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Weekly Report of 27 June, 2020 
 
In the space of a few days, summer has hit us with all its force. Now, once the early 
morning is past, all is silent and calm in the heat. 
With so little song to help us identify species, we must turn to observing behaviour to figure 
out which birds are breeding at La Cassinazza. 
A Marsh Warbler was vigorously chasing off a Cuckoo, which it must have surprised taking 
excessive interest in its nest. 
A Water Rail – which generally remains well hidden – walked right in front of me, calling 
loudly and doing all it could to attract my attention. It wanted me to follow it and lead me 
away from its chicks. Definitive proof of breeding at La Cassinazza was still lacking, but 
now we finally have it. 
Along with the ongoing breeding season, the arrival of more Teal and Green Sandpipers, 
the first Garganeys, and a very early Wood Warbler are hints of the fall migration to come. 
 
Cormorants can be seen at La Cassinazza year round, but they do not breed here. As far 
as I know, the nearest breeding colony is less than 20 km away. Cormorants are early 
nesters, and juveniles began showing up at La Cassinazza several weeks ago. Telling 
them apart from adults is straightforward, as the photo clearly shows. 
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Weekly Report of 04 July, 2020 
 
The juvenile White Storks – nine in all – that hatched in the three active nests this year 
fledged during the week. This is one less active nest than last year. Sadly, just as the 
storks were fledging, one of the adults – the very first individual to colonize the site in 2010 
– was found dead, apparently of natural causes. Over the course of ten years, this 
veritable patriarch fledged no less that 23 juveniles. 
The Common Tern eggs are starting to hatch. I can proudly say that this time around, not 
a single egg has been predated. Now, however, the delicate chicks will face an uphill 
battle for survival. 
I was pleasantly surprised by the Marsh Harriers, which I figured were not nesting at La 
Cassinazza this year. Instead, a very elusive pair is tending to an active nest, which it built 
in the most inaccessible and hard-to-see spot it could find. 
 
After a few weeks in which they were scarce, butterflies are once again in evidence. Of 
particular interest is the second brood of the Large Copper (Lycaena dispar). But the photo 
of the day depicts a moth, a true virtuoso of camouflage: when perched, it perfectly 
imitates a broken twig – a white poplar twig, to be precise – complete with bark and even 
growth rings. Had it not moved, it would surely have fooled me. It is known as the Buff-tip 
(Phalera bucephala). 



  

WEEKLY REPORTS 

SUMMER 2020 

 

Weekly Report of 11 July, 2020 
 
We are now in the middle of summer, and even though the heat is still manageable, it is 
certainly not an ideal season for observing wildlife. 
The Mallards are undergoing their annual moult, and many have dropped all their flight 
feathers at once and are now flightless, a very vulnerable time for them. 
The Spotted Flycatcher pair are on their second brood, underneath the same porch, but a 
few meters away from the previous nest. The Swallows that still roost right above the front 
door to the house, however, do not seem intentioned to nest again. 
There is something going on in the insect world that must be told. A dangerous alien has 
reached La Cassinazza: the Japanese Beetle (Popillia japonica), which first arrived several 
years ago with a cargo flight to Milan Malpensa airport, and which started to colonize the 
area around the airport and subsequently expanded its range. It is very voracious and a 
prolific breeder, and as such it is highly feared as an invasive pest. It has already caused 
serious damage to crops, and the Lombardy regional government is undertaking an 
extensive eradication effort. Last summer, I had seen a single individual at La Cassinazza, 
but I found several in June of this year, and they are downright abundant now in July. They 
feed on almost any plant, but here they seem to prefer the leaves of the Pussy Willow 
(Salix capraea). The photo clearly shows how numerous they can become, and the effect 
they have on willow leaves. 
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Weekly Report of 18 July, 2020 
 
