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Weekly Report of 28 September, 2013 

 
The forecast called for rain starting on Sunday, but Saturday’s overcast skies 

heralded the arrival of a weather front marking the end of a long period of 
settled weather and perhaps the beginning of the autumn. 

The new season was announced this morning by the calls of the newly-arrived 
Robins, which will stay with us for the entire winter. Water Rails also seem to 

have arrived in numbers and the reedbeds ring out with their calls as they fight 
over the best wintering territories. A good influx of Reed Warblers also seems 

to be taking place, although their secretive habits always make it difficult to 
estimate their numbers. 

Several Dunlins and a Firecrest were undoubtedly new arrivals. 
Waterfowl numbers rose to about 5,000, of which 90% are Mallards and most 

of the balance Teal. 

The Shelduck that has been present since early September is continuing its 
sojourn at La Cassinazza, while a Honey Buzzard and a Jackdaw rounded out 

the day’s most interesting sightings. 
Despite the overcast day that kept insect numbers down, we noticed a great 

many Peacock (Inachis io) butterflies, almost all with pristine wings, as if 
recently emerged. This seems to confirm the presence of two generations  a 

year here in the Po Plain. 
 

It was almost dusk when we ran into one of La Cassinazza’s most elusive 
denizens, at least for us daytime visitors: a Balearic Green Toad hunting for 

insects on the front lawn. 
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Weekly Report of 05 October, 2013 

 
From summer to winter in just a few days: the 25 degrees and tropical 

humidity of last Saturday turned into 12 chilly degrees this morning, with a 
fine drizzle that soaked us. This made birdwatching more difficult, and us 

birdwatchers were distracted to boot, since we were busy showing a group of 
visitors around. In any event, this week’s checklist is much shorter that last 

week’s, in spite of an afternoon break in the rain. 
 

We immediately noted large arrivals of Song Thrush, Robin, and Chiffchaff, 
while Common Snipe continue to pass through in good numbers. Careful 

scrutiny of the masses of Mallards revealed the presence of Wigeon, Gadwall, 
and Shoveler. The Shelduck from the last several weeks is still present, along 

with a handful of Dunlin. 

A small group of late Swallows made an unexpected appearance, while a 
dropped feather we casually found betrayed the presence of a Woodcock. 

Large numbers of Cattle Egrets are once again roosting at Cassinazza, in the 
island in the main lake, on a dead tree which today looked like a magnolia in 

flower, festooned as it was with over 200 of these small white herons. 
 

In the murky dawn light, enshrouded by mist, a large dark silhouette perched 
on the branches of a poplar. My mind immediately rushed to a rare raptor, 

perhaps some kind of eagle. Instead it was just a Pheasant, roosting on a tree 
as all Pheasants do, and it only woke up as I was coming up on it. 



  

WEEKLY REPORT 

AUTUMN 2013 

 
Weekly Report of 12 October, 2013 

 
An entire week of bad weather culminated two days ago with a wind storm, 

which uprooted numerous plants at La Cassinazza and left countless broken 
branches on the ground. The abundant rains raised the water levels in the 

impoundments and forced the Snipe to head elsewhere, temporarily we hope. 
Slowly but surely, all the typical winter birds are arriving: this week marked 

the arrival of Goldcrest, Water Pipit, and Dunnock, while among the waterfowl 
there were numerous Shovelers. On the other hand, a Squacco Heron, a Honey 

Buzzard, and a Pied Flycatcher were all quite late. 
The event of the day was the appearance of a Goshawk: this very brief 

sighting represented the only record of this species for 2013 so far. 
Although the temperatures have fallen quite a bit, today’s partly sunny 

weather allowed some insects to remain on the wing, but only the hardiest and 

sturdiest species. Typical among them is the Southern Hawker (Aeshna 
cyanea), a large dragonfly that appears at summer’s end and is an 

indefatigable flier: they are hardly ever seen perched, but today, when the sun 
was hidden behind some clouds and the air cooled down, I had a rare 

opportunity to photograph one in the vegetation. 
 

Last but not least, I’d like to welcome the two twins whose names I still don’t 
know, and who must have been in a great hurry to come into the world. 
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Weekly Report of 19 October, 2013 

 
Old-time hunters used to say that migrants arrive on a full moon. 

There must be some truth to that claim if what we saw today is anything to 
judge by, at least for traditional game birds: there were hundreds of Teal, 

Lapwing, and Snipe (respectively 500, 350, and 150), Skylarks called from 
high overhead, Chaffinches – the first few individuals had arrived last week – 

are now in flocks, and finally several thousand Woodpigeons came in to roost 
in the poplar groves of La Cassinazza. 

