
 
Like the Quail and the Turtle-dove, the Golden Plover has been hunted and trapped in Malta for 
centuries, and, again like the Quail and the Turtle-dove, it still is listed as “a common passage 
migrant” over the Maltese islands. 
  
Therefore, it is logical to conclude that Maltese hunting and trapping has little or no effect on the 
European populations of this bird. 
 
Regarding its global conservation status, the Golden Plover is classified under the taxon ‘Least 
Concern’ by the International Union for the Conservation of Nature (IUCN). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
1 The European Commission (DG ENV B2) commissioned a Management Plan for the Golden Plover 2009 – 2011 
(available separately). 
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Local Conservation Status and Breeding by different Authors 
 

Recorders of bird-life on the Maltese Archipelago date back to a paper published in Paris by 
Godehen de Reville in 1760 entitled: Sur le passage des Oiseaux de Malte. However, it was 
Antonio Schembri (1843) who first compiled a list of Malta’s birds adding up to 230 species.  He 
was followed by C. A. Wright (1864 and after).  In 1880 the Reverend G. N. Godwin compiled 
the works of these two pioneers and of W. C. P. Medicott, W. Grant, Dr. A. L. Adams, Reverend 
H. Seddall, Dr. Gavino Gulia G. Mamo, Gaetano Trapani, Dr. A. A. Caruana, and Davidson, 
who had all studied Maltese fauna in the nineteenth century. 
 
Despott was next (1916 and after), followed by John Gibb, who was stationed in Malta between 
August 1941 and July 1945.  In July 1953 E. Langley Roberts published his book The Birds of 
Malta, and in 1969 Dr. C. De Lucca his A Check-List of the birds of the Maltese Islands.  
 
Joe Sultana, Charles Gauci and M. Beaman authored A Guide to the Birds of Malta in 1975.  The 
excellent and most comprehensive work Birds of the Maltese Archipelago by David A. 
Bannerman and Joseph A. Vella-Gaffiero appeared in 1976. Then again in 1979 the same 
Sultana and Gauci came out with L-G� asafar followed again by Joe Sultana’s L-G� asafar ta’ 
Malta. 
  
Wright had written: “Only 10 or 12 species are resident, that is remain with us all the year round, 
Malta being merely a resting place for birds in their periodical migrations across the 
Mediterranean. 
 
The latest book on Malta’s avifauna A Complete Guide to the Birds of Malta by Natalino Fenech 
appeared in September 2010. 
 
In the Breeding Birds of Malta of 1970, Sultana and Gauci inform us that “only fourteen species 
still breed regularly”.  
 
E. L. Roberts hit the nail on the head in the introduction to his book The Birds of Malta (1954) 
by stating: “Although it would be idle to pretend that the Maltese Islands are of any great 
importance ornithologically, their geographical position renders them very interesting”   
 
150 years ago Wright recorded the Golden Plover as fairly common passage-migrant in autumn 
and winter and recorded one example of a bird in summer plumage in May.  
 
Roberts also listed the Golden Plover as a “fairly common autumn passage-migrant.” 
 
Dr. C. De Lucca in his A Check-List of the birds of the Maltese Islands termed the Golden Plover 
as “A common autumn passage migrant.” 
 
In A Guide to the Birds of Malta the authors refer to the Golden Plover: “Common passage 
migrant and winter visitor in smaller numbers.”  
 
In The Birds of the Maltese Archipelago we read that the Golden Plover is a “regular autumn 
passage migrant”. 
 
Sultana and Gauci in L-G� asafar listed the Golden Plover as passage migrant in autumn with a 
few staying to winter, and then again Sultana in L-G� asafar ta’ Malta says that the bird is 
frequent, migrating in autumn with a few that stay to winter especially at the airport grounds. 
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Natalino Fenech wrote: “Golden Plovers are common migrants and winter visitors from October 
to March.” 
 
The latest and most authoritative population status estimate for Golden Plover can be found in: 

 
Delany, S., Scott, D., Dodman, T., Stroud, D. (eds). 2009 An Atlas of Wader Populations in 

Africa and Western Eurasia. Wetlands International, Wageningen, The Netherlands. 
 

The relative pages on Golden Plover are annexed in this document. 
 

According to this publication the population on passage through Malta is Pluvialis apricaria 
altifrons (Northern Europe breeding). This population is catagorised as ‘Probably increasing’. 

 
Also in Birds in Europe 2004 the status is given as ‘Secure’. 

 
There is an EU Management Plan for this species due to a moderate historical decline in its EU 
breeding population. See page 5. 

