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Weekly Report of 28 December, 2013 

 
Our suspicions were resoundingly confirmed. A week ago I suggested that 

there may have been more than one Crane wintering in the area. This 
afternoon, a somewhat disorderly flock contained not two birds, but eight. 

They did not all land in the same spot; they split up instead, and this may 
explain why we had not yet been able to see them all together. A flock of eight 

had been seen a month ago, and this may well be the same flock, of which we 
had only seen isolated birds in the meantime. Intriguingly, exactly eight 

Cranes had wintered at La Cassinazza last year as well, when they lingered 
until the end of February. Perhaps it is merely a coincidence, but could these 

be the same birds back for their second winter? 
Turning to more mundane events, we can add a flyover Night Heron at dusk to 

the list of uncommon wintering birds from last week’s report. 

Teal numbers have been growing steadily since late October, and they have 
now reached their seasonal peak, with an estimated 1,200 individuals. Like any 

estimate, it is somewhat open to question, but the fact remains that this is one 
of our highest concentrations ever. So many Teal were an irresistible 

temptation for the local Goshawk, which chased them relentlessly. 
Wigeon, on the other hand, are among La Cassinazza’s scarcer ducks – we 

rarely see more than a dozen or so. Like most other ducks, they spend their 
days resting and dozing off. And like all other ducks, they sleep with one eye 

open, just in case... 
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Heavy rain and reduced visibility: it was enough to dampen the enthusiasm of 

even the most dedicated birdwatcher. I managed to forge ahead for a couple 
of hours, but then I had to seek shelter. In fact, this is exactly what the birds 

did as well. 
The Reed Buntings, which roost overnight in the reedbed, usually head to the 

sorghum and sunflower fields to feed first thing in the morning, but today they 
lingered for quite a while among the dense cover provided by the reeds. In the 

driving rain they had no desire to fly all the way out to where the fat sunflower 
seeds could be found, and settled for the tiny seeds of the common reed. 

Although they skulked in the reedbed, they were actually easy to see: a quick 
bout of pishing and they jumped up on the reed stalks in their dozens to see 

what was happening. 

The Night Herons also lurked in deep cover; they should be further south by 
now, but a handful of immature birds born last summer are braving the winter, 

which has been mild so far and has spared them. I found their hiding place in 
the bushes surreptitiously ; now that I know where it is, I will make sure no 

one disturbs them, especially if the weather gets harsher. Life must be hard 
enough as it is for them without us flushing them from their daytime resting 

place. 
A very few Stonechats are also wintering here, and they all favour the rice 

stubble, but only where they can find a few taller stalks. Today’s photo was 
actually taken on a frosty morning several weeks ago: the Stonechat seems to 

be waiting for the day’s first sunrays to warm it up. 
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The rain spared us today, but the fog was even worse than last Saturday. 

Perhaps to atone for this, the day began with a very special sighting: a Red 
Fox crossed the path in front of us, and as surprised to see us as we were to 

see it, it stared at us for a moment before making its escape. In settled areas, 
foxes are active only at night, and it is very unusual to run into them in the 

daytime. 
We are now on the eve of the annual winter waterbird census, which is 

scheduled for next week. So far this winter, temperatures have been well 
above the norm, even more so during these first ten days of January. This is 

why several species that normally would not linger until mid-winter are still at 
La Cassinazza. Of particular note are ten or so Ruff (which managed to 

overwinter successfully on a handful of prior occasions) and two Dunlin. If the 

latter can make it through the end of January, they would represent the first 
successful overwintering of this species at La Cassinazza. The Sacred Ibis, 

another unexpected wintering species, surprised us with a flock of 90 or so 
individuals. 

During winter, a feeding station for raptors (and other species) is set up at La 
Cassinazza. In years of extreme cold, we have seen a variety of species, but 

with such a mild climate so far the only guests have been Common Buzzards, 
Magpies, and at night, Red Foxes. We had not had the opportunity to take 

photographs yet, but modern technology has come to our help and this 
Common Buzzard was all too willing to comply. 
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Today at La Cassinazza was the scheduled date for the annual International 

Waterbird Count, to which we devoted our full attention. In any event, given 
the amount of water that was falling constantly and insistently from the sky, 

there wasn’t anything else we could watch but waterbirds. 
 