There were good numbers of Song Thrushes as well, as in the last couple of 
weeks, while Reed Buntings and Siskins made their first appearances of the 

fall. 
 

Today’s list also included a Firecrest, two Dunlin and a Shelduck that have 

been lingering at La Cassinazza for nearly a month now, the family of 
Spoonbills that looks set to wait until a hard freeze before moving south, and 

finally a Cetti’s Warbler, whose song we’re always glad to hear after a few 
harsh winters almost wiped out the local population. 

 
The overcast skies and the half-

gloom left our photographer bereft 
of opportunities. Last Saturday’s 

images come to the rescue: the 
Chiffchaff is perhaps the 

commonest small passerine during 
this migration period. Its two-

syllable call comes from just about 
any habitat: hedgerows, bushes, 

treetops, reedbeds, and even rice 

fields. 
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Weekly Report of 26 October, 2013 

 

Like a film screened backwards, this month of October began with wintery 

weather and is ending with Indian summer days like today, warm enough for a 
wonderful display of butterflies. Perhaps because I know they will be the last 

ones of the year, and because Vanessa butterflies are very showy, they all 
looked fabulous and spectacular to me. I counted at least 8 species, with the 

commonest being Peacock (Inachis io), Comma (Polygonia c-album) and Red 
Admiral (Vanessa atalanta). 

The heavy rains of the last few days brought about a veritable explosion of 
mushrooms. I was only able to recognize a small minority of them, at least at 

the genus level: Amanita, Agaricus, Lepiota, Leccinum, Lycoperdon, Mycaena, 
Agrocybe, Coprinus, Lepista……. 

Turning to our regular topic of birds, this week’s new arrivals included 

Penduline Tit, Wren, Linnet, Meadow Pipit, and Mistle Thrush. The latter was 
the first of the year, and brings the number of species seen at La Cassinazza in 

2013 to 150. 
The sorghum fields are already full of hundreds of Reed Buntings; Chaffinches 

also arrived en masse, but they have not yet discovered this rich source of 
food. 

The wetlands host the usual suite of waterbirds, with an apparent increase in 
the number of waterfowl and many Lapwings, almost as many Snipe, and a 

handful of Ruff, Green Sandpiper, and Dunlin. 
Today’s butterflies were not camera shy, but the subject of the photo of the 

day will only turn into a butterfly next spring. Many species live through the 
winter at the larval stage, as caterpillars. This one was striking for its intricate 

pattern and its many colours; it is most likely the caterpillar of a moth. 
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Weekly Report of 02 November, 2013 

 

We realized right away that today would be special. At first light, a great many 

passerines were already in evidence: Reed Buntings and Chiffchaffs were the 
commonest of all, but also around were many of last week’s species and some 

new arrivals as well: Black Redstart, Stonechat, Redwing, and Brambling. 
While they are not new, a storm of several dozen Linnets flitting around in the 

sorghum field was notable. 
The Cranes, however, stole the show! A noisy flock of almost 50 spent the 

night at La Cassinazza and was heard by all of its inhabitants. They flew off in 
the morning only to return in the afternoon, presumably after stopping off in 

some nearby fields. 
A Hen Harrier and two Peregrines were also new arrivals for the season. 

And that’s not all: there was a major influx of Lapwings, about one thousand, 

together with 30 Dunlin and almost 20 Ruff. The sight of them flushing 
together was quite impressive. 

It was almost evening when the silhouette of an eagle appeared. Given the 
conditions under which we saw it, it was not identifiable to species, but was 

certainly an eagle. By far the most likely candidate is Greater Spotted Eagle, 
but we cannot be sure. This was a sore disappointment, since for a birdwatcher 

failing to confirm such a highly prized species is akin to missing a last-minute 
penalty kick. 

At the opposite end of the rarity spectrum, today’s photo depicts the 
ubiquitous Great Tit. Despite its abundance, it is not easy to photograph: this 

wary and active species is highly skilled at staying out of the frame. 
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Weekly Report of 09 November, 2013 

 
In the humid and foggy early morning, the dominant bird sounds at La 

Cassinazza were those of Teal and Cranes. The calls of the latter came from 
afar and it took quite a while to pin them down. When we finally succeeded, it 

was only to see them fly off into the fog. They then came back in the evening. 
Some – not all- of the birds from last Saturday’s flock spent the entire week at 

La Cassinazza. 
A little later, a daring pair of Hooded Crows decided to harass a Goshawk that 

was perched on top of a poplar. The Goshawk’s patience quickly ran out, and 
with a rapid twist the pursued suddenly turned into the pursuer, re-

establishing the usual hierarchy: the Goshawk is much bigger after all. 
These two sightings alone would have been enough to make our day, but we 

also saw all of the species that were present last week. In fact, the number of 

Lapwings grew yet again (there are about 1,200 now), as did those of the 
other waders, Ruff and Dunlin. 

