
  

WEEKLY REPORTS 

AUTUMN 2017 

 
Weekly Report of 23 September, 2017 

 
As soon as we got out of the car this morning, we were greeted by the calls of 

Robins, which arrived in numbers during the week. 
There were quite a few other seasonal firsts: Tree Pipit, Common Redstart, 

Song Thrush, Serin, Grey Wagtail, Sand Martin, and we finally saw our first 
Garden Warblers of the year, quite a bit later than we expected.  While the 

variety of migrants was quite good, their numbers were dominated by Pied 
Flycatchers: no need to look for them, they are simply everywhere. Of all our 

songbird migrants, the Pied Flycatcher is the commonest species in the Po 
Plain. The first migrants arrive in early August, and the latest to depart are still 

here in mid-October. Yesterday’s was the second wave of Pied Flycatchers this 
fall. 

Quite a few Common Snipe arrived this week as well: about 50 of them were 

crowded into one particularly favourable spot. With them were a dozen 
Greenshank and a handful of Ruff. The unusually high numbers of Cormorants 

suggest that many of them are recent arrivals from the north. 
Raptors are also migrating, and above our heads today we saw a Red Kite and 

a remarkable flock of five Short-toed Eagles. 
Hunting season began last week, and like every year it resulted in large 

numbers of Mallards and Teal seeking refuge at La Cassinazza. 
 

I can’t help but 
dedicate today’s 

photograph to the Pied 
Flycatcher, which is 

everything but pied in 
fall plumage. 
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Weekly Report of 30 September, 2017 

 
Today’s birding was lively and species-rich, particularly regarding passerines. 

Some were migrants that have been around for several weeks – Tree Pipit, 
Yellow Wagtail, Robin, Common Redstart, Song Thrush, Pied Flycatcher, and 

the commonest of all today, Chiffchaff – while others were new arrivals for the 
season: Water Pipit, Hawfinch, Serin, Carrion Crow, and Northern Wheatear. 

And finally, a highly unseasonal Cuckoo, which must have been so exhausted 
from its late migration that it let us walk up to it and photograph it without 

attempting to take flight.  
There were several new arrivals among waterbirds as well: Little Stint, Dunlin, 

and Wigeon. A newly-arrived flock of Ruff brought this week’s total up to 25, in 
addition to about 60 Lapwing, 40 Common Snipe, several Greenshank, and 

Spotted Redshanks, hundreds of Teal and about two thousand Mallards. By the 

end of the day, we had tallied 74 species. 
 

The rain that fell in September nursed the local mushrooms back to health: 
most are in the genera Agaricus (the species are entirely white, and I cannot 

tell them apart), Russula (pink, and also difficult to identify to species) and the 
gray Amanita (which I do know: Amanita gemmata and Amanita vaginata). 
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Weekly Report of 07 October, 2017 

 
While a few Chaffinches and Siskins were already trickling into the Po Plain last 

week, the floodgates opened this week and they arrived en masse: even more 
numerous than the ones that put down were the flocks flying overhead, all 

heading in the same direction. Blackbird numbers also surged: in addition to 
our resident birds, a great many others must have just arrived from the north. 

A flock of five White Storks were additional to our local breeders, and must 
also have been migrants. 

The week’s new arrivals were Wren, Meadow Pipit, and Redwing. 
Raptors are also on the move: we saw Sparrowhawks, Kestrels, at least a 

dozen Buzzards, two Peregrines that patrolled the skies over La Cassinazza all 
day long, and a Goshawk chasing after the Feral Pigeons at Cascina 

Cadenazza.  

