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In this edition of Ali, among many items of interest 

we present data from Birds in Europe 3, the latest 

study from BirdLife International on the conserva-

tion status of European birds. The presentation of 

the report, which came in advance of its European 

launch in the setting of the splendid General As-

sembly of LIPU members at Parma on May 20, 

offered us a chiaroscuro canvas: on one hand, there 

was an improvement in the situation for a number 

of species, thanks partly to our exhaustive work for 

their protection; on the other, there was the in-

creased number of globally threatened species (the 

so-called SPEC 1 category) from 40 to 68 in only 

ten years.  A worrying statistic that applies not least 

to Italy, especially given that in our country five of 

these species (Rock Partridge, Lapwing, Redwing, 

Pochard and Turtle Dove) may still be hunted. It was 

for this reason that LIPU immediately requested that 

the Government and the Regions halt the hunting of 

these species and put more effort into enforcing the 

directives, giving greater protection to the continent’s 

biodiversity.

So, to biodiversity: at the recent G7 meeting at 

Taormina, no progress whatsoever was made 

regarding climate change; but what is happening at 

the global level with regard to the politics of nature 

protection, 25 years on from the Rio Convention? 

Our CEO Danilo Selvaggi looks into this question in 

his column, ‘From the First Floor’.

It is with great pride too that subsequent to the 

General Meeting, I can announce LIPU’s financial 

results – final results for 2016 and provisional for 

Dear Members ...

Editorial

Fulvio Mamone 

Capria – LIPU 

President

Danilo Mainardi, Honorary President of LIPU, at the LIPU Assemblea 

at Montepulciano in 2008, speaking to the delegates after dinner and, 

typically, making a point with expertly drawn illustrations. See a tribute 

on page 24.
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2017. A balanced budget, with investment in the 

protection of new areas, the support of recovery 

centres and oases under pressure, national and 

international projects of great significance, effective 

management strategies, increased membership and 

reach, and the prospect of having a ‘LIPU House’ at 

Parma, at which to welcome our supporters and talk 

to people about nature: all this is the result of the 

great efforts we have made in recent years thanks to 

your undying support.

We have received so many letters, e-mails and 

telephone calls, thanking us for our work, for the 

unfailing efforts of our volunteers and for the 

commitment with which we address the issues that 

face us. Allow me then to convey to you in turn, 

in the name of the national council, the executive 

committee, the chief executive, the staff and all the 

delegates, our profound gratitude for the faith that 

you display in continuing your allegiance to this body 

of people, volunteers, special workers in the field. 

Yes, special, because we never forget the need to 

defend the passage of migrating birds from poachers, 

to generate knowledge and plans for the future, to 

look after small birds and mammals in trouble, to 

guide the public on the protected paths of our oases 

and reserves, to protect endangered species and instil 

in the young a respect for nature. A winning team of 

volunteers, enthusiasts who – without counting the 

cost – give up their own time to defend birds and 

some of the most beautiful sites for biodiversity in 

Europe.

As our own Danilo Mainardi has said, ‘I truly believe 

that the time has come when the centrality of nature 

in our culture can at last be perceived. A centrality 

that is necessary for us to know ourselves better, and 

as a result make a more positive calibration of our 

relationship with nature, with those like us, with 

ourselves’. Have a good summer, dear friends, and 

Forza LIPU!

* * *

FROM THE FIRST FLOOR

by Danilo Selvaggi, Director General, LIPU

HALF-EARTH

Twenty-five years ago, on 5 June 1992, the 

Convention on Biological Diversity was being 

signed. What has happened to ‘Mother Earth’ since 

then? Have we done all that it will take to protect 

her?

First of all, why ‘Mother’? Why do we almost always 

end up using this word when we talk about the 

Earth? Earth as a mother – a linguistic reflex that has 

stuck with people from everywhere and seems so 

obvious now that it almost holds no meaning at all.

This expression was also used by many 

commentators on 5 June 1992, when the Convention 

on Biological Diversity was signed in Rio de Janeiro 

on the occasion of the 20th Earth Day: ‘An agreement 

for Mother Earth’ and ‘Mother Earth has one more 

chance’, they said.

The easiest explanation is certainly linked to Earth’s 

fertility. By giving life, our planet is the mother of 

all mothers, the womb of all wombs, the Big Womb. 

However, it is important not to consider the Earth, 

mothers, and – by extension – all women only in 
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such a one-dimensional way. What is a mother? Only 

a body and fertility? Only milk, food and warmth? 

Or is she also presence, knowledge, education and 

guidance – that is to say, not only nature and life but 

also culture and choice?

