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Weekly Report of 24 June, 2017 

 
Hot hot hot. Way too hot to walk around birdwatching. Today’s effort was 
desultory, to put it mildly. 
I spent most of my time standing still – and still sweating buckets – in the 
middle of a wildflower meadow looking for butterflies. 
I had a very specific goal in mind: while going over last Saturday’s 
photographs, I realized that several of them depicted a butterfly I had never 
seen before at La Cassinazza. 

This is why I went back to check 
today, and I found several other 
Sooty Coppers (Lycaena tityrus), 
both males and females. This is a 
rather widespread species with good 
dispersal abilities, but it is neither 
colorful nor spectacular. Together 
with it were at least six other species 
of the family Lycaenidae, including 
the Large Copper (Lycaena dispar). 
Among the whites, always an 
identification challenge, I found the 
Southern Small White (Pieris 
mannii), a species first discovered at 
La Cassinazza only last year. 
To make up for this bare-bones 
report, I am sending several images 
of Sooty Coopers: a male, the more 
colorful female, and a shot of the 
upperwings. 
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Weekly Report of 01 July, 2017 

 
Observing insects – butterflies in particular – keeps getting more fun and 
interesting. 
Diversity is high: I saw 24 species between today and last Saturday, and we 
already recorded 33 species during the spring. 
What stood out about today was the number of Large Coppers (Lycaena 
dispar): this species, which I have often called rare, was downright abundant 
today. Over a couple of hours I found twenty or thirty, both males and 
females. They probably represented the second annual brood, as the first 
emerges in May. Until 20 years ago, the Large Copper was listed as 
threatened; it has only recently been delisted. After a long hiatus, the Banded 
Darter (Sympetrum pedemontanum) was seen again today. During our first 
few years of surveys at La Cassinazza, this was a common species, but it has 
gradually become rarer, in keeping with a general impoverishment of the local 
dragonfly fauna. Several species have disappeared, and most of the others 
have become scarcer, in spite of the habitat variety available at La Cassinazza. 
The causes of this decline must thus be general rather than local. 
There were a few noteworthy bird sightings as well: two juvenile Little Owls 
were perched on a chimney stack, looking at world they had never seen before 
through round, bewildered eyes. Flocks of Bee-eaters and Common Swifts 
were high overhead, and a few Alpine Swifts were with them, adding one more 
species to our 2017 list. 
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Weekly Report of 08 July, 2017 

 
It is now July, and we can be certain that the small flock of Green Sandpiper 
that recently appeared at La Cassinazza consists of early migrants on their way 
back from further north; they will probably linger here through the summer. A 
pair of Teal that arrived with them will probably spend the summer as well, 
along with the several Spoonbills that joined our resident pair and their lone 
remaining juveniles. This early in the season, Spoonbill families stick together, 
and we suspect that the rest of the brood came to grief. 
Meanwhile, five or six pairs of Common Terns are still incubating; these are 
replacement clutches that should be just about ready to hatch. The juvenile 
White Storks should be thinking about fledging by now, but they are not yet 
willing to leave their cosy nests: the boldest among them just peers over the 
edge, a curious look in its eyes. 
Large Coppers (Lycaena dispar) were numerous today as well, but the photo 
was taken last Saturday, when this butterlfly was downright abundant. A male 
Large Copper in flight is like a flash of gold among the flowers. 
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Weekly Report of 15 July, 2017 

 
La Cassinazza was still and quiet on this summer day, although it must be said 
that the heat has tempered significantly since last week. There are also more 
White Storks around than last Saturday, since the juveniles from the nest at 
Cascina Darsena have fledged, so to speak: they are doing little more that 
flying from the nest to the roof of the farmhouse. It took five weeks of 
incubation and over two months of rearing the chicks at the nest to get to this 
point, a total of three and a half months. 
The chicks from the replacement clutch are now peeking out of the Common 
Tern nests. We estimate they will fledge by the end of the month. 
The calls of the first returning Wood Sandpipers can be heard in the rice fields. 
The birds themselves are invisible among the rice, and counting them is 
impossible. We only saw a couple of individuals that flushed. 
The stillness of the day was broken by the thrill of an encounter with a Red Fox 
rummaging through the bushes just a few meters from me. I only got partial 
views: a quick look at the tail, a peek at its ear, and a glimpse of its snout. Its 
main prey item is the Cottontail Rabbit, an introduced North American species 
that invaded La Cassinazza in recent years. The Italian Hare, once the only 
lagomorph here, is much larger and much faster. As such, it is far more 
difficult to capture. 
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Weekly Report of 22 July, 2017 