The variety of autumn wildflowers is limited: Aster squamatus, Bidens cernua 
and Linaria vulgaris may not be the only species, but they are by far the most 

evident. Few insects are on the wing on these cool days, and most of them are 
hymenoptera, which are hardy and robust. The yellow flowers of the toadflax 

attract bumblebees. With the first cold snap, their colonies die out, and only 
fertilized females survive, on their way to becoming the queens of the colonies 

in the year that follows. 
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Weekly Report of 14 October, 2017 

 
In the early, mist-enshrouded light of dawn, the Starlings emerge from the 

reedbed where they spent the night. They leave as one, like shrapnel 
exploding in all directions. At dusk the scene repeats itself in reverse, although 

in slow motion: for over an hour, thousands after thousands – even tens of 
thousands! – of Starlings converge into the reedbed, making an incessant 

racket and with their characteristic aerial acrobatics. 
Waterfowl were abundant in the early morning, but they soon left, and not 

many were around for the balance of the day. Truth be told, there wasn’t much 
of anything to see today: while migration had been very lively over the last 

two weeks, today’s sightings were rather poor and the day list much shorter. 
Nevertheless, the mild temperatures of this October, the crisp light, and the 

first colours of the fall peeking out here and there made for a very pleasant 

day just strolling through La Cassinazza. And we did find two new species for 
the season, Skylark and Brambling. 

The Common Bluetail (Ischnura elegans) is a slender damselfly, one of the 
most common and widespread odonates here. It is always the first odonate of 

the year to appear in April, and can fly into November. Its resilience belies its 
delicate appearance. It is one of those species we unfairly snub as ordinary, 

and had not yet had so much as a single photo in our weekly reports. 
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Weekly Report of 21 October, 2017 

 
Today dawned grey, humid, and gloomy. And it stayed that way throughout. 

Waterfowl were crowding La Cassinazza: I estimated at least 4,000 Mallards. I 
only managed to find a pair of Gadwalls among the throngs. There were 

certainly others scattered among the Mallards, along with other species, but I 
was unable to find them. Chaffinches are clearly the commonest migrant at 

this time of year, while Skylarks could be heard calling overhead. On the 
ground, the most numerous passerines were Robin, Siskin, Chiffchaff, Long-

tailed Tit, and Blue Tit, roughly in that order. Reed Buntings put in their first 
appearance of the season, and are already rather numerous. 

The spectacular evening Starling roost in the reedbed has grown even larger 
and more exceptional. As the Starlings land on the reeds, the reedbed itself 

slowly changes colour and turns into a black pool. The reeds bend under the 

weight of so many birds, and when the Starlings flush again, the reeds spring 
back up as if they were an ocean wave, while the rushing of thousands of 

wings mimics the sound of the sea. This might seem very poetic, but it is 
enough for the flock to fly overhead to bring one back to earth. One might 

think a hailstorm is coming, but it is not hail that falls from the sky ... 
Hornets are the only insects that are still active. The mornings are too cold for 

flying around, and so they while away the time before the temperature rises 
near their nests, guarding them against intruders and looking quite 

threatening. 
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Weekly Report of 28 October, 2017 

 
Dawn comes later every day, and today, with the help of an alarm clock that 

rang earlier than it should have, I arrived at La Cassinazza when it was still 
pitch dark. Since I could not see the birds, I tried listening to them. 

The first to sound off was a Robin proclaiming its territory, followed by the 
squawk of a Grey Heron, and immediately afterwards the chattering of 

Blackbirds. One by one, all of the local species began their daily routine, in 
which calls and other vocalizations play a key role. Even once the sun came 

up, I continued my game of “listen but don’t look”, and soon realized that I 
was recording all of the species I was expecting. Indeed, only a handful of 

species would not have made it into the checklist had I not seen them. The 
Sacred Ibis may be the only species that is always silent; the White Storks and 

Marsh Harriers were quiet today, but they are often heard otherwise; Little 

Egrets, Cattle Egrets, and Cormorants may not really vocalize per se, but they 
do grunt and clack their bills when something is bothering them. Among the 

few species that were seen but not heard were two firsts for the season: Stock 
Dove and Black Redstart. 