Midday temperatures are still warm enough to allow butterflies to be on the 
wing, visiting the few flowers still available. This is quite an infrequent 

happening in November, and as such it warrants the photo of the day: we have 
probably seen the last of them before the winter. The Comma Butterfly 

(Polygonia c-album) in the photo has characteristically jagged wings. See you 
next year. 
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Weekly Report of 16 November, 2013 

 
Soon after dawn, the sun broke through the fog that lingered over La 

Cassinazza, allowing me to take the photo of the day. It continued to shine all 
day long, warming the air enough to allow several butterflies and at least two 

species of dragonfly to be on the wing, a highly unusual event for mid-
November. 

For several weeks now, La Cassinazza has hosted a number of unexpected 
avian guests. First came a juvenile Goshawk, which showed itself two or three 

times while remaining generally elusive. Then came the Dunlins, not an 
uncommon bird but now present in exceptional numbers – almost fifty. There 

are still about one thousand Lapwings around, and by themselves they greatly 
enliven the visual and aural landscape. 

Once again, Marsh Harriers are using the reedbed as a winter roost. At least 8 

flew in before sunset, including an adult male. The same reedbed is also used 
by Reed Buntings, which drop in in their hundreds at the end of the day. 

Other species we were glad to run into – because they are far from guaranteed 
– included Peregrine Falcon, Great Bittern, Linnet, Stonechat, and the four 

Spoonbills continuing their long sojourn at La Cassinazza. A Rook that flew by 
represented the third local record in the last ten years of this species, which is 

common elsewhere in winter. 
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Weekly Report of 23 November, 2013 

 
Birdwatching (like most everything else) is a game of highs and lows, and 

today was undoubtedly a low point. The morning began cold, damp, and grey, 
and turned into a day of relentless rain. 

It was all too easy – inevitable, even – to give in to dejection and lose our 
enthusiasm. The topic of our conversation turned from the day’s sightings to 

the birds we missed: why are many typical late fall species – such as Redwing, 
Brambling, Goldcrest, and Siskin – so scarce this year, or even altogether 

absent, like Hawfinch and Fieldfare? After all, they were all present in good 
numbers last winter. Perhaps they are simply late, given the weather we have 

had so far this winter. Or maybe we are headed for a season without them, as 
already happened several years ago. Pessimism. 

Our mood was not brightened by the 60 species we tallied today (admittedly a 

high total for a rainy day), or by the lightning-quick strike of a Peregrine 
Falcon that caught a Starling flying in to roost, and not even by the 

extraordinary spectacle of the thousands of waterfowl that were present– as I 
never tire of saying, one of the largest wintering contingents in Lombardy and 

beyond. But it has become such a routine event for us that we barely take 
notice. 

At this time of year, ducks have completed their moult and the drakes are once 
again in their finest plumage.  Teal are no exception; I have a soft spot for this 

diminutive, delightful duck, and I can’t resist the temptation to send yet 
another photo of one. 
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Weekly Report of 30 November, 2013 

 
Over the course of the past week we experienced the season’s first freeze and 

today, Saturday, the winter’s first snowfall. 
In just a few days, the negative effects of the ice on waterbirds are already 

evident: the number of Mallards and Teal fell by a good 40%, while Lapwings, 
Snipe, and Dunlin have left altogether. 

And it’s not just the waterbirds that are affected. The low temperatures also 
make life difficult for the songbirds that haunt our hedgerows and bushes, 

which appeared silent and lifeless under this morning’s snow. Then again, this 
is exactly how any winter plays out: a small passerine has no reason to stay in 

our cold and humid climate when the Mediterranean coast is only a few hours’ 
flight away. The difference this year is that events took place quite rapidly, 

instead of gradually unfolding in November and December. 

Larger species still seem unaffected by the cold: the Spoonbills are continuing 
their sojourn at La Cassinazza, the Cormorant roost hosted about one hundred 

birds this evening, and the Peregrine repeated last week’s Starling-hunting 
performance, with the same outcome. The Cranes also reappeared, with a 

flock of seven birds that was later joined by a lone individual. 
Among the throngs of waterfowl, a small flock of Shovelers – never more than 

a dozen – has been present for a couple of months now. The drakes are now 
once again in full finery, but their colours are overshadowed by the peculiar 

shape of their bills, which give them their name in just about every language. 
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Weekly Report of 07 December, 2013 

 
Night-time temperatures dropped below freezing every day this week, but 

during daylight hours the sun always melted the ice, and this favoured the 
return of many waterbirds: several dozen Lapwings, a flock of Dunlin, a 

handful of Common Snipe, a single Ruff, and a Green Sandpiper, whose 
distinctive call we heard when it was already pitch black. Waterfowl numbers 

also recovered, with 4-5,000 Mallards and 700 Teal. On the other hand, the 
numbers of other ducks were quite low: Shovelers and Wigeons could be 

counted on the fingers of one hand, Pintails were lacking entirely (this is 
normal in December), and we did not see a single Gadwall, even though now is 

the peak time for this species, one of several that have been altogether 
missing this winter. 