By and large, the birds have stopped singing. We hear the occasional forlorn Golden 
Oriole, and even more rarely a Cuckoo, now that it no longer has any nests to lay its eggs 
in and seems to sing merely out of habit. The only species still actively nesting now is the 
Hobby, which delays breeding until July in order to feed its chicks on the inexperienced, 
recently-fledged juveniles of other species, which are easy to catch. The Common Terns 
have been a source of great joy: after incubating their eggs for 22 days and raising the 
chicks for 25, I was able to see the maiden flight of the first juveniles to fledge this year. To 
add to my excitement, the Common Tern colony briefly attracted two other tern species: a 
Little Tern and a Caspian Tern. The former had only appeared at La Cassinazza three 
other times, but the Caspian was a first! 
Dragonflies are plentiful, but most of them are Red-veined Darters (Sympetrum 
fonscolombii), a common species that breeds in rice fields. Butterflies are equally 
numerous, and much more diverse: we counted as many as 27 species. 

 
The Little Egret can be 
seen at La Cassinazza 
throughout the year. Its 
abundance fluctuates with 
the seasons, and there 
are barely a handful of 
individuals left during the 
cold of winter. 
Nevertheless, it has rarely 
featured as our image of 
the week. With its snowy-
white plumage, it is not 
easy to photograph, 
regardless of light 
conditions. 
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Weekly Report of 25 July, 2020 
 
July traditionally marks the beginning of the fall migration of waders, with the regular 
appearance of species such as Ruff, Wood and Green Sandpipers, Greenshank, and 
Spotted Redshank, and frequently a rarity or two. This year everything seems to be late. 
We are now at month’s end and have seen very few waders, mostly single individuals 
making brief stops. 
The start of migration is made more evident by the lack of some of our regular summer 
visitors: for the first time this weekend, I found neither Cuckoos nor Nightingales, and the 
sky was empty of Common Swifts. All of these species have begun to leave their breeding 
grounds. 
There has been no Starling roost for the last couple of weeks either. It largely comprised 
juveniles that fledged this spring, with only very few adults. If things go as expected, by 
early fall there will once again be countless Starlings roosting at La Cassinazza, but this 
time they will be migrants from further afield. And unlike the inexperienced juveniles, they 
will have had plenty of practice flying in flocks and will resume their incredible 
synchronized movements. 

 
The Night Heron is another 
everyday species at La 
Cassinazza, except in 
winter  – between 
November and mid-March, 
they leave the area 
entirely. It is mostly active 
at night, as reflected in its 
English and Latin names - 
Nycticorax means “night 
crow”. 
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Weekly Report of 01 August, 2020 
 
The heat has become unbearable over the last few days, and birdwatching is only possible 
early in the morning. 
The first juvenile Common Terns to fledge left almost immediately, together with their 
parents. They are in a hurry, as a long journey awaits. They will take their time, making 
numerous stops along the way, but theirs is nevertheless one of the longest migrations in 
the animal kingdom. Many of the chicks from the second brood are still on the nest and are 
not yet fully grown. 
The few other species that are still nesting include the Moorhens, with several pairs having 
eggs that are hatching this week. And as I have previously said, there is the Hobby, which 
waits until July and August so it can feed its chicks with the plentiful bird prey – recently 
fledged juveniles and early migrants – and the great abundance of dragonflies. 
A few landbirds are on the move, although single Pied and Spotted Flycatchers hardly 
make a migration. Still, they are a small, early sign of things to come. 
 
Today’s photo celebrates the last of the trio of our commonest herons. This Grey Heron, 
set against the green sea of the rice fields, captured what appeared to be a tadpole and 
swallowed it immediately after I pressed the camera shutter. 
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Weekly Report of 08 August, 2020 
 