 
The Starlings featured heavily in the last two reports; this time, they get the 

photo of the day. 
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Weekly Report of 04 November, 2017 

 
Everyone says the Atlantic low pressure system that is about to hit us will 

finally bring winter. So far, it has brought us an invasion of Blue Tits: they are 
everywhere, in flocks of a few to several dozen individuals, and their high-

pitched calls ring out continuously. They are all frantically on the hunt for food, 
scrutinizing leaves and branches while looking for all sorts of tiny prey - I 

wonder how much biomass lies hidden in the vegetation. Not quite as 
numerous as the Blue Tits, but still rather abundant, are the Long-tailed Tits. 

Other migrants that were in evidence included Song Thrushes and Redwings. 
Penduline Tits put in their first appearance of the season. 

The big news today was the presence of two Shelduck, a bird we had not seen 
at La Cassinazza for over a year and which becomes the 150th species 

recorded in 2017. This is a threshold we manage to reach and even slightly 

surpass every year, and 2017 once again underscored the great diversity of 
wildlife that one can find at La Cassinazza. 

 
The Dunnock is one of our regular wintering birds. It never seems to be 

numerous, but this is due in part to its retiring habits, which makes it difficult 
to detect. 
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Weekly Report of 11 November, 2017 

 
It’s that season again – fog season. La Cassinazza was firmly in its grasp for 

the entire morning, with only a brief, slight letup during the afternoon. 
In spite of the fog, high numbers of Song Thrushes were in evidence, 

accompanied by Redwings and the winter’s first Fieldfares. 
Another new arrival was the Coal Tit, which is far from annual here: our last 

record was in winter 2014-15. 
Now that winter is upon us, the Starlings no longer roost in the reedbed. But 

this does not mean that it is empty of birds: the Starlings have been replaced 
by Marsh Harriers. We counted 12 at dusk, including two magnificent, silver-

winged adult males. 
At least 250 Sacred Ibis are forming a nightly roost on a mudflat in one of the 

impoundments. Their numbers continue to increase, year after year; 

considering that it is an alien species, this is unwelcome news. 
A Red Kite that we saw off-and-on during the day, appearing and disappearing 

in the fog, did not roost on the ground or among the reeds, but high in the 
canopy of a poplar tree. As it got dark, a Tawny Owl sang. 

 
The numbers of wintering waterfowl are swelling. We are used to the 

thousands of Mallards, and the hundreds of Teal are still a wonderful sight. 
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Weekly Report of 18 November, 2017 

 
Early this morning temperatures dropped to near zero. These were the first 

cold temperatures of the winter, but the day eventually warmed up enough to 
allow a few butterflies – Red Admirals, to be exact – to appear. 

 
The calls of a Eurasian Curlew rang out from somewhere in the fields, far off in 

the distance but clearly identifiable. We were unable to spot it in the rice 
stubble. Once again, this species was heard but not seen, as with the majority 

of local records here. 
Equally distant, but easy to see was the same Red Kite that was also here last 

week, and that seems to be lingering. 
Great Bitterns put in their first appearance of the season. From now on, we 

expect to see them through the winter. 

 
It is now time to welcome 

back an old friend: the 
same Great White Egret 

that has been wintering 
at La Cassinazza every 

winter for many years 
now, and that always 

takes up the exact same 
territory. From its ring, 

we know it was born in 
summer 2005: since 

then, it has spend every 
winter here, and it is 

beginning to have a 

respectable age for a 
heron. As a good friend 

should, it is trusting and 
approachable, and 

deserves the photo of the 
day. 
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Weekly Report of 25 November, 2017 

 
Waterfowl numbers at La Cassinazza are spectacular – I can already hear the 

moans “yeah, sure, you say that every week...”. And it’s true: there are always 
plenty of Mallards and Teal, but their numbers have grown even more, 

surprising even someone like me, who should be used to them by now. With 
such throngs, I did not even attempt a precise count. An eyeball estimate can 

suffice: there are certainly more than 5,000 Mallards, perhaps just short of 
10,000, and about 800-1000 Teal. With so many ducks, it was no surprise to 

find a handful of Wigeon, Shoveler, Pintail, and Gadwall in the mix. A 
Greenshank was unseasonably late, but there are a few other local records for 

early winter, including in December. 
All of our regular wintering birds were seen: Great Bittern was the most 

noteworthy, but we also found Fieldfare, Redwing, Chaffinch, Brambling, 

Hawfinch, Siskin, Reed Bunting (hundreds of them), Goldcrest, and Firecrest. 
Blue Tits and Long-tailed Tits were the most abundant, closely followed by 

Blackbirds, a resident species whose numbers are swelled every winter by 
migrants from the north. 