To an extent, we can say the same for the Earth. It is 

wrong and even dangerous to consider it only as a 

source that gives without asking, a limitless creator 

of resources whose fecundity must be pushed to 

the limit so that it can constantly quench our thirst 

and satisfy our hunger – a mother that cannot stop 

delivering because man, the child, is insatiable. 

Sociologist Zygmunt Bauman once said, ‘Instead 

of breaking bread and sharing it, we think of ways 

of doubling it endlessly’. It is not a matter of being 

frugal and being happy with little or of being modest 

and being happy with less. It is all about balance 

– being happy with the right amount. 

A change in perspective

For a long time, we have thought about nature in 

terms of limitless growth and acted accordingly, 

refining techniques (just think of the Green 

Revolution in the sixties) that would increase the 

Earth’s productivity disproportionately. We have 

been convinced that natural resources would be 

infinite, that squeezing nature would only bring 

benefits and no harm, that man would be the only 

being with rights over Planet Earth and that men’s 

happiness, their very own reason for being, would 

solely depend on possessing something – actually, on 

possessing more. Therefore, we have long lived with 

an environmental problem without even noticing 

that there was one, actually or potentially.

The worsening of the impact on our ecosystem and 

whirlwind population growth as well as our ‘positive’ 

cultural growth in scientific knowledge and ethical 

beliefs have allowed a change in perspective. A non-

ecological mankind has been brought into contrast 

with an ecological one that considers the Earth as a 

shared home to inhabit and take care of. 

It is more or less with this in mind that at the 

beginning of the seventies, at the dawn of modern 

environmentalism, world nations gathered in 

Sweden to begin the journey that would lead to the 

Convention on Biological Diversity in Rio de Janeiro 

and, in a way, to restore hope.

United Nations of nature

Starting on 5 June 1972 (from which the yearly 

celebration of Earth Day is on 5 June), for two weeks, 

Stockholm hosted the United Nations Conference 

on the Human Environment, where – for the first 

time – the world expressed in black and white the 

need for a shift in human practices as regards the 

environment and the adoption of a global approach.

The Conference saw the participation of 113 

states, marked the creation of the United Nations 

Environment Programme (UNEP) and ended with a 

Declaration filled with commitments and innovative 

ideas.

The Declaration states that man has ‘a special 

responsibility to safeguard and wisely manage the 

heritage of wildlife and its habitat’ and that the 

management of natural resources must change 

deeply, so that nature conservation would ‘receive 

importance in planning for economic development’ 

and that the latter would never be separated from 
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the objective of protecting the environment and 

conserving the Earth for ‘future generations’, too.

Faced with evidence that the rhythms of human 

consumption were much faster than those of natural 

production, the idea of nature as a limitless source 

started to lose its certainty.

The Conference of 1972 – an important year for the 

environment also due to the Meadows Report on the 

‘limits of development’ – which was criticised for 

being too bland, represented nonetheless the starting 

point of a journey that, after several essential stages 

and great regulatory achievements, such as the Bonn 

Convention, the Bird and Habitat Directives, and 

many national laws, eventually led to the turning 

point in Rio de Janeiro.

The Earth Summit

Twenty years after Stockholm, on 5 June 1992, the 

world gathered in Rio de Janeiro to complete the 

journey. If Stockholm represented a sort of ‘cultural 

baptism’ of world commitment to the Earth, Rio had 

to raise the bar in scientific, juridical and political 

terms. Everything was clear: we needed to change 

direction. Everything was – or seemed to be – ready: 

we had awareness, knowledge and the means to 

make that change. The very name of the event, ‘The 

Earth Summit’, and its organisational model – a 

gathering of all the world’s heads of state – conveyed 

an idea of the weight that was being given to this 

conference and of the political intentions that were 

being declared. Safeguarding the planet had become 

a primary goal, to be placed at the top of any political 

agenda.

In fact, most of the preparatory work had already 

been done in Nairobi, Kenya, where scientists and 

experts from the various states, the so-called sherpas, 

had met a few days prior to the Rio conference to 

agree on the documents to be ratified, and then off to 

Rio to sign the treaties with due solemnity.

The three conventions that were signed in Brazil 

concerned climate change, the fight against 

desertification, and biodiversity – this was the first 

time that the term ‘biodiversity’ had been used in 

such a prominent way. 

However, the real innovation of Rio, at least with 

regard to intentions, was and still is what we can 

call the harmony of policies – that is to say, their 

integration. If the fragmentation of natural habitats 

is a serious and often lethal issue for many living 

species, the same can be said of environmental 

policies, particularly those concerning nature 

conservation: if isolated from one another, any 

safeguarding action loses its efficacy. It only takes two 

divisions of a small municipality not communicating 

with each other to make even the best conservation 

projects fail and that is why Rio represented a step 

up: human priorities must be always integrated with 

environmental ones.