 
This week it was the Marsh Harriers’ turn: their juveniles have now fledged. To 
be honest, I am not sure how many there are; I never saw more than one at 
any one time, and there may not be any others. Its awkward, inexperienced 
maiden flight never made it much higher that the top of the reeds, and ended 
with a tumble into the branches of a willow. 
This was one of the last events of note of this breeding season: with the 
exception of the Hobby, which delays breeding until the birds it feeds on have 
begun their fall migration, the only chicks still in the nest are those of the last 
White Stork pair to lay eggs. 
Indeed, when in the midday heat a nice flock of White Storks were rising on a 
thermal, I naturally assumed it was “our” birds stretching their wings. But once 
they had gotten way up in the sky, they all sailed away to the southwest, in 
perfect formation: it was a flock of migrants. 
There was one more stork to talk about today, a Black Stork, a juvenile that 
only recently fledged. As was the case last year, this strongly suggests that a 
pair is breeding nearby, perhaps in the extensive woodlands of the Ticino River 
Park, or in the Oltrepò Pavese area. No one seems to know where this nest is 
located, or perhaps those that do are keeping it silent. This would be a wise 
decision, given how rare Black Storks are. 
 

In juveniles such as this 
one, the plumage is still 
brown and scalloped. It is 
certainly dark, but by no 
means black as the 
species’ name would 
imply. 
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Weekly Report of 29 July, 2017 

 
La Cassinazza seemed strangely silent in this stifling heat. Apart from the 
songs of cicadas, few other sounds of nature could be heard. One species in 
particular was conspicuous for its absence: we did not see or hear a single 
Cuckoo. They have all left. 
As our first breeding birds depart, we see the arrival of the first fall migrants. 
Common Snipe and Greenshank were both in the rice fields today, somewhere 
out of sight. Dulled by the heat, the day had little else to offer: an early influx 
of several hundred Mallards, all in eclipse plumage, and a pair of Honey 
Buzzards high overhead. 
The Common Terns have successfully completed their second breeding 
attempt, and most are now gone. I was able to take a look at the last of the 
White Stork nest, the one whose juveniles are yet to fledge. It is quite difficult 
to examine, as it is in the dense canopy of a poplar tree, but I was able to see 
four juvenile storks almost ready to take on the world. 
 
Moorhens are an everyday species at La Cassinazza, and for this reason they 
are considered uninteresting and are rarely photographed. What a shame: 
there are no “uninteresting” species, and even the commonest ones deserve to 
be noted and documented. 
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Weekly Report of 12 August, 2017 

 
In case you were wondering why you did not receive a report last week, it’s 
because there was no report to begin with. For the first time in many years, 
there was no wildlife survey last Saturday. As the heatwave reached its peak 
and temperatures broke all-time highs, I could not face the idea of spending 
the day in the field. After all, I’m getting up in years. 
Within a week, though, everything changed: today at dawn it was downright 
chilly! 
We are now well into August, and migration is underway: several dozen Teal 
arrived, with a few Garganey thrown in. Much less welcome was the return of 
the Sacred Ibises. Common Snipe and Greenshank were already present two 
weeks ago. The White Storks, including the locally-fledged juveniles, are 
ranging more widely. Although they are probably still in the area, they were 
not to be seen today. Of the species that have left, Common Swifts have been 
gone for nearly a month now. For this reason, three swifts passing overhead 
attracted my attention, and sure enough they were Pallid Swifts heading 
towards Milan, where their breeding colonies are located. 
With the end of the heat wave, few insects are on the wing, especially 
butterflies – after many months of drought, there are also very few 
wildflowers. 
A single pair of Little Grebes remains at La Cassinazza, in a small, quiet pond. 
Fifteen years ago they were much more numerous, both here and elsewhere. 
This species is particularly vulnerable to predation on the part of the Wels’ 
Catfish, which can swallow a grebe whole, and which established itself in the 
Po Plain over the last fifteen years. 
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Weekly Report of 19 August, 2017 

 
It’s that time of year when the rice fields are drained. As water levels drop at 
the margins of the rice fields – which are kept in a semi-natural condition at La 
Cassinazza – fishing becomes quite easy. Dozens of wading birds – Little 
Egrets, Great White Egrets, Cattle Egrets, Night Herons, Grey Herons, a 
handful of Purple and Squacco Herons, and some Sacred Ibises as well – crowd 
into these areas to enjoy the feast. 
About a hundred Teal and Garganey comprised the bulk of the migrants (about 
80 of the former and 20 of the latter), plus a handful of Green and Wood 
Sandpipers, Greenshank, and Common Snipe. I heard numerous times a call 
that I could have sworn came from a Grey Plover circling overhead, but I never 
actually saw the bird. This is a call that I am not very familiar with, and I am 
not willing to officially record it without visual confirmation. 
The four Spoonbills we saw today were also migrants. We can safely say they 
were not the birds that nested locally since one of them bore recognizable 
rings. 
La Cassinazza has had some new guests for the last several months: at least 
three Wild Boar sows that arrived from elsewhere and now have a bunch of 
piglets in tow. We see them often, although they do their best to remain 
undetected. 
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Weekly Report of 26 August, 2017 

