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SUMMARY

Cyprus has long had the unenviable reputation of killing more migratory
birds per capita than any other country in the Mediterranean. According
to the Cyprus Ornithological Society (1970) (ICBP Section for Cyprus),
some 25 million birds are killed annually (COS 1970, 1980): some of these
are shot but most are caught with the use of limesticks and mistnets.
Both catching methods are illegal under present Cyprus law. After years
of protest, the Govermment of the Republic of Cyprus decided in December
1984 to improve the situation for migratory birds in Cyprus.

Due to the conflicting information received in 1985 regarding the
magnitude of catching after the government's decieion, ICBP assigned
Gernant Magnin to undertake a survey of the situation in the Republic of
Cyprus during spring and autumn 1986. Investigations in the main catching
areas were carried out from 3-24 April and from 31 August—14 December. In
addition, ornithologists and government employees were questioned. This

report presents the results of the surveys and discusses their
implications.

From the investigations it appeared that the use of mistnets had indeed
greatly declined after the government action in 1985. Although in the
spring of 1986 hardly any liming took place limesticks were used blatantly
and on a large scale in the autumn of 1986, especlally in the south-east
of Cyprus, where the authorities proved to be completely complacent about
applying the law concerning limesticks. The total number of birds caught
during 1986 on limesticks and by mistnets approaches 2.2 million, of which
up to 1 million are caught on limesticks in the Paralimni region in the
south-east of Cyprus alone. The drastic decline in the number of mistnets
in use was very encouraging, but much has still to be done before mistnets
are completely abolished.

General information about Cyprus is given in the introduction. Methods of
liming and netting, catching areas and periods are discussed, followed by
the results of the investigations carried out in 1986. Shooting, and the
Wildlife Law and regulations are discussed in separate chapters. Recom-
mendations are presented in the final chapter. In appendices, the
complete Wildlife Law 39/74, weather reports in the relevant period, and a
summary of bird sightings are presented.



REVIEW

The catching and eating of birds is very traditionmal in Cyprus. Small
birds, 1like Sylvia-warblers, are considered a particular delicacy.
Cypriots call these small birds 'ambelopoulia', which means 'birds of the
vineyards'. Since the Blackcap is the most eaten and thus best-known bird
in Cyprus, the name ambelopoulia in fact refers to the Blackcap only.
Every other small bird is called 'sikallidi' regardless of whether it is

of a Sylvia or Hippolais species. Once the birds have been plucked,
however, every corpse is named ambelopoulia,

The practice of eating small migratory birds goes back at least as far as
1553, when John Locke describes how Venetians shipped large quantities of
ambelopoulia to Italy (Locke in Sitas 1974). And in 1974, the year in
which Law 39 was enacted which prohibits the catching of small birds,
Sitas (1974) describes ambelopoulia thus: 'Nowadays, during September and
October, you will find them being sold in big basins, nicely boiled and
sprinkled with lemon, at the half-way station between Nicosia, Larnaca and
Limassol called Skarinou. Before eating them you must cut them open and
extract a tiny hard ball which 1s their stomach and 1is not edible.
Otherwise you eat the whole bird as it is, as a meze, with some fresh
local bread and a glass of brandy or wine ... you will also see them in
jars of vinegar at most grocers'.

The consumption of ambelopoulia has always been big business. In autumn
1986, a woman in Paralimni told how she remembered that some 15 years ago
her father, who owned a restaurant in Paralimni, used to invite 200-300
people to his restaurant at the peak of the ambelopoulis season. All
these people then ate at least a dozen birds each, and 'in the days before
the kitchen looked like a bird factory. Day in, day out, about 20 women
were plucking thousands of birds that were brought in by the villagers.'

The export of birds, usually pickled in vinegar and packed in jars, was
also common in earlier days. Quantities were exported to South Africa and
Great Britain, where many Cypriots live. The scale on which this export
tock place is unknown, nor are there any data on prices of the exported
jars. But considering prices of ambelopoulia in the island nowadays (see
under Trade), the price for a jar of ambelopoulia bought in South Africa
must have been extravagantly high.

Birds were caught in two ways: by limesticks and by mistnets. The use of
limesticks 1s the oldest and most traditional practice; mistnets only
became commonly used In recent years. For detailed information on both
methods see under 'Liming' and 'Netting'. Both methods of catching birds
are still used, though strictly prohibited under present Cypriot law (see
under 'Wildlife Law' and Appendix III). Although bird-catchers are not
formally united, there does seem to be an ambelopoulia-lovers lobby which
has considerable political power. Some 15 years and more ago, the eating
of birds undoubtedly was a very important additional supply of protein to
the daily menu. Some individuals made a living from catching and selling
birds in the autumn and spring, and in the periods between money was
earned by such means as collecting snails in the hills. But nowadays, as
many people assured me in 1986, people no longer earn their livelihood by
catching and selling ambelopoulia. Cyprus 18 a rapidly developing
country, including the provision of welfare services. Most of the limers
obgerved 1in 1986 went to the liming-places in brand new 4-wheel drive
vehicles. The birds which are caught by the use of limesticks or



today canne
mistnets are not in any sense pests either, so bird catching today cann
be excused by any soclo-economic argument.

y buc i
Hird-catchers are of course fanatic ambelopoulia eaturnls,h:msi:iium:U{ :
substantial percentage of the total Jaﬁ;hea :h%ﬂ iﬁ i:e ugzal B oo
flnce the birds make good money. C£0.50 per bird 1is J
also under 'Irade'). A number of catchers in the Paralimni xrealearn }n
considerable amount of extra pocket-money, derived from the selling o
ambelopoulia.