Twenty-five years of biodiversity

With the Rio de Janeiro Summit, the world seemed 

to be on the verge of a historical change. Born from 

the alarmism of ‘apocalyptic’ scientists and young 

environmental associations, the matter of ecology had 

become a global issue and one that concerned heads 

of state. And then? What has actually happened since 

then? Have we managed to stop such a destructive 

tendency towards nature in the past 25 years? This 
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is a very dangerous question, which risks making us 

feel either very depressed or overly optimistic. 

On the one hand, the main targets have not yet been 

reached, as witnessed at the various summits post-

Rio, among them Johannesburg in 2002, Rio in 2012 

and Nagoya in 2014, with its ‘Aichi Targets’. When, 

in 2010, it was judged to have failed, the goal to stop 

the decline of biodiversity was postponed until 2020, 

together with a series of other ambitious milestones, 

such as raising awareness of biodiversity, sustainable 

exploitation of natural resources in the various 

states, and the integration of biodiversity values into 

development strategies. But 2020 is just around the 

corner and thinking that all of this will happen in a 

few months is rather unrealistic.

Meanwhile, the number of endangered species or 

species that we have already lost is very high. The 

destruction of sites and habitats continues apace, both 

in environments of invaluable importance, like the 

big rainforests, and in ‘home’ areas – those that are 

closer to us and seemingly less important. As for Italy, 

a country that hosts half of European flora species 

and a third of the continent’s fauna species, the Red 

Lists tell us that of the 2,807 species assessed, 596 risk 

extinction, accounting for 21.2 per cent of the total, 

against 19 per cent at the global level.  

Just as worrying is the condition of birds. The new 

version of Birds in Europe, a study of the state of 

bird conservation in Europe carried out by BirdLife 

International (and LIPU in Italy) states that 68 

European species are endangered globally and that 

for some of them the risk of extinction is very high. 

Sometimes, all this feels rather Sisyphean: great 

efforts to save nature and enormous obstacles ahead. 

The bright side of the story

On the other hand, we could well overturn this 

pessimistic perspective and highlight the big steps 

made in the safeguarding of natural heritage. There 

are 170,000 protected areas in the world today. Many 

species have been saved and many conservation 

programmes have been implemented with 

encouraging results. In Europe, despite obstacles 

and difficulties, the Bird and Habitat Directives 

have allowed for an organised strategy of protection, 

including the birth of the Nature 2000 network, 

Life programmes, action plans, and good national 

laws. The work of scientists, the commitment of 

associations, the progress of education and the 

efforts of so many people have created the right 

conditions for the ‘nature issue’ to become well 

known. In addition, there is a wish to see natural 

resources safeguarded and the wider aspects of nature 

adequately protected. There is, then, a bright side of 

the story, one that makes us look with satisfaction 

and sometimes deep emotions at a wood that has 

survived a disaster, a wetland that has been restored, 

the punctual return of migratory birds and the hope 

that Nature, with its incomparable beauty, represents 

for humanity.

What is missing, then? Among many other 

things, politics is one. Much politics and many 

administrations are yet to succeed in making the big 

step to follow, accompany and favour the process of 

the new ecological culture. As if they were children 

of the Old World, lagging behind on the old road.

However, big international conventions and 

individual national laws can no longer wait. Forty-

five years after Stockholm and twenty-five after 
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Rio de Janeiro, these must be brought to life and 

be fully applied, no half measures. The integration 

of policies must be not only the concession of 

enlightened public executives but a normal practice, 

a widespread strategy. We need to start today from the 

implementation of the Plan for Biodiversity that has 

just been approved by the European Commission, 

pursuant to the Bird and Habitat Directives, after 

that 500,000 European citizens and 70,000 LIPU 

members and friends have long been calling for such 

a commitment, the latter via a campaign entitled 

Allarmenatura (Nature Alarm).

Only by doing this, by reducing the gap between 

theory and practice, will we be able to truly 

understand how important and beneficial for all it is 

for us to treat nature with respect.

Half-Earth

In his most recent book, entitled Half-Earth, 

biologist Edward Wilson offers an extreme solution 

to saving biodiversity: dedicate 50 per cent of the 

planet to nature, by creating ‘a global network of 

inviolable reserves that cover half the surface of 

Earth’ and represent a ‘solution commensurate 

with the magnitude of the problem’. He proposes 

no humans, artefacts or technology. Only nature. 