It’s on! Migration is finally underway. In La Cassinazza’s reedbed, which seemed lifeless 
until a few days ago, the reed stalks are swaying to the movements of many songbirds, but 
the vegetation is dense and the birds themselves invisible. The only way to catch a 
glimpse of them is to use playback, attracting them with recordings of their songs. In fact, 
the birds came out in the same order as their songs are archived on my smartphone (that 
technological marvel): first the pale face of a Garden Warbler, followed by the yellow belly 
and grey wings of the Icterine Warbler, then the Marsh and Reed Warblers that nested in 
the reedbed, the pale supercilium of a Sedge Warbler, the grunt of a Water Rail, and finally 
a Cetti’s Warbler. I did not need to call in the latter: as curious as Cetti’s Warblers are, it 
was drawn in by the commotion. A Chiffchaff was calling from the bushes, and the hot 
afternoon was enlivened by a flock of Bee-eaters. 
I even found a new species for La Cassinazza: an Aesculapian Snake, a tree-dwelling 
species that hunts small birds. Long, slender, and strikingly elegant, it climbed the 
branches of a shrub with grace and agility. Its presence is another sign of the gradual 
maturation of La Cassinazza’s woodland habitat. 
 

Judging by how frequently I have been 
seeing them, this must be migration time for 
the Spotted Flycatcher. This species has the 
same name in pretty much all languages:  
Pigliamosche, Gobemouche, 
Grauschnäpper, Papamoscas, even the Latin 
name Muscicapa. It is easy to see why. 
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Weekly Report of 15 August, 2020 
 
The water level is dropping, and the mudflats and puddles are attracting a hundred or so 
Little Egrets, plus dozens of Great White Egrets, Cattle Egrets, and Sacred Ibis. Among all 
this white, a Black Stork stood out like a sore thumb. 
The conditions look ideal for waders as well, but we are just not seeing any. This has 
become a constant in late summer: evidently, their main migration routes do not run 
through here. 
 
As lively as La Cassinazza’s reedbed was a few days ago, with plenty of small songbirds, 
today it appeared lifeless and still. It took a lot of hard work to find a handful of Reed 
Warblers and a Garden Warbler. Migration brought them here, and just as quickly took 
them somewhere else. After all, this is what’s so fascinating about birdwatching: every day 
is different and full of surprises, for better or for worse. 
And we did have a nice surprise: the Pygmy Cormorants are roosting at La Cassinazza. At 
dawn I counted close to one hundred. Only a few years ago, this species would have been 
considered an exceptional rarity here. By the time the sun was high enough to take a few 
photos, most had already flown away, and the photo does not do justice to the gathering. 
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Weekly Report of 29 August, 2020 
 
Perhaps some of you noticed that last week’s report was never sent: a matter that required 
my immediate attention kept me away from La Cassinazza. 
Very little had changed upon my return; most notable were the absences. The Pygmy 
Cormorants – fickle and unpredictable as they are – no longer spend the night at La 
Cassinazza, their roost only lasting a few days. The Golden Orioles, Spotted Flycatchers, 
Turtle Doves, and Nightingales are all gone, as are most of the Swallows. Only one 
species, the Pied Flycatcher, seemed to have arrived in any numbers. 
The time I devoted to birdwatching, however, was amply rewarded by a memorable, once-
in-a-lifetime encounter. A massive female Goshawk caught a juvenile Night Heron, pinning 
it to the ground. Indifferent to my presence, it allowed me to approach it and photograph it 
to my heart’s content. Once I was close enough to reach out and touch it or steal its prey, 
it finally acknowledged me: not as a threat, mind you, but as a potential competitor, and it 
reacted by defending its catch.  
Glaring at me, it threw down the gauntlet: “come on, try it if you dare…come on...”. 
A strong, proud, and fearsome predator. 
I make it a point not to interfere with the course of nature. The death of the Night Heron 
was a prolonged affair – a cruel and heart-wrenching one. When I finally left them to their 
fate – a tragic one for the heron – I felt deeply moved. 
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Weekly Report of 05 September, 2020 
 