In the ambelopoulia season many Cypriots may make several visits to
well-known restaurants to eat ambelopoulia. The hirds are then served
grilled with bread, salad and wine, Every portion is a dozen birds, and
costs CE10 (CEl = £1.28 June 1987). 1In 1986, ambelopoulia were widely
available in restaurants, both in the Paralimni area and further afield.
Apart from grilling, birds are boiled and then pickled in vinegar and
packed in jars. A dozen in a jar costs C£10. 1In the Jars the birds can
be kept for years, and many gourmets assured the author that the birde
preserved in this way taste best after a year. These jars of ambelopoulia
were seen on display in 1986 at grocers and in markets 4p Nicosia,
Larnaca, Kakopetria, Paralimn{ and Gourri. Sometimes restaurants algo
sell the jars, as was the case in Paralimni{ apd Gourri. One of the
largest and best-known supermarkets in Nicosia did not ge
ambelopoulia any more, though it had in previous years,

LIMING

Liming is a traditional and long established method of birg—

Cyprus. The great numbers of migrating warblers, e.g. 5y15113::Chﬁﬂiiin
many people to place limesticks. Autumn, especially EEptemLer n:
October, has always been the most favoured period: the number e
passing through is immense and the birds are rel
them a worthwhile target. The Blackcap 1s cop
prize, since it is one of the most numerous hirds
they can be extremely heavy. Weights of Blackeap
to 31 grammes (Flint and Stewart 1983), which is
the weight on their breeding grounds. The birds buij
before and whilst migrating. For more information on b
by liming, see under 'Species’.

The early morning hours are the most favoured period
the birds. Most warblers are mnocturnal migrants,
therefore moving about in the bushes feeding during
daylight. Liming hardly ever takes place aft
time bird activity is minimal and furthermore
Very occasionally, limers will try again
notorious liming country, Paralimni, where
people go out for liming, on one eévening in th
be observed.

of the day ¢q cateh
newly arrived and
the first hours of

er 11 8.m., since a8t that

» the lipe would dry out,

* In the ngge

Birds are caught when they alight on the Bticks, ang bee
glue. Most birds are not held by their claws alope, hztﬁ;Tmumd to the
tail and one or both wings when they thrash about, 80 by their

head 1s stuck to the limestick as well, The lime 35 extrene] Cases, ¢
can be illustrated by the case of & Barn Owl szﬂﬁﬂihg = h? 8ticky, ag
on a8 limestick in October 1986, However, the 1lime €l wag trappeqd

8
and birds can be carefully removed from limestickg by us M"h;il:a hlwatat.
Salivg,
Most limers are men, but in the Paralimni area, where 14 {
family business, many women (an estimated 251 of the tngtajiﬂ 4 sort of
€T of
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limers there) can been seen placing limesticks and collecting b a0
the Paralimni area many children are also involved in catnhidi ;iziwitie:
by assisting their parents. In other parts of the island children were
seemingly less frequently involved. Since the largest part of the
catching season falls outside the summer holidays, most children are at
school six days a week during the catching period,

T::h;ge d:atrihutiun of limers was not assessed but, apart from the
c ren, 1t appeared to cover a wide span with an equal number of young
and middle-aged people participating. /

Limesticks

Limesticks were made of pomegranate Punica granata branches about 75 em in
length, coated with a sticky substance made by mixing the fruits of
Assyrian Plum Cordia myxa with honey. Assyrian plum trees could be found
in many orchards, undoubtedly planted there because they provide the fruit
required to make the lime. The author was also informed that sometimes
the fruit is offered for sale in markets; there was no other use for the
fruit apart from making lime. The pomegranate was widespread in Cyprus,
but even so bunches of pomegranate twigs were sold in shops and markets,
neatly cut to limestick-length, 24 costing CE0.85. Lime was not known to
be sold separately, as it is for example in Italy (Taapken and van den
Hoorn 1977). Bunches of limesticks could be bought in many places, es-
pecially in markets and petshops. Bunches of limesticks were seen on
display in Nicosia, Larnaca and Limassol. A bunch of 24 limesticks cost
CE£15, and this high price explained why most people make the limesticks
themselves.,

The normal colour of a limestick was brown, but sometimes green sticks
were found. This was due to the fact that the lime had been mixed with a
green powder, to make them less conspicuous when they were placed in the
bushes. During the investigations in 1986, only three instances of liming
places were found consisting partly or fully of these green sticks.