 
Executive summary 

The Golden Plover Pluvialis apricaria is listed on Annex I, II/2 and III/2 of the EU Birds 
Directive as a species for which hunting is permitted. The Golden Plover has been identified as a 
bird species with an unfavourable conservation status within the EU due to a moderate 
historical decline in its EU breeding population. However, its pan-European population as a 
whole has a favourable conservation status (BirdLife International 2004a, b). 

 
Note that this moderate decline is related to the Pluvialis apricaria apricaria population which 
does not pass through Malta. 
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Extracts from Commission Reporting – Derogations Article 9 
 
2004 (Derogated for capture of Golden Plover) 
 
Malta 
 
Only a few derogations were issued, but each of the reports are covering thousands of licenses 
and two different derogation reports are apparently covering the same licenses. For the hunting 
of Quail Coturnix coturnix and Turtle Dove Streptopelia turtur with firearms were 11,759 
licenses issued and for trapping Quail, Turtle Dove, Golden Plover Pluvialis apricaria and Song 
Thrush Turdus philomelos were 4699 licenses issued. Single licenses covered more species and 
it is not quite evident how many individuals of each species the report actually covers. 
 
2005 (Did not derogate for capture of Golden Plover) 
 
Malta 
 
Only one derogation has been issued for granting 16 licenses for the capture for ringing of 
14.420 individuals belonging to “all species of wild birds occurring in the Maltese islands”. The 
number of individuals concerned for each species is listed in a specific annex. However it seems 
that most of the species listed in the report’s annex were not captured, as the field in the form is 
left empty. 
 
The methods allowed for the capture are “nets” and/or “bird calls”. The motivation furnished for 
the activity mentioned is for “the purpose of research and teaching” (code 51) and the period is 
generally indicated as the whole year. 
 
The remarks’ field is filled out but it does not indicate the conditions of risk considered, the 
circumstances of time and places under which derogations may be granted and the controls 
carried out. It is only limited to a statement that the Birds Directive foresees a derogations 
regime (“this activity has been permitted by derogating from Articles 5(a), 5(d), 8(1) in 
connection with Annex IV (a) of the Council Directive 79/409/EEC on the Conservation of Wild 
Birds”). 
 
The following most derogated species are not listed in the Birds directive annexes: 
 
- Erithacus rubecula 2760 individuals 
- Passer hispaniolensis 1442 individuals 
- Sylvia borin 1384 individuals 
- Hirundo rustica 1339 individuals 
- Phylloscopus collybita 713 individuals 
- Phylloscopus sibilatrix 589 individuals 
- Sylvia atricapilla 553 individuals 
- Sylvia melanocephala 513 individuals. 
 
Based on the provided information none of the individuals affected by a derogation has been 
killed. 
The report from Malta uses the Commission’s format and none of the derogations is in conflict 
with the species conservation measures. 
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2006 (Did not derogate for capture of Golden Plover) 
 
Malta 
 
The report from Malta uses the Commission’s format in issuing just two derogation: one for the 
capture for ringing individuals belonging to “all species of wild birds occurring in the Maltese 
islands”; one for the hunting of several individuals of Coturnix coturnix and Streptopelia turtur. 
 
As the reports of past years (2004 and 2005), each derogation covers more than one license and 
the second derogation grants thousands of licenses (16.430). 
 
The remarks’ field is filled out but it does not indicate the conditions of risk considered, the 
circumstances of time and places under which derogations may be granted and the controls 
carried out. It is only stated that the Birds Directive foresees a derogations regime (“this activity 
has been permitted by derogating from Articles 5(a), 5(d), 8(1) in connection with Annex IV (a) 
of the Council Directive 79/409/EEC on the Conservation of Wild Birds”). 
 
With regards to the first derogation, it concerns 18 licences for capture for ringing with “nets” 
and/or “bird calls” methods. Single licenses cover more species and the number of individuals 
ringed for each species is listed in a specific annex. The motivation furnished for the activity 
mentioned is “the purpose of research and teaching” and the period is generally indicated as the 
whole year. 
 
The most derogated species for ringing are not listed in the Birds directive annexes:  
 
- Erithacus rubecula 2567 individuals  
- Sylvia borin 1545 individuals  
- Passer hispaniolensis 1384 individuals  
- Phylloscopus collybita 1118 individuals  
- Phylloscopus sibilatrix 1015 individuals  
- Sylvia communis 711 individuals 
- Sylvia atricapilla 645 individuals  
– Sylvia melanocephala 447 individuals. 
- Hirundo rustica 339 individuals 
 
The second derogation is subject to legal proceedings. 
 