The last two juvenile Common Terns have finally fledged, from a pair that nested quite 
late, with eggs being laid in mid-July. The entire family, including the two young, barely 
able to fly, wasted no time in leaving: migration cannot wait any longer. Even later nesters 
were the Little Bitterns, whose young are now out of the nest, and while they can skilfully 
climb vegetation, they are still unable to fly. 
Newly-arrived migrants included the Pied Flycatcher, Lesser Whitethroat, and Water Rail, 
which all of a sudden started noisily calling from the reedbed, and a large flock of 
Woodpigeons. Now that the local Barn Swallows have left, I can be certain that the many 
birds that were perching on wires were migrants. Also in active migration was a flock of 18 
White Storks. Garden Warbler, Chiffchaff, Yellow Wagtail, and Red-backed Shrike put in 
brief appearances. 
Now that the ricefields are being drained, nearly a thousand Mallards have returned to La 
Cassinazza, along with about one hundred Teal and a dozen each of Lapwing and Snipe. 
 
 
Today’s photo is not the usual 
portrait of a local species. The 
hornet’s nest is an elaborate 
structure made of a material much 
like papier-mâché, which the 
hornets themselves make. They 
are usually located in a hollow 
trunk, and so out of sight. Once a 
colony starts to grow, and the 
nest with it, it can sometimes spill 
out of the cavity, looking 
somewhat like a waterfall, or a 
stalactite, hanging from the tree. 
A nest such as this one can host 
hundreds of hornets. 
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Weekly Report of 12 September, 2020 
 
Early this week, during the night between Sunday and Monday, the weather took a turn for 
the worse. As soon as the front passed, a massive influx of Pied Flycatchers took place. 
The first signs were evident Monday afternoon, and by Tuesday morning there were 
hundreds, if not thousands of them: nine out of ten songbirds were Pied Flycatchers and 
their calls could be heard everywhere. I’ve never seen anything like it. The whole event 
lasted no more than two days: the birds left as suddenly as they had arrived. 
The same front brought with it flocks of Bee-eaters and Alpine Swifts. 
Waders are finally arriving as well: about 50 Lapwings and 30 Common Snipe, along with 
a few Ruff and Wood Sandpiper. Several flocks – comprising Greenshanks and Wood and 
Green Sandpipers – only put down in the evening, and left right at dawn the following 
morning. I could hear their calls overnight, but I never saw them again. 
A Tawny Owl was calling in the pre-dawn hours, from the canopy of the tree right above 
the house. I could see a black silhouette set off against the dark grey sky. 
 
The Pied Flycatcher is not very faithful to its common name. Only males in spring are pied. 
In the fall, males, females, and first-year birds – which are the majority – share a rather 
dull brownish plumage. 
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Weekly Report of 19 September, 2020 
 
The weather was clear, stable, and quite warm over the duration of the week – far from 
ideal conditions for grounding migrants. In fact, the calm, clear nights meant those few 
passerine migrants that were around left. 
Waterbirds proved more interesting. Common Snipe and Lapwing were present every day 
– about 100-150 of the former and at least 80 of the latter – and during the night between 
Friday and Saturday several dozen Green Sandpipers dropped in. They spent the early 
morning hours here and left well before noon. Other waders included a handful each of 
Greenshank, Ruff, Wood Sandpiper, Spotted Redshank, and Dunlin. Waterfowl numbers 
increased noticeably: there are now about 600 Teal, while Mallard numbers vary greatly 
from one day to the next, and even over the course of a single day: there have been as 
few as 600 and as many as 2000.   
Alpine Swifts have been migrating overhead in sometimes impressive numbers, but they 
always remain very high in the sky. 
 
A new species has arrived at La Cassinazza, a dragonfly known as the Violet Dropwing 
(Trithemis annulata). This was not simply a wandering individual: I found several territorial 
males and at least one female laying eggs. I am confident that they will soon become 
regular here. This is originally an African species, which until a few decades ago could be 
found no closer than Sicily. It then slowly began colonizing mainland Italy, and has now 
made it to the north. Yet more evidence – as if we needed it – of our warming climate. 