This proposition is provocative, fascinating, and 

unattainable at present. Yet it is based on precise 

technical arguments and a fundamental principle: we 

cannot take from Mother Earth only what benefits 

us; we cannot love her only for what she gives us and 

then ignore her when it comes to what we owe her. 

This is what I was once told in Brussels by one of the 

Rio ‘survivors’ – one of the ‘sherpas’ who relentlessly 

worked on the Convention in Nairobi: we do things 

very well, but only halfway.

Earth does not wait. It is like mothers; it is like 

life – neither wait. They silently ask for care and 

recognition, always, soon, now. 
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LIPU strategy for biodiversity

‘Biodiversity, Italian treasure’ is the name of the 

first chapter of the LIPU Strategy 2015  a document 

dedicated to conservation and biological diversity. 

Comprising nine different themes, LIPU’s strategy 

contains 40 goals to work towards until 2020, 

among them the safeguarding of Nature 2000 sites 

and the strengthening of their management, the 

improvement of the quality of agricultural habitats 

and their hospitality for birds and biodiversity, the 

safeguarding of the marine environment, particularly 

for birds like the Manx Shearwater, ecological 

networks, soil exploitation, and – last but not the 

least – climate change, whose repercussions for 

nature are more and more evident.

* * *
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LAW ENFORCEMENT

by Fulvio Mamone Capria, President 

Better Protection for Nature 

An important agreement has been reached 

between LIPU and the Carabinieri to combat 

illegal acts perpetrated against the environment and 

wildlife 

An important and fundamental agreement in 

favour of ‘environmental legality’ has recently been 

signed by LIPU and the Carabinieri, the latter 

represented by Corps Commanding General , aimed 

at preventing and combating illegal acts against 

woodland heritage and biodiversity, thus supporting 

the fight against poaching and safeguarding wildlife. 

Such illegal acts are still widespread across the 

country, even though they manifest themselves in 

different forms as compared to the past, and the 

agreement makes provision for a broad range of 

activities with which to combat them. These include 

cooperating in the care and management of wild 

animals rescued by the service whilst collecting and 

processing data on violations during interactions with 

wildlife; implementing projects, studies, research 

and analysis on such themes as the care of wildlife 

and the environment; and specific initiatives to 

encourage, especially amongst young people, the 

culture of caring for the national environmental 

heritage and biodiversity as well as activities that lead 

to positive personal development.

This collaboration has become even more necessary 

following the absorption of the State Forestry Corps 

into the Carabinieri and the birth of CUTFAA (the 

authority charged with forestry, environmental and 

agro-alimentary protection) under the leadership of 

the General of the Armed Corps, Antonio Ricciardi. 

It is essential that the ex-Forestry Corps keep fighting 

against poaching, especially in hot spots of illegal 

hunting such as the Straits of Messina, the 

valleys of Brescia, the Pontine Islands and the 

islands in the Bay of Naples, wet regions of 

Puglia, ‘basins’ in the Caserta area and regions 

with special status, like Sardinia, where 

– in the Sulcis region – efforts have been 

undertaken for years to limit the flourishing 

trade in illegal bird trapping.

Meetings carried out with the heads of the Armed 

Corps at their headquarters since January last have 

emphasised the necessity of maintaining the anti-

poaching service on the ground and of increasing 

it in certain areas where there is a high level of 

criminality. Thanks to this close collaboration and 

the exchange of information, officers from the anti-

poaching nucleus of CUTFAA have reported several 

poachers who were caught in the act, of poaching in 

Puglia, Campania and Lazio.

LIPU and the Carabinieri will also be working 

together in the next few months in order to 

improve communication and to increase the value 

of the managed state nature reserves by promoting 

birdwatching and increasing awareness of the 

phenomenon of bird migration. This task starts 

today, but it will continue in the coming years in 

order to defend what is a beautiful and unique 

country – Italy.

* * *
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FOCUS

by Marco Gustin, Head of Species and Research

The empty skies of Europe

From the LIPU National Assembly in Parma: 

the results of the latest Birds in Europe survey are 

extremely worrying. Many species have moved into 

the most-at-risk category, and some of these can still 

be legally hunted.

Over the last ten years, the threat to birds has 

increased. There are now 68 species of bird (up 

from 40) disappearing from the skies above Europe: 

birds in the SPEC 1 category, threatened both in 

the Old World and globally (red-listed). These are 

the findings of newly published Birds in Europe 3, 

the authoritative account of the conservation state 

of nesting and wintering birds in Europe. This 

monumental work contains up-to-date information 

on more than 500 species that live, breed and winter 

in Europe, building on the pioneering volume of 

1994 (Birds in Europe 1) and its successor of 2004 

(Birds in Europe 2).