2007 (Derogated for capture of Golden Plover) 
 
Malta 
 
In 2007, the Maltese government issued 5 derogations. 
 
The first derogation grants 18 licenses for the capture for ringing of 14.127 individuals belonging 
to “all species of wild birds occurring in the Maltese islands”. The number of individuals 
concerned for each species is listed in a specific annex. The methods allowed for the capture are 
“nets” and/or “bird calls”. The motivation furnished is for “the purpose of research and teaching” 
and the period is the whole year. 
 
The most derogated species are not listed in the Birds directive annexes: 
- Erithacus rubecula 2719 individuals 
- Phylloscopus collybita 1738 individuals 
- Passer hispaniolensis 1091 individuals 
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- Sylvia borin 978 individuals 
- Phylloscopus sibilatrix 922 individuals 
- Sylvia atricapilla 891 individuals 
- Hirundo rustica 601 individuals 
- Sylvia melanocephala 564 individuals. 
 
The second derogation allows the hunting of quails Coturnix coturnix and of turtle doves 
Streptopelia turtur during the spring season (from 10 April to 20 May). This derogation, issued 
under Art. 9.1 (c), “to permit, under strictly supervised conditions and on a selective basis, the 
capture, keeping or other judicious use of certain birds in small number”, grants 11.961 licences. 
 
The number of specimens of the two hunted species in 2007 is remarkably higher than in the 
previous years, notwithstanding the Commission’s warning letters, asking for the ban of spring 
hunting of these species. 
 
Species                 2004   2006    2007 
Coturnix coturnix 2.544 15.115 24.675 
Streptopelia turtur 10.911 33.205 45.290 
 
The third and the fourth derogations allow the capture of quails and of turtle doves during spring 
(from 26 March to 20 May) and autumn (1 September to 31 December) respectively. These 
derogations, issued under Art. 9.1 (c), “to permit, under strictly supervised conditions and on a 
selective basis, the capture, keeping or other judicious use of certain birds in small number”, 
grant each 4.399 licences. 18 quails and 115 turtle doves were captured during the spring and 3 
quails and 2 turtle doves during the autumn. 
 
These two migratory birds return from Africa during spring to breeding grounds in Europe, and 
hence the period indicated in the derogation, according to BirdLife International, overlaps with 
the pre-nuptial migration season of the two species. The Birds directive prohibits hunting in this 
period, because it takes place before birds have had a chance to reproduce. The impact on bird 
numbers is more significant than it would be in autumn or winter, after the breeding season. 
Those derogations have been subject to legal proceedings – see below. 
 
The remarks’ field is filled out but it does not indicate the conditions of risk considered, the 
circumstances of time and places under which derogations may be granted and the controls 
carried out. It is only limited to a statement that the Birds Directive foresees a derogations 
regime (“this activity has been permitted by derogating from Articles 5(a), 5(d), 8(1) in 
connection with Annex IV (a) of the Council Directive 79/409/EEC on the Conservation of Wild 
Birds”). 
 
It is to be noted that exceptionally Member States may allow the capture or killing of birds 
covered by the Directive outside of the normal hunting season for a limited number of reasons, 
but such derogations are to be granted only where the strict conditions set out in the Wild Birds 
Directive are met, first of all when there is no alternative solution. 
 
The fifth derogation allows the capture of Pluvialis apricaria and of Turdus philomelos during 
autumn (20 October to 31 December) respectively. The derogation, issued under Report on 
derogations in 2007, Birds Directive 79/409/EEC Article 9 Art. 9.1 (c), “to permit, under strictly 
supervised conditions and on a selective basis, the capture, keeping or other judicious use of 
certain birds in small number”, grants 4.399 licences. 44 Pluvialis apricaria and 10 Turdus 
philomelos were captured. 
 
The report from Malta uses the Commission’s format. 
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Two out of the five derogations issued by the Maltese government could have a negative impact 
on the birds population of Coturnix coturnix and of Streptopelia turtur. 
 
The European Commission started legal action against Malta in 2006, sent the final warning 
letter on October 2007 and took Malta to the European Court of Justice on January 2008 for 
allowing the hunting of quails and turtle doves during spring (Case C-76/08). The Court gave its 
ruling on 10 September 2009 concluding that the derogations for the spring hunting of the two 
species, Coturnix coturnix and Streptopelia turtur, were in breach of Article 9 of the Birds 
Directive in that they did not constitute an adequate solution strictly proportionate to the 
Directive's objective of conservation of the species. The Court noted that spring hunting would 
be possible where the requirement of proportionality and the other requirements laid down in 
Article 9 (1) were met. 
 