The first Fieldfare of the season made up for it, though: a single individual 

perched on the persimmon tree in the courtyard, and tame enough to be easily 
approached and photographed. 

The star birds of the past few days were a Tawny Owl that has been vocal at 
night for several weeks now, and two large flocks of Cranes, including one with 

as many as 60 birds; today we only saw one, a juvenile that stayed behind. 
 

Other species we were 
pleased to come across 

included Hen Harrier, 
Firecrest, Penduline Tit, 

Cetti’s Warbler, Little Owl, 
Stonechat, Redwing, a 

small flock of 15 
Jackdaws, and at the end 

of the day, the usual 

Peregrine who performed 
its usual number by 

catching a Starling that 
was dropping into the 

reedbed to roost. 
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Weekly Report of 14 December, 2013 

 
Once again, there are several sunflower and sorghum fields this winter that 

provide abundant seeds to granivorous birds. 
Last year they hosted hordes of Bramblings, Chaffinches, Greenfinches, and 

Goldfinches, which all seem rather scarce this winter. 
This year have been replaced by thousands of Reed Buntings and a sizeable 

flock of Linnets. This is the third winter in a row that La Cassinazza hosts this 
species, whose wintering contingent has grown from a handful of individuals to 

several dozen birds. Having managed to turn this occasional visitor into a 
regular component of the wintering avifauna is an excellent result achieved 

thanks to the planting of cover crops. 
All in all, today was a magnificent day, both in terms of weather conditions and 

of the quality of the birdwatching, with a great variety of species considering 

the time of year. 
The day’s star bird was the tiny Coal Tit, a highly unpredictable visitor and the 

first record of this species for 2013. 
 

The long and varied checklist also included Common Crane, this time with two 
individuals; Marsh Harrier, at least nine of which gathered over the reedbed at 

dusk; a small flock of Jackdaws that has been hanging around La Cassinazza 
for the last two weeks; plenty of Woodpigeons, among which we tried but 

failed to find any Stock Doves; and finally, several species we missed last 
week: Great Bittern, Lesser Spotted Woodpecker, and Serin. 

 
While the Coal Tit is an 

occasional visitor that 
does not turn up every 

year, the Blue Tit is 

present every single 
day, all year round, 

and in the last two 
years it has even 

become more common 
that its close relative, 

the Great Tit. 
And thanks to its 

wonderful colours, it 
often earns photo of 

the day honours. 
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Weekly Report of 21 December, 2013 

 
Today was the winter solstice. Daylight hours were shorter than any other day 

of the year, and due to the bad weather, what little light there was was grey 
and feeble: noontime was as murky as the dawn. 

Now that it is officially winter, the birds we are seeing can be unambiguously 
classified as winterers. Temperatures have not been particularly harsh so far, 

and several species are currently present at La Cassinazza which are far from 
routine in the winter. 

First and foremost are the Common Cranes: a juvenile was sighted early in the 
morning, and another was seen in the evening: it might be the same bird 

flying back and forth, but we suspect it that two individuals are actually 
involved. 

Little Egrets and Spoonbills are not that unexpected: unless there is a hard 

freeze, they tend to linger as long as possible. In past years, Ruffs have also 
shown that they can spend an entire winter year. Sacred Ibis are less 

predictable: this tropical species lacks the protection provided by thick 
plumage, yet it easily withstands temperatures that drop below zero at night. 

I wrote about the Linnets last week; another species that seems destined to 
spend the winter here is the Firecrest, one of the smallest and most delicate of 

all the songbirds, and an insectivore to boot. 
Finally, let’s hope that the handful of Cetti’s Warblers still present here – this 

species was once abundant at La Cassinazza – will be spared by the excessive 
cold at least this year, having been wiped out by harsh weather in the last few 

winters. 
 

A typical winter 
visitor, which we 

have never missed 

at this season but 
which seems 

scarce this year, is 
the Penduline Tit. 

They move 
acrobatically 

among reed stems 
and never leave 

the reedbed. For 
this reason, they 

often hard to see, 
but if they are 

around, one can’t 
help but hear them 

calling. 