Species in decline

Among the species that have moved from NON-

SPEC (or secure conservation status) to SPEC 1 are 

the Razorbill, a marine species that breeds on the 

cliffs of northern Europe; Eider and Long-tailed 

Duck, both sea ducks that 

used to be very common; 

the Meadow Pipit, 

which winters in Italy 

(mainly on alfalfa fields); and the 

Oystercatcher, a wader found mainly along northern-

European coasts. There are also less-well-known 

species, such as the Rustic Bunting, a passerine once 

common in the marshy, northern forests of conifer 

and birch.

However, the problems are not limited to 

species nesting in northern Europe. The SPEC 

1 list includes birds that live and breed in the 

Mediterranean basin, such as the Manx Shearwater. 

Italy has a globally important population of this 

species (65 per cent) and consequently bears the 

greatest responsibility for its protection at the global 

level. Another threatened species is the Red Kite, 

a diurnal bird of prey particularly associated with 

the beautiful agricultural and steppe landscapes of 

southern Italy.

The number of threatened species is growing

In 1994, the first volume of Birds in Europe found 

38 per cent of species to be in an unfavourable state 

of conservation (SPEC 1, 2 or 3), so these species 

became known as SPECs. Ten years later, the second 

report showed that the situation had worsened, and 

that species in an unfavourable state of conservation 

now stood at 43 per cent of the total. The third Birds 

in Europe reveals that 68 species are in a worrying 

state of conservation (or SPEC 1) compared with the 

40 species found in this category in 2004. A growth 

of 70 per cent in just thirteen years.

At first sight the situation of SPEC 2 and 3 species 

appears to be improving, but this is an illusion. True, 

the number of SPEC 2 and 3 species has dropped 

compared with ten to twenty years ago, but only 

because these species have become SPEC 1. Even 
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more alarming is the fact that some species that are 

now SPEC 1 were (up to 10 years ago) species that 

had no conservation problems and were considered 

secure, or NON-SPEC. A gloomy sign: for the birds, 

for the environment and for mankind.

Some SPEC 1s can be legally hunted

Now we come to a paradox: species that were 

formerly considered to be of least concern have 

been re-classified as SPEC 1, yet can still be legally 

hunted in Italy. The list includes the Rock Partridge 

(which in 2004 was SPEC 2) – with 

26 per cent of the global population 

nesting in Italy – the Turtle Dove, 

Lapwing, Pochard, and above all 

the Redwing, the last of which 

presents an additional problem. 

The Redwing closely resembles 

the Song Thrush, which in autumn becomes the 

target of much Italian hunting. And so the one is at 

risk of being shot with the other.

‘We have written to the authorities responsible for 

the protection of these species – namely ISPRA 

(Institution for Research and Protection of Habitat), 

the Regional Councils and Ministers for the 

Environment and for Agriculture’, declares Claudio 

Celada, Head of Nature Conservation, ‘urging them 

to act speedily to remove these five species from 

the hunting list, and prepare a package of suitable 

conservation measures.’

Good news

Luckily there is some good news. This is particularly 

the case for species that have improved their SPEC 

categorisation, or that are no longer of conservation 

concern and are now considered secure, or NON-

SPEC.

In many cases these are large birds that have likely 

benefitted from conservation measures implemented 

across Europe, and include the Crane, White Stork, 

Black Stork, Spoonbill, Corncrake and Purple 

Gallinule. LIPU has contributed to the recovery of 

this last species through its work with INFS (today 

ISPRA) on a reintroduction project in Sicily, leading 

to the colonisation of the main wetland areas of the 

island.

European SPEC and the status of conserva-

tion in Italy

The SPEC updates are consistent with the 

conservation status of species that live and breed in 

Italy. In total, 85 per cent of ‘Italian’ species of SPEC 

1  (84 species in total) are in a poor or inadequate 

state of conservation. Specifically, all SPEC 1 species, 

90 per cent of SPEC 2 species, and 85 per cent of 

SPEC 3 species that nest in our country are in a poor 

or inadequate state of conservation.

Our national responsibility extends also 

to SPEC species that overwinter in Italy, 

such as the Ferruginous 

Duck (12 

per cent of 

the European 

population), 

Pochard (4 per cent) – both SPEC 1 – or Pintail (8 

per cent), Dunlin (6 per cent) and Coot (7 per cent), 

all SPEC 3.
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Birds as environmental indicators

The conclusions of Birds in Europe 3 are mixed. 