 
The heavy heat is back, which hinders our birdwatching and seems to have 
slowed down migration as well. 
The only new arrivals were Pied Flycatcher and Common Sandpiper. 
While some birds are arriving, others are leaving: the Nightingales are all gone 
and we did not see a single Black-winged Stilt; the Golden Orioles are now 
forming small flocks as they, too, get ready to depart. 
The flooded rice fields at Cascina Darsena host hundreds of Mallards, who are 
busy stuffing themselves on all the rice they can eat. 
There was not much else of note. 
In these last few weeks, I found a couple of butterflies that I never take for 
granted: the Long-tailed Blue (Lampides boeticus), which shows up irregularly 
every few years at La Cassinazza, and the Large Chequered Skipper 
(Heteropterus morpheus), a rather uncommon species. Their photographs are 
in my archives, and I may use them in a future report. 
Today’s featured photo is of this young – very young – Hobby that left the nest 
rather too soon. It is still covered in white down and cannot fly. It looks rather 
odd, but most of all vulnerable and defenseless. Its parents are keeping a close 
eye on him at all times. 
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Weekly Report of 02 September, 2017 

 
The rain has finally come, giving us a break from the extraordinary drought 
that had affected us all summer, and earlier as well. And temperatures have 
come crashing down: they never rose above 15° C today, while only a few 
days ago they were above 30°: a veritable change of seasons, as drastic as it 
was sudden. 
The last Golden Orioles left this week, their melodious whistles no longer 
heard. I will miss that pleasant sound, so characteristic of summer around 
here. 
With today’s rain, the birdwatching amounted to only a few hours, and many 
species were missed. And of the ones I did see ….. 
I spent quite a bit of time trying to track down a songbird hiding in some tall 
grasses: I could hear it call, I occasionally glimpsed it, and for a brief second I 
managed to see it in the open. I am sure it was a very uncommon species, but 
I did not have the chance to identify it, or perhaps I was not able to. While I 
have a strong hunch, I cannot prove it. And so this one that got away – it 
happens frequently in birding, after all. 
Here is a photo of one of the butterflies I mentioned last week, the Large 
Chequered Skipper (Heteropterus morpheus). It is quite small, but strikingly 
patterned. 
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Weekly Report of 09 September, 2017 

 
It was immediately apparent that Pied Flycatcher would be the bird of the day. 
They arrived in great numbers and were flitting through bushes and treetops 
alike. The sky was quite animated as well, enlivened by the Mallards that are 
forming large flocks and flying from one wetland to the other. 
There seemed to be few other migrants about, apart from the season’s first 
Willow Warbler. And in spite of the new, extensive mudflats, wader numbers 
were low. We saw Greenshank, Common Snipe, Wood Sandpiper, Green 
Sandpiper, and Common Sandpiper, but Lapwing was the only species in 
double digits. These same mudflats were literally covered with herons, though. 
There were hundreds, all of them white: Little Egrets accounted for the lion’s 
share, but there were also Cattle Egrets, Great White Egrets, and the 
ubiquitous Sacred Ibises. There were no Night Herons, which were still 
numerous last Saturday. They seem to be largely gone. Squacco Herons are 
also leaving, and only a few juveniles are left: they lack the adults’ beautiful 
white and gold plumage, but they are more approachable and easier to 
photograph. 
This late in the season, and with a cool, cloudy day, I did not expect to see too 
many butterflies. Nevertheless, a good variety was on the wing, with 16 
species. Almost all of them were routine, with only a male Southern Small 
White (Pieris mannii) adding a touch of interest. 
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Weekly Report of 16 September, 2017 

 
Pied Flycatchers accounted once again for the bulk of songbird migrants, but a 
little more variety was on display: Willow Warbler, Chiffchaff, Yellow Wagtail, 
Red-backed Shrike – we had to wait for autumn migration to finally see one 
this year, ironic considering it was once a regular breeder here – and  both 
Goldcrest and Firecrest, two closely-related species typical of winter here, and 
which made a joint first appearance this season. 
Other migrants of note included a pair of Honey Buzzards and an adult Black 
Stock, while some or all of today’s several Sparrowhawks may have been 
migrants as well. 
Wader numbers were even more disappointing that last week: the extensive 
mudflats around the lake, which is being drained, only hosted two 
Greenshanks and two Common Sandpipers. 
The butterfly in the photo – the Mallow Skipper (Carcharodus alceae) – is 
neither colorful nor spectacular, and it isn’t even rare. It is small, and its wings 
are quite worn, to boot. Simply put, there weren’t many other butterflies on 
the wing today. 
Are beautiful and showy species the only ones deserving of a photo? 