Total numbers were good, but a far cry for the top counts of years past. It 
seems that many waterfowl decided to remain further north during this mild 

winter. Some – such as Gadwall and Shoveler - never really got here at all, 
while others may have already begun their return migration: Teal and Lapwing 

numbers, for instance, have fallen from their late-December peak. 
Without further ado, here are today’s totals: Mallard 3,300; Teal 430; Wigeon 

9; Shoveler 4; Gadwall 2; Lapwing 17; Common Snipe 15; and Spoonbill 4; in 

addition to small numbers of Moorhen, Coot, Water Rail, Little Egret, Cattle 
Egret, Grey Heron, and Great White Heron. 

 
Today of all days, we did not see any of those unusual wintering species that 

were present until last Saturday. I’m willing to bet that next week they will 
have materialized once again out of thin air... 

 
Having completed our I.W.C. duties under the driving rain, we immediately 

abandoned any pretence to continue birdwatching, and today’s list is truly 
meager. 

 
As for the photo of the 

day, lacking fresh 
material, I am turning to 

an old and dear friend of 

ours: the Great White 
Egret which has been 

returning to winter at La 
Cassinazza since the 

2005-6 season. We can 
tell it’s always the same 

individual thanks to the 
metal ring it bears on its 

left leg, and at least 
once a year, we can’t 

help but dedicate the 
photo of the day to it. 
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A clear yet temperate night was followed by a bright and mild day, so much so 

that a few timid butterflies were on the wing – the Peacock (Inachis io), which 
is not new to these mid-winter appearances - and even a lizard. The 

afternoon’s warm sun seemed to have put an end to winter and spring felt just 
around the corner! 

All too predictably, many of the birds that were absent for last week’s 
waterbird census were back. This was especially true for Lapwings, whose 

numbers rose from less than twenty to over 500. Also back were the Ruff, 
sixteen of them, all five Spoonbills, a couple of Green Sandpipers, a dozen 

Sacred Ibis, and two Great Bitterns. These are all species that were absent last 
week; perhaps the official totals will have to be updated. 

The key sighting, which alone made our day, came at dusk, as we were 

watching birds enter their evening roost in the reedbed. The Starlings that 
always attracted a hunting Peregrine are gone, and the roost is only 

frequented by Reed Buntings and a few Meadow Pipits, too small to draw a 
Peregrine’s interest. But they are not too small for a Merlin! 

 
Early in the morning, this backlit flock of ducks allowed me to get close, but 

many were already alarmed: they would all fly off a few seconds later. 
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Much like the Groundhog Day tradition in  the U.S., local folklore here in 

Lombardy holds that if it snows on the “days of the blackbird” in late January, 
spring will be early and mild. And we did indeed have a little snowfall two days 

ago, on January 30. In other regions, however, local lore turns this prediction 
upside down. Whatever comes next, we will be able to say that the ancient 

tradition was right. The snow soon gave way to rain and temperatures remain 
much higher than they have any right to be. Indeed,  there were a few signs of 

apparent northward migration: flocks of Fieldfares and Siskins appeared, when 
only a few scattered individuals were around in the last few weeks, we saw our 

first Redwings and Bramblings since November, and finally we found a 
Woodcock, whose highly elusive habits prevent us from drawing any 

conclusions as to whether it was a new arrival. Lapwing numbers have been 

conforming to an odd pattern: since the beginning of the year they have been 
alternating days of great abundance with days when they are barely present. 

Today was one of the latter. 
Adult Cormorants now sport their 

finest plumage, with white necks 
and faces and a white spot on 

their thighs, a clear sign that the 
winter has turned a corner. 