Although some species of great environmental and 

popular appeal are more secure today compared to a 

decade ago – for example stork, crane, and flamingo 

– many others are still strongly threatened and are 

in a far worse position. Far too many species in too 

short a time.

Since birds are universally recognised as key 

indicators of the quality of the environment, their 

consistent decline reflects badly on the status of 

European diversity, while at the same time the health 

of individual habitats – from wetland to steppe; 

from agricultural fields to mountain uplands – is 

still far from being put right. Furthermore, the 

urban environment we live in plays host to many 

species such as the Italian Sparrow, which in only 

the last decade has a seen a loss of 30  per cent of its 

population in Italy, host to 87 per cent of the world 

total.

The message contained in Birds in Europe 3 is similar 

to that of its two predecessors: there is a need for 

efficient and urgent action throughout Europe ahead 

of the 2027 publication of Birds in Europe 4. We must 

act immediately to support specific species as well as 

comprehensively to support entire ecosystems. We 

must ensure full implementation at the European 

level of the Habitat and Bird Directives – the two 

pillars of all efforts to stop the loss of European 

natural diversity. We must act before it is too late.

In Birds in Europe 1, the acronym ‘SPEC’ was coined 

to indicate Species of European Conservation 

Concern. This term covers various categories of 

conservation status for European species. Over 

the last 23 years has become commonly used by 

ornithologists to describe the status of our bird 

populations. Birds in Europe is a product of the work 

of thousands of ornithologists and enthusiasts from 

all over Europe, including Italy.

Over time, the three volumes have become the 

foundation stones upon which many conservation 

projects have been constructed. For each species 

covered there is continuity in terms of estimates of 

population size and population trends.

Using increasingly detailed and up-to-date 

information, the three volumes of Birds in Europe 

assess the nesting populations of the years 1970, 1990  

and 2000  respectively.

Birds in Europe also estimates the conservation status 

of wintering species, mainly water birds, using data 

from the IWC (International Waterfowl Count).

SPEC 1 (*): species of global conservation concern

SPEC 2 (**): species concentrated in Europe and 

with an unfavourable conservation status

SPEC 3 (**): species not concentrated in Europe but 

with an unfavourable conservation status

NON-SPEC: species with a favourable conservation 

status

(*) A species of conservation interest at a global level, 

classified as endangered (CR, EN, VU) or near-

threatened (NT) on the IUCN global Red List.

(**) A species classified as at-risk (CR, EN, VU) and/

or near-threatened (NT), on the European Red List.
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‘SPEC 1’ species with proportionally large 

Italian populations

Manx Shearwater (65 per cent of the global 

population)

Rock Partridge (26 per cent)

Turtle Dove (5 per cent)

The number of birds in Europe

541 species in total

68 species of “SPEC 1”

50 countries and territories studied

* * *

THREATS TO A ‘COMMON’ SUMMER VISITOR

Of the ‘common’ species monitored since 2000, 

the Woodchat Shrike has suffered the greatest 

decline. Protection of its habitat will be fundamental 

to preventing this state of affairs deteriorating further.

The Woodchat Shrike is seen less often in Italy today. 

This passeriform that looks like a miniature raptor 

has suffered a serious decline in the last 20 years. 

The scheme to monitor Italian bird populations 

– Mito 2000 – has collected data for 17 years across 

the whole country for birds that breed here and are 

considered ‘common’, and the Woodchat Shrike has 

shown a worrying decline on the national level: on 

average 10 per cent per year; 66.1 per cent between 

2000 and 2015. It is now considered endangered in 

Italy, and even in countries that host larger numbers, 

such as in Spain it is in difficulty.

The reasons for this decline are still not well 

understood. The greatest threat is changes to the 

habitats in which these birds breed and overwinter, 

the species preferring the semi-open, scrubby habitat 

that is now being lost due to the spread of towns, 

intensive agriculture and the loss of field margins.

A recent LIPU study shows that the presence of 

roads also has a negative impact on successful 

breeding.

There is, therefore, serious concern for the bird’s 

future. Without the active management of remaining 

suitable Mediterranean habitat (open, with isolated 

trees, hedgerows and olive groves that have margins 

where the birds can roost during the hunting season) 

it will be difficult to ward off the ultimate decline 

of a beautiful and precious bird that may even risk 

extinction.

