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Weekly Report 19-25 December, 2021

This week brought only gloomy, foggy weather, day after day.

Redwings and Fieldfares are around, together with a flock of hundreds of Chaffinches and
Bramblings. Every once in a while, a Goshawk or a Peregrine will put in an appearance.
The only noteworthy event was a Merlin flying by, as energetic as ever.

In the absence of anything else of note, | will take the opportunity to tell you about a new
frenemy I've made. The Reeves’s Pheasant is not native to Europe, and its only
redeeming quality is its beauty; indeed, a few individuals were released at La Cassinazza
for ornamental purposes. These captive-bred birds do not generally fare well in the wild.
One would think that their garish plumage and enormous tail would make it difficult for
them to hide, but they can be deceptively inconspicuous against the leaf litter in the
understory. Males are highly territorial; the one in the photo, in particular, will attack
anything passing through its territory, whether they are bicycles, people, or tractors. | often
walk by it and have become its favourite target — we have come to blows several times. |
had not seen it for several days and figured a Red Fox had caught itself a succulent
Christmas dinner. Today, though, it once again darted out of the woods to chase after me.
Merry Christmas to you too, old chap.
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Weekly Report 26-31 December, 2021

Current temperatures are quite mild for winter. The scientific explanation for this is an
African airflow that has reached Europe, but in layman’s terms, at least here at La
Cassinazza, this means fog.

Those few hours in which we could actually see birds have confirmed what we first noticed
ten days ago: the waterfowl are coming back to La Cassinazza. During the autumn
months, Mallards remained quite scarce, unlike in the past, when numbers peaked in fall.
In recent weeks their numbers gradually built up and there are now about 3,000, a good
count but far below the records of the past. Unlike the Mallards, the Teal never left, and
their numbers remained at least as high as those in recent winters.

The Gadwall is one of the scarcer ducks to occur at La Cassinazza. While it is present
every winter, its numbers vary from one year to the next, from a handful — as is the case
this year — to upwards of fifty or more. Unlike other duck species, whose drakes have
colorful and sometimes harlequin-like plumages, drake Gadwalls are quite understated:
they look like serious businessmen sporting a stylish tweed jacket.
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Weekly Report 01-08 January, 2022

A new birdwatching year is upon us. The first three species of 2022 were Teal, Mallard,
and Tree Sparrow, in that order. The Little Owl was the fourth, and narrowly missed the
podium. Of the three woodpecker species that reside at La Cassinazza, the first to be
recorded was also the scarcest — the Little Spotted Woodpecker. A large flock of
Woodpigeons in the rice stubble contained a single Stock Dove, at least as far as | could
tell. The Firecrest has already made it onto the 2022 year list, but oddly its commoner
cousin the Goldcrest is still missing, in spite of much searching. There were several Great
Bittern sightings.

Three Kings’ Day saw the return of hundreds of Lapwings to La Cassinazza, after they had
been absent or nearly so during the month of December. On the same day, a flock of over
30 Cranes flew above the property, in a perfect V, with their slow and powerful flight.
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Weekly Report 09-15 January, 2022

Being quarantined at home is all the rage these days, and | had to join the club this week.
As such, | cannot write the usual weekly report, and will probably have to skip the next one

as well.

The dark days are not over yet, and perhaps this photo of a Kingfisher will help brighten up
your week.
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Weekly Report 23-30 January, 2022

La Cassinazza remained shrouded in fog for much of the week. Under these conditions,
birdwatching is reduced to seeing shadows and hearing calls and wingbeats. Late winter is
when the number and variety of birds bottoms out, and there is no migration to speak of.
On top of all this, the weather was cold and humid. Still, my enthusiasm at finally being
outside after two weeks in Covid quarantine was not diminished one bit. But | don’'t have
much to report.

There were several close encounters with Great Bitterns. Their proverbial wariness,
mimetic plumage, and the fog meant that they always saw me before | saw them, flushing
when | was only a few meters away.

Marsh Harriers are notable for their absence. Until a few years ago, the reedbed at La
Cassinazza hosted a winter roost of ten to twenty individuals. The Wild Boars have now
taken over the reedbed — and other habitats as well — and the Marsh Harriers are gone.
Like every year, the first hazel blossoms signal the beginning of the new cycle of seasons.

Waterfowl numbers remain high. While the Mallards came and went this year, the Teal
have remained faithful to La Cassinazza, their numbers fluctuating between 700 and 1000.
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Weekly Report 01-05 February, 2022

With a sudden turnaround, the weather gods gave us clear, sunny days — with a few
exceptions, of course — culminating in spring-like afternoons, during which the year’s first
butterflies took to the wing: the Red Admiral, Peacock, and Brimstone.

Great Tits have begun to sing, and Magpies are fixing up last year’s nests. Other birds —
especially Blackbirds, Reed Buntings, and Siskins — have suddenly become much more
numerous and noisy; perhaps they are already on the move.

Still, 1 will bestow the official title of the year’s first migrants on the seven Ruff that arrived
mid-week, beating out a flock of 15 Green Sandpipers by just a couple of days. The
handful of Dunlin associating with Lapwings that we have been seeing at La Cassinazza
since November wintered locally.

During my walks | often run into Great Bitterns. | think there are at least three individuals
around, each with its own well-defined territory.

Moorhens are so common that we take them for granted. In winter, large numbers
concentrate around the main house and the courtyard, but we still barely acknowledge
their presence.
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Weekly Report 06-12 February, 2022

The willow buds are swelling more and more, a Little Owl is singing from the roof of the
main house (all night, every night, alas) and those few Reed Buntings that remain in the
reedbed are trying out their songs as they get ready to leave.

Spring is coming, that much is evident.