2008 – 2009 – 2010 
 
Malta 
 
Relative Reports are not as yet available. 
 
The FKNK has always stated that a derogation need not be applied to permit the live-capture of 
the Golden Plover, a huntable species listed on the relative “Birds” Directive schedule, because it 
stands by the Member State to decide the method/s for the taking. 
 
The fact that, in our opinion, an unnecessary derogation was applied, only served to give an 
unwarranted exposure to needless regulation on a species that is listed as huntable in the 
Directive and thus hunted normally in the Autumn/Winter season. 
 
Finally, it should be noted that the ‘Birds’ Directive prohibits the use of nets when these can 
cause birds to be taken in very large numbers, when the method used is not selective and when 
such use can cause the local disappearance of the targeted species.  Causes, that are inexistent in 
Malta’s case. 
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Conclusions 
 
Golden Plovers are common migrants and winter visitors from October to March.  However it 
has to be pointed out that lately the trapping of the bird has only been permitted between the 20th 
October and the 10th January. 
 
Based on counts for the years 2001 to 20042, the annual average bag is of 1,890 birds shot and 
trapped. This inconsiderable number should be enough to convince anyone that the activities of 
Malta’s hunters and trappers have no impact at all on the conservation status of the Golden 
Plover in Europe.  
 
Furthermore, as explained, the population on passage through Malta is Pluvialis apricaria 
altifrons (Northern Europe breeding), which population is catagorised as ‘probably increasing’.  
 
The Golden Plover does not breed in the wild on the Maltese islands nor does it breed in 
captivity. 
 
Hereunder are listed reasons which should satisfy the ‘judicious use’ principle regarding the live-
capture of Golden Plovers: 

 
� For live-decoy future use 
� For call-birds future use  
� For tethered live-decoy future use 
� Keeping for their song 
� Companionship 
� Bird husbandry  
� Tradition of keeping birds in captivity (Treaty) 
� Anthropological aspect of keeping birds in captivity 
� Traditional practices and cultures need to be safe-guarded by each Member State (2003 

Lisbon Treaty) 
� And Extract from the 2008 “Guidance document on Hunting under the Birds Directive” 

p.59: 
 
3.5.23 9(1)(c)A fundamental question arises as to whether hunting can constitute a 
"judicious use" for the purposes of Article 9(1)(c). This question has now been 
answered by the Court in Case C-182/02 Ligue pour la protection des oiseaux 
and others. Based on previous case-law120, the Court stated that: 
 
“It is clear from the foregoing that the hunting of wild birds for recreational 
purposes during the periods mentioned in Article 7(4) of the Directive may 
constitute a judicious use authorised by Article 9(1)(c) of that directive, as do 
the capture and sale of wild birds even outside the hunting season with a view 
to keeping them for use as live decoys or to using them for recreational 
purposes in fairs and markets” 

 
Other points of interest: 
 
� The EU Management Plan lists the bird’s Wintering Areas of Primary Importance 
� On Malta these are, or rather were Malta’s International Air-field, and � al Far’s ex-air field 
� From the former the birds are normally ‘scared away’ to avoid ‘airstrikes’ 

                                                
2 Carnet de Chasse Records 



Page 10 of 14 
 

� On the latter, where up to 1989 around 300 golden plovers used to winter, a concrete factory 
was built (now closed-down) which destroyed over 80 acres of virgin steppe land 

� The Golden Plover normally migrates at night, and any that may still be present in the 
morning soon leave because of the lack of suitable habitat as explained.  This also applies to 
day migrants which thus would normally over fly the islands 

� Golden Plovers in captivity have been known to live up to 20 years.  Their average life-span 
in the wild is of 6 years 

 
The FKNK repeats that a derogation need not be applied to permit the live-capture of the Golden 
Plover, a huntable species listed on the relative “Birds” Directive schedule, because it stands by 
the Member State to decide the method/s for the taking. 
 
However, if government persists in applying a derogation for autumn/winter live-capturing of the 
golden plover, turtle dove, quail and song thrush, then the following considerations have to be 
taken into account: 
 
� A special licence is to be issued 
� Anybody over the age of 18 years should be eligible to purchase the special licence 
� The special licence may be applicable for other huntable species that were traditionally live-

captured 
� A similar special licence can be issued for the application of another derogation for the 

traditional live-capture of the seven finch species 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
LF – 1st June 2011  
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Annexes 
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