Mito 2000

The Mito project has been running for 17 years. In 

total, 250 recorders have made 100,000 recordings 

of calls and song, amounting to 16,500 hours of 

data. The project has counted 3.2 million birds and  

monitored population trends for 104 species.
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THE LIGHT OF KNOWLEDGE

10 thoughts about Danilo Mainardi, Honorary 

President of LIPU

by Danilo Selvaggi

1 Danilo Mainardi left us at dawn on the 8 
March.  He died in Venice, the city where he spent 
the best part of his life and in which he taught and 
he walked his dog through the ancient streets amid 
the smell of brackish water almost unique to that 
improbable, fascinating place.  I think that Danilo 
too was like that: fascinating and unique.  Beyond 
his  clear appearance of a wise man, extraordinarily 
focussed on knowledge and reflection, in Danilo’s 
gaze there was always the glimmer of something 
more – a spark which gets away from you.  It’s like 
wanting to chase after all the infinitely elusive things 
of this world.

2 The news of Danilo’s death arrived suddenly 

on that 8th of March, at LIPU’s offices in Rome and 

Parma.  We were wrestling with the thousand issues 

that we deal with every day: a law in parliament, a 

project to follow up, the funding of a rescue centre, 

the rules for an oasis.  We were fearing the news, in 

the sense that we were expecting it.  The last years 

and months of Danilo’s life were weighed down 

with suffering.  He was in pain and if he took at step 

forward then something would always take him back 

. He was tired, above all from not being able to give 

us the best of his intelligence.  Tired of not being able 

to follow where his curiosity lead him.

3 The enormous mountain of testimonies of 

affection that have flooded in ever since the morning 

of 8 March tells us that Mainardi was a giant in 

the world of ethology, of science and of culture, 

but above all that he was a man of the people, 

loved by the people. Beloved, for example, by the 

members of LIPU.  ‘How’s Mainardi?’ ‘Say hello 

to Mainardi’, ‘Send our best wishes to Mainardi’... 

Also because Danilo had made his own the golden 

rule of communication, according to which culture 

and popularity are friends and sisters.  The profound 

understanding to which he was committed was 

knowledge for everyone; in these times of transient 

information, of truths that last just a few minutes, of 

hate spread on the Internet, teaching of this sort is 

truly a precious gift.

4 A few hours after Danilo’s death, Radio 

Three Science asked me—in the course of an 

interview—what would have been, in Mainardi’s 

view, the best animal of all. I answered that faced 

with such a question, Mainardi would have rapped 

the questioner’s knuckles.  I also said, however, 

that his love of birds and all sorts of animals was 

astonishing, as was the joyful look in his eyes when 

he looked at Orso, his golden retriever.  His dog, 

swallows, doves, cormorants...
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5 Danilo joined LIPU at the end of the 1970s.  

He was elected to the Council for the first time 

on 24 April 1982 during the 17th Assembly of the 

association, which took place in Parma. Years later, 

on 21 September 1996, during a meeting of the 

executive of which Danilo was a member, came the 

news of the demise of Mario Pastore, a journalist 

from  RAI (Italian state broadcasting) and president 

of LIPU as well as being a personal friend of 

Mainardi.  Pastore had expressed to Danilo his wish 

that he should succeed him.  Danilo had no doubts, 

still less LIPU itself.  There could not be a better 

successor.  Two people so completely different yet 

so completely complementary, Mario Pastore and 

Danilo Mainardi.

6 From that moment, the presence of Danilo 

as LIPU’s representative became constant and 

decisive—a point of reference with a capacity to 

listen and advise, interested in everything that LIPU 

does, from conservation projects to anti-poaching 

battles, from looking after animals to birdwatching 

and environmental education.  For him, everything 

was something to be interested in, an interest that 

transformed into a positive shock of enthusiasm.

7 Danilo was also a beacon in LIPU’s darkest 

nights, the difficult moments of which there was no 

lack and that, also thanks to him, were overcome.  

He was also, along with his plans, like the tracks of 

wolves, owls and marmots, barely discernible, as 

if to say that the missing part of the plan (and the 

knowledge on which it was based) was always down 

to us.

8 Danilo was still active at the University with 

students and with teaching. He also appeared on 

television, in programmes such as Quark and the 

Almanac of the Day After, looking at things from the 

point of view of animals.  He also wrote innumerable 

books, almost all on the subject of animals.  What 

did animals represent for Mainardi? This is a 

difficult question to answer.  Let’s say a challenge, a 

significant horizon.  The challenge of science (what 

can we know about the “other”, about others?), the 

horizon upon which to determine the meaning of 

our lives.  Which depends firstly on how much we 

succeed in serving others.  Life as a coming together; 

the sense of life as an act of relating.