 
Hazel trees have been in full flower 

for the last ten days: thanks to 
this winter’s mild weather, they 

are at least one week early. Alder 
flowers are about to follow suit, 

and willows and poplars are 

already budding. 
 

Snow fell only twice this winter, 
once in November and again the 

day before last. It was a rare 
event, and as such warrants the 

photo of the day. I must confess, 
though, that the image dates back 

to the snowfall of two months ago. 
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Weekly Report of 08 February, 2014 

 
In spite of a discouragingly wet and foggy day, the Great Tits have begun to 

sing, and so have the Blackbirds; alders are in flower and Woodpigeons are 
performing their festooning display flight. These are small signs that a season 

has come to an end and the natural world is about to embark on a new cycle. 
We know all too well, however, that this transitional period between the winter 

season we have left behind and the spring migration that is still several weeks 
away is also the time of year when bird numbers and variety are at their 

lowest. Today’s birdwatching bore this out. 
 

The only event of note was running into three different Great Bitterns; this 
species is never easy to find, even when present, and sometimes can remain 

undetected for several consecutive birdwatching outings. 

Everything else was essentially the same as it was a week ago. 
 

At La Cassinazza, Magpies seem to have become more common over the 
years, or perhaps they have only become more bold and showy. Nevertheless, 

they remain quite difficult to photograph, due to their wary habits. 
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We had a lot of work to do today. We had to replace the floating platforms 

where the terns nest, which had been in place for years and are now heavily 
damaged, with the newly-constructed ones.  Putting the finishing touches on 

them, taking them to the water, dragging them to their places, and bringing 
back the old ones took all day. It was a tough slog. But our efforts will have 

been worth it when we will see the terns lay their eggs on those small islands 
we put out there for them, with our own hands. 

There wasn’t much time for birdwatching, which was limited to a quick 
lunchtime stroll. But the day’s sacrifices where richly rewarded: as I crossed a 

flooded meadow, more as a shortcut than in any hope of actually finding 
something, a Jack Snipe flushed from under my feet. This is one of the hardest 

local species to find, and come to think of it, a flooded meadow with scattered 

tufts of vegetation and clumps of dry ground is its ideal habitat. This lucky 
encounter pretty much sums up all of the day’s scarce sightings. 

I am also having a little trouble in finding a suitable photo of the day: for too 
many weeks, the poor weather or simply a lack of opportunities mean that we 

have taken very few photos. Today I had a face-to-face encounter with a 
Cottontail, a small North American rabbit that now has an established 

population here,  but the image attached is from the archives. 
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Spring is in the air. It’s in the song of the first Blackcap back after the winter. 

It’s in the flowers of the cornels and elms, in the willow and poplar buds, and 
in the first wildflowers. It’s in the pairs of Mallards, the drakes accompanying 

and watching over the hens, that can be found in every ditch looking for a 
suitable place to lay their eggs. In the two White Stork pairs, back at last 

year’s nesting sites. In the appearance of butterflies, with the most typical of 
all spring species, the yellow Brimstone. In the passage of a small flock of 

Common Buzzards that were rapidly making their way northwards. 
Also migrating were the Linnets: there were hundreds today atop the poplar 

trees, where they even outnumbered the Chaffinches. 
Finally, we bumped into a Jack Snipe again, in exactly the same place as we 

saw it last week. Presumably, this was the same individual. 

Today’s butterflies are a harbinger of the coming insect season, which will give 
us countless reasons to be curious. I have learned, however, that insects can 

be sought in winter as well, as they shelter in their hiding places. An excellent 
place to look for them is dead tree trunks, which are plentiful at La Cassinazza, 

much to the delight of the local woodpeckers. Like a woodpecker I also went 
looking for insects under the bark of these trunks, and I found a variety of 

species, especially beetles, many of them new for me. More often than not 
they are little black bugs that only an expert could love, but occasionally one 

finds a veritable gem, such as this amethyst-coloured specimen. Its name is 
Platydema violaceum, it is active only at night and eschews sunlight. I wonder 

why it needs such brilliant colours. 
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I have never seen such torrential rain at La Cassinazza. 