The main event this week was a very brief appearance by two Ruddy Shelducks. As soon
as they saw me appear on the horizon they took off and never came back. | know this
species is usually immediately dismissed as an escape, but these two very wary individual
cannot possibly be from the Swiss population that feeds on bread from the hands of
tourists. We'll never be sure, but my money is on a wild origin.

The Blue Tits have become abundant, but the commonest small passerines this week
were the Siskins.

Inconspicuous and
usually silent, they hang
acrobatically from alder
branches to get at the
catkins and feed on the
tiny seeds they contain.
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Weekly Report 13-19 February, 2022

Over the last week, Siskin numbers have gradually been falling off. Theirs was a veritable
migration wave: | was seeing them everywhere, not just in the countryside, but also in city
parks, private gardens, and even median strips.

The Starlings are back at La Cassinazza after an absence of several weeks. Every year, in
the heart of winter, they leave in search of milder conditions.

On top of the church steeple, a pair of White Storks is back on its old nest. The other pairs
that breed locally should be back soon.

As new birds arrive, others leave: the numbers of Teal and Mallards have begun to drop.
Apart from this, there was not much evidence of migration.

This week did give us a couple of interesting sightings, though: a Woodcock crouching in a
patch of woods and a Golden Plover circling over the wetlands.

Blue Tits are always common here, but their numbers can vary substantially from one
winter to the next. This year was nothing special, with a minor influx in the last few weeks,
at the same time as the Siskins were passing through.
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Weekly Report 20-28 February, 2022

The White Poplars are in full bloom, a full two weeks earlier that they would have been
twenty years ago, when | first began keeping track of such things. This also happened in
winter 2006-7, which back then was considered to be extraordinarily mild. Now, these
early blooms are increasingly frequent, to the point where we have come to expect it:
another sign of the changing times. The Chaffinches, Bramblings, Siskins, and tits are all
taking advantage of this bounty and are happily feasting, causing the flowers to literally
rain down from the trees.

After a few months of silence, the Tawny Owl has resumed singing. In fact, a pair is
present, and was duetting.

The only new arrival for the week was the Little Ringed Plover.

Great Tits are present all year round, and their numbers remain about the same, whether
or not all individuals are actually resident. By and large, however, they migrate very little,
unlike their close relative the Blue Tit, which instead becomes more common in winter,
sometimes with extraordinary influxes.
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Weekly Report 01-06 March, 2022

Spring migration has started. New arrivals at La Cassinazza this week included 50 or so
Ruff, about as many Common Snipe, and several dozen Green Sandpipers. Flocks of
Cranes flew overhead, as did a baker’'s dozen Golden Plovers.

There was a clear influx of Fieldfares and Chiffchaffs. Water Pipits also came through,
although they blend in so well in the mud and dirt that we often fail to notice them.

Finches, on the other hand, largely left the area. The numbers of Siskins and Chaffinches
have plummeted, and Bramblings are essentially gone.

New species for the season were Greenshank, Black-winged Stilt, Stonechat, Goldfinch,
Red Kite, Goshawk, and Hen Harrier. The last-named species was once regularly found all
winter long, but now they rarely push as far south as the Po Plain.

Other interesting sightings this week included Great Bittern, Coal Tit, Little Ringed Plover,
Pygmy Cormorant — once a rarity here, but now a constant presence - Peregrine, and
Lesser Spotted Woodpeckers in full song. Finally, it is always a thrill to flush a Woodcock.

| have chosen the Fieldfare as my bird of the week. It is undoubtedly the most handsome
of our thrushes.
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Weekly Report 07-13 March, 2022

Winter came back with a vengeance this week: morning temperatures dropped below
zero, with ice on the impoundments and frost on the ground. In spite of the cold, the
Blackbirds were singing their heads off in the pre-dawn darkness, as they would on a
warm spring morning. For several months now, the network of canals that brings water to
La Cassinazza has been drained for maintenance work, and it hasn’t rained for weeks. In
spite of all our efforts, the water level is dropping in many impoundments, and they are
drying up. During migration, this isn’t necessarily a bad thing, as the mudflats are
irresistible to waders. In recent days we saw as many as 150 Common Snipe, with about
80 Lapwings, nearly as many Green Sandpipers, about 30 Ruff, and small numbers of
Black-winged Stilts, Little Ringed Plovers, Black-tailed Godwits, Common Redshanks,
Spotted Redshanks, and a single Greenshank. We weren’t lacking for variety.

In addition to the above, we had numerous new arrivals for the year, including Great
Crested Grebe, Garganey, Black Stork, Hoopoe, and Spotted Crake, one of which was
ridiculously approachable.

On arecent icy morning, a Red Fox was hunting in a frosty meadow.
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Weekly Report 14-20 March, 2022

With perfect timing, twenty or so Garganey — known as Marzaiola, the “March bird” in
Italian — have dropped in at La Cassinazza. Almost all are drakes, the earliest to migrate.
Equally on schedule are the Ruff, but in much more spectacular numbers that have grown
with each passing day; there are now at least 250. The number of Black-winged Stilts is
also steadily growing, and there are now about twenty. Barn Swallows have also arrived,
as expected. The lengthy list of waders already present at La Cassinazza grew by one
with the arrival of several Wood Sandpipers, somewhat ahead of schedule.

The Black Stork, a one-year-old bird, stayed with us at least until mid-week, as did the
Black-tailed Godwits. A Little Crake giving quick glimpses rounded out the list of new
arrivals.

I've always thought of Robins as quintessential winter birds. As territorial and aggressive
as they are towards other Robins, they are often quite friendly and approachable when it
comes to humans. They are resilient, hardy birds that can withstand even the harshest
winters, when many other passerines leave or, worse yet, succumb to the cold.

| can’t close out my winter reports without a photo of a Robin.