In fact, it was thanks to the shrill alarm calls of several Blackbirds that I found 
a Tawny Owl hidden in a dense bamboo stand right in the garden. 

 
Roe Deer are present all 

year, but they are much 
easier to see once the 

vegetation thins out in 
winter. 
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Weekly Report of 02 December, 2017 

 
Sunset isn’t the only time to enjoy the bird show at La Cassinazza’s reedbed: 

early in the morning, all of the birds that roosted there overnight wake up and 
begin their day. Now that the Starlings are gone – it is too cold for them – 

plenty of small passerines make their home there (I won’t mention the Marsh 
Harriers this time). The Reed Buntings are the commonest of all – as their 

name indicates, reedbeds are their habitat of choice. Also in their hundreds are 
the Blue Tits, followed by Chaffinches and Bramblings, and many other species 

as well. The reedbed comes alive with their calls and movements as they climb 
to the top of reeds and bushes and finally fly off. 

A Red Kite has been around for the last three weeks; it has probably 
established a winter territory and will spend the rest of the season here. We 

also saw a Coal Tit again, another irregular winter visitor here, albeit a much 

commoner species in terms of absolute numbers. 
Another prized guest, the Great Grey Shrike, has not been seen yet this 

winter, in spite of having wintered at La Cassinazza for the last three years. 
Another noteworthy sighting was of a Woodcock, but once again – and much to 

my annoyance – I missed it. 
 

The Penduline Tit is one of 
the many guests of the 

reedbed, from where it rarely 
strays. 
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Weekly Report of 09 December, 2017 

 
Out here in the middle of the Po Plain, winter means dark, dreary, wet, and 

foggy days. On precious few occasions, the wind sweeps away the gray and 
brings us glorious, clear days filled with sunshine, with the Alps rising in the 

distance under endless, deep-blue skies. These days are all the more special 
because they are so rare. 

 
After a clear night, a thin veil of ice covered the impoundments, but the 

waterfowl needed not worry: a couple of hours of sunshine and it would all 
melt. Indeed, Teal numbers hit their seasonal peak today, with well over one 

thousand. 
The cold seems to have caused an exodus of small insect-eating songbirds: the 

Robins, Chiffchaffs, and Goldcrests are all heading for warmer climes. 

Seed-eating birds are much less affected by the temperature, and large flocks 
of Chaffinches and Bramblings haunt the stubble, a few Linnets among them. 

A Red Kite continues to keep us company, and also prefers the open fields. 
Finally, Stock Dove was another species worthy of note today. 
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Weekly Report of 16 December, 2017 

 
Winter has now established a firm grip on central Europe. Here to the south, 

its effects are evident in the movements of birds. 
The most spectacular was the influx of Teal: even the most well-travelled 

birder among us, with plenty of experience of natural spectacles worldwide, 
watched in awe as a formidable storm flew out of La Cassinazza’s 

impoundments. Estimating numbers is not an easy task: we all gave it a go, 
ranging from “over two thousand” to “at least three thousand”. Let’s say that 

truth lies in the middle; in any event, it was undoubtedly the largest count 
ever for La Cassinazza. Fantastic! 

The 20 or so newly-arrived Wigeon paled in comparison, yet they are quite a 
good count for here as well. Even more special were the two new Red Kites in 

addition to the individual that was already wintering here. 

The four Great Bitterns we bumped into today were nothing to sneer at, either. 
On a day like today, the photo accompanying this report can only be of a Teal, 

even though it was taken some time ago. 
 