The roads turned into puddles: we even found a tree frog in one of them. The 
ditches became torrents, every lock a small waterfall. Ducks were swimming 

out in the meadows. 
A veritable flood, in other words, which sank our tireless enthusiasm for 

birdwatching. And to make the morning even more depressing, if possible, we 
found a young Roe Deer trapped between the bars of a gate it was trying to 

pass through: the poor animal had already met with a terrible death. 
Very few birds were about, and it was impossible to listen for their calls and 

songs, as the driving rain drowned out all other sounds. And so it was that 
after a day of birding, we failed to encounter some of La Cassinazza’s 

commonest species. 

But we did get thoroughly soaked. 
Taking photographs was not an option. Fortunately, in spite of it being winter, 

insects continue to provide a wealth of surprises. Since the beginning of the 
year, I have found and photographed over twenty species of beetle, at least a 

dozen of which are new to La Cassinazza. 
The photo of the day depicts a weevil (family Curculionidea), funny-looking 

beetles with a characteristic snout. Its scientific name is Lepyrus palustris and 
it lives in poplar wood. 
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Spring started suddenly, at least weather-wise, and brought us warm, sunny 

days this week. 
The animal world seems to be coming along slower, and is a little late. We did 

not find a single one of the numerous bird species (from Garganey to Black-
necked Stilt, and from Swallow to Little Ringed Plover) we expected would 

have been new arrivals today. The only migrants in evidence were the many 
Fieldfares. 

Waterbirds were particularly scarce, with the exception of Teal, which remain 
numerous: there had been an average of 500 or so over the last few weeks, 

and today there were more. 
Both White Stork pairs – the one at Cascina Darsena and the one at La 

Cassinazza –are remaining close to their nests. They are engaged in long, 

synchronized courtship flights and will soon lay eggs. In the farm fields, pairs 
of Lapwings are establishing territories . 

We were lucky to run into two unusual species: first a Goshawk, and then a 
whole flock of Jackdaws. 

A surprise was also in store among the few early butterflies that were on the 
wing: a Large Tortoiseshell (Nymphalis polychloros) an uncommon butterfly at 

La Cassinazza that is not seen every year. 
Shovelers are just beginning their spring migration, which will last until April. 

There are only a few around, no more than ten, but they were quite 
conspicuous in flight. Seen head-on, as in today’s photo, their big flat bills 

seem to give them a little trouble with their aerodynamics. 
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Weekly Report of 15 March, 2014 

 
Migration has finally started, at least as far as waterbirds are concerned: 

Black-winged Stilts arrived in number, together with the first individuals of 
Garganey, Spotted Redshank, and Wood Sandpiper. We also saw a large flock 

of Ruff and several Night Herons; although these two species were present 
throughout the winter, the birds we saw today were certainly new arrivals. 

Passerines are lagging behind: we recorded no new species for the year, even 
though there was an obvious migratory movement of Water Pipits and, to a 

lesser extent, Fieldfares and Linnets. It was just as obvious that some birds 
were leaving: Reed Bunting and Goldcrest numbers diminished greatly, and 

there are less than half the Teal that were here a week ago. Resident species 
are busily preparing for the breeding season: Blue Tits and Great Tits are 

constantly in and out of nestboxes, Long-tailed Tits are carrying nest-lining 

material, Great Spotted Woodpeckers are excavating cavities, Lesser Spotted 
Woodpeckers are singing and drumming, Coots are swimming with their wings 

raised in territorial displays, and Woodpigeons are performing their nuptial 
flight. The hedgerows are dotted with white and yellow spots: the white 

flowers of the Blackthorn, the intense yellow of the European Cornel, and the 
pastel yellows of various willow species. One in particular, a large isolated 

pussy willow, is attracting a variety of bees. Although the various species are 
different in terms of shape and size, they are all equally covered in yellow 

pollen dust and bear large loads of it on their legs. 