At one time limesticks were also imported from Lebanon but, according to
C. Papamichael (Head of Game and Fauna Services, Ministry of Interior) and
P. Neophytou (COS 1970), that import has now been effectively banned. The
traditional limestick basket was sold everywhere for C£3. In tourist
areas, the baskets were marketed as umbrella stands.

Methods of liming

There were two ways of liming: totally passive and partly active. Passive
in this respect means the limer placed his limesticks in the bushes, then
he left and returned every now and then, to check for trapped birds. The
limesticks could then remain at the same place for two consecutive days or
longer. Sometimes the limesticks were collected the same day, and

replaced the next morning.

Active liming was practised mainly in the Paralimni area. Limers placed
their limesticks in the bushes between 30 minutes and two hours before
sunrise. Then they started throwing stones into the bushes, shouting and
clapping their hands to scare the birds towards the limesticks. On an
October morning, during a walk in that area, hundreds of people were seen
gtanding in the flelds, carrying buckets with stones and shouting at the
bushes! In this "driven" game-like method, limers sometimes arranged
'their' liming bush in such a way that birds scared from one end of the
bushes were tempted to alight at the other end where all the limesticks
were placed. Limers who practised the active liming method usually

collected their limesticks about two hours after sunrise. In the case of
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after being trapped, since th

LM
passive liming, many birds died slowly In the case of active liming '

8.
hung upside down for hours or ﬁmlgﬂzmutes.
birds were usually removed within

liming-place. Year in and yea,
i o limeeﬁ: 1::& t;teila;mzwr;.iming—ilace. It 18 not unlikgly
out the same peng&;ﬂ:ﬂi el o el i iboe or seecars
o075 fsmi. arently there is even a trade in liming-places. Ope
= ﬂuccenion-m i?{ich a fig tree, particularly favoured by ambelopoulia,
::::g:: If::dw: for more than C£5,000 (Flint and Stewart 1983).

The number of sticks used varied widely, depending on ﬂ;,ekliﬁ:?g_}:l:z;
The limestick basket which was always used to carry the sticks i 5
of 24 sticks. During the investigations in 1986, Do 11!11?’-'1“35 0 5"’-‘”;
sing less than 30 limesticks. It seemed as if 'inland limers mostly
::sed somewhat smaller numbers of sticks than their colleagues in the
coastal area of Paralimni. The numbers in use there were sometimes
enormous; J00 sticks at one liming~place was not an exceptional sighting.
For the Paralimni area, a mean of 150 sticks per liming-place was
estimated; for the rest of the {sland the mean was around 60 sticks.

The number of people working a liming-place also varied. In the Paralimmi
area, some people were on their own, but more often two or three were
active in one liming-place, and sometimes even four or five. In the rest
of the island, limers were generally on their own. Single-handed limers
rarely used more than ope full limestick basket, but two people in onpe
liming-place were able to use two or three basketsg, The more people, the

more limesticks that could be used, and the more effectively birds could
be flushed towards the limesticks,

Liming-places Were situated {ip various habitatsg,

Many limers put their
limesticks ip citrus orchards; not gg much in the ¢

itrus trees themselves

Seemingly, migrating warbler
citrus trees, Near Maroni,

in an almost barren landscape, a 1limer
distributed hig 8ticks amongst

many scattered bushes, In other places
€re placed gn maquis—covered slopes. In general, limesticks
were placed -ip bushes ang shrubs not higher than 1.5-2 p. In the
Paralimni reg

Probably the mogt favoured trees by limers:
Blackcaps WEre very fond of figs, and in September and October the
and thus limers.

The area of , limin
&Place de end ity and suitability
of the vegetation; {n Pénded largely on the dens y an

80 area with denge vegetation, one liming-place
might not exceed 100 m2, 1, the case of more scattered bushes, the total
4rea might be 2500 p2 (these are estimated figures).

Removing a hipq ¢

kit b abbing it by the
body ang then p mestick was mostly achieved by gr

ulling it off. e aften haonened very vioclently and

often taq3 and/or flight feathers ;1mained anlihe stick. Occasionally
TVE“ the legs remained gp the stick: this was observed once 1in éu;:E?
986. By 8 were kiljed instantly after being pulled off Chedlijii: the
Btrangling them by the throat. Only once :T it In
inVEHtiEntiana in 1986 was a limer seen to kill a bird by putting g

B mouth apg biting 1t 4p the neck. This practice was ?hrm Dh;ﬁ?hirdﬂ
Bpring 1984 by Tor Bollingmo (per Steinar Eldoy in lice. Ijﬁm}-ltimus S
were bsually Plucked ar home the same dqy1 but limers were soma
Pluﬂkiﬂg birds at the liming-place itself.
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