9 In May 2001, at Varazze, in the wings of 

LIPU’s national assembly, we spoke about his book 

of the previous year –The Eagle’s Strategy, subtitled 

Birds tell us how we were, how we are and how we 

should be.  The idea of the book was to discuss how 

mankind could become more truly ecologically 

sustainable.  Like the eagle, like the wolf, which do 

not despoil their territories but merely take what is 

necessary.  But instead, Danilo ended up talking to 

me about why he preferred certain cigars to others.  

The small vices; the small pleasures of life.  The 

strategy of the cigars.  In the calm of a little square on 

the shore of the Ligurian Sea, at six in the afternoon, 
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it was perhaps a way of saying that it was possible to 

be happy with little without taking anything away 

from one’s neighbour. Simple happiness.

10 There are another million things to say 

about Danilo Mainardi, many of which are – of 

course – a mystery to me.  I’ll just talk about one: the 

sunshine of Casalmorano, on the afternoon of our 

last goodbye, in the little country cemetery of the 

province of Cremona – the province in which he was 

born and to which, in the end, he wished to return.  

Marisa, Patrizia, Luisa, Giovanni and Vincenzo were 

there: the family and people most dear to him.  The 

university and Donatella, his literary agent, were 

there.  There were his close friends and local people. 

Of course, LIPU was there.  And in spirit, there 

was papa Enzo, the painter, and  mama Maria, the 

country lady. The child Mainardi, in short trousers, 

his hands smeared with mud and his eyes searching 

for fantastic little animals, was there.  What will he 

be, tomorrow?

Everything comes around again, just for a moment.  

Everything, great and small, ends up so, under the 

sun.

* * *

A personal note

I met Danilo Mainardi a few times when I was able 

to attend the LIPU Assemblea or Members’ AGM. 

I confess I was somewhat in awe of him because 

he was so clearly a big man. Big in stature, huge in 

intellect – it was impossible not be impressed. I could 

follow cliché with cliché but this would to diminish 

my memory of him.

A powerful memory surfaced with the news of his 

death. At the Assemblea in 2008 he was asked to 

speak to the group after dinner and with typical good 

grace he agreed. He spoke for almost forty minutes 

without notes and fluently sketched owls and other 

birds to illustrate his points. My Italian wasn’t good 

enough to understand all his words but he had the 

audience spellbound, the mark of a great speaker.

I have punctuated the previous tribute with some of 

his drawings, starting with a Hoopoe – the emblem 

of the LIPU which meant so much to him, and 

ending with an owl – the symbol of the wisdom 

which was his.

David Lingard

* * *

NEWS FROM LIPU-UK

I am happy to report some success in one of the 

projects we support in Italy – the protection of 

nesting Bonelli’s Eagles.

LIPU is not alone in this work and has partners to 

help monitor the forty breeding pairs of birds that we 
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know of. Last year I was able to see a few of the sites 

and had a surprise because the eagles nest in trees in 

Spain but on sheer rock faces in Italy. In general this 

makes access to the nests much more difficult but 

they are still watched over at all times. Some have 

had motion-sensitive cameras fixed to the rock and 

trained on the nest so that any movement “wakes” 

the camera and an alert along with live images goes to 

the mobile phone of the volunteer on watch.

Final results are not yet available but it seems that 27 

or so chicks are about to fledge, or have already done 

so and this figure is in line with last year. The total of 

forty nesting pairs is a few more than in 2016 – this 

brings hope that the birds may continue to recover. 

Five protection camps were run this year, two by 

LIPU and we can take some pride in the success of 

this worthwhile project.

Another raptor which is struggling to maintain a 

breeding population in Sicily is the Lanner Falcon 

and LIPU is monitoring the situation carefully. It 

may be that next year we will be able to help these 

birds too.

* * *

Translation of this issue was done with the usual 

skill by: Barbara Avery, Dave Brooks, Joanna Bazen, 

Giuseppina Fazzina, Caterina Paone, Peter Rafferty 

and John Walder – my thanks to them all.

* * *

The excellent photograph on the front cover is 

© Ciro De Simone and line drawings are used 

courtesy of the RSPB.

LIPU-UK DELEGATE

David Lingard

Fernwood

Doddington Road

Whisby

Lincs

LN6 9BX

Tel: 01522 689030    

www.lipu-uk.org

mail@lipu-uk.org

LIPU President, Fulvio Mamone Capria and Commandant General 

of the Carabinieri, Tullio Del Sette, celebrate the agreement to work 

together in the interests of nature.

Manx Shearwater – important numbers 

in Italian waters – see page 16

Photo © Michele Mendi
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The Firest, not in danger, but

it needs our help to protect its 

habitat.

Photo © David Lingard


