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I am always touched when I receive letters of 

support from members and other supporters and, 

recently, I received an unexpected email from Danilo 

Selvaggi, our Director General in Parma. It reads:

Dear David,

I hope you are well despite the hardship of this 

period.

I am writing to express my/our gratitude for your 

amazing continued support. Please, extend it to 

the other Lipu UK trustees.

Without Lipu UK, an essential component of our 

activities simply wouldn’t be possible.

Once again, a big thank you. Grazie. Grazie di 

cuore!

I hope we will meet in Italy in the next spring.

Un abbraccio,

Danilo

Danilo Selvaggi

Direttore generale Lipu - BirdLife Italia

Sede nazionale: Via Udine 3/A, 43122 Parma

Tel +39 0521273043, Fax +39 0521273419

Uffi cio di Roma: Via Savoia 37,00198 Roma

Grazie di cuore!

Editorial

David Lingard

© Manuel Zafarana

Two birds which have been helped by our funding, Manuel writes 

of the Collared Praticole (above) on p 18 and the protection of the 

Lanner (below) in Tuscany is described by Cristiana Marti on p 22. 

The beautiful image of a Garganey in flight, on the cover, is by Roberto 

Marchitelli.

© Gianni Chiancianesi

© Gianni Chiancianesi
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Mobile +39 3388717696

Skype: danilo.selvaggi

www.lipu.it

Entitled “Heartfelt thanks” I have printed it in full 

because it’s not about me and your board of trustees 

– it’s about you, our loyal supporters, without whom 

I would have nothing to do. So, I pass on Danilo’s 

thanks to you all and I hope you enjoy this edition of 

the Ali.

* * *

JOHN AND GIFFORD

Danilo Selvaggi, LIPU Director General

A dispute between two former friends gave rise to 

a debate that divides environmentalists to this 

day: how much is nature worth? At a time of grave 

environmental crises, there is an urgent need for a 

reply starting from one fundamental assumption: we 

have to conserve our natural resources better, but also 

ourselves change.

It began in 1897, with a flock of sheep grazing in an 

area of protected forest in the USA. Or to be exact, 

with the very notion that a flock of sheep could 

graze in an area of protected forest. Gifford Pinchot, 

a forester and future governor of Pennsylvania, 

considered it an allowable practice, as with any 

economic activity, that as long as it was undertaken 

in a balanced manner could bring benefits to human 

society. ‘First, what is forestry? Forestry’ – he wrote in 

The Training of a Forester – ‘is the knowledge of the 

forest. In particular, it is the art of handling the forest 

so that it will render whatever service is required 

of it without being impoverished or destroyed. For 

example, a forest may be handled so as to produce 

saw logs, telegraph poles, barrel hoops, firewood, tan 

bark. The central idea of the Forester, in handling the 

forest, is to promote and perpetuate its greatest use 

to men. His purpose is to make it serve the greatest 

good of the greatest number for the longest time.’ 

This utilitarian vision, based on the ‘far-sighted and 

sensible’ use of natural resources, is according to 

Pinchot ‘the key to the success of a nation’, the most 

appropriate way of relating to the riches of nature. It 

would follow from this then, that even let loose in a 

protected area, a flock of sheep could bring economic 

benefits as long as they did not do too much damage.

The End of a Friendship 

Published by various American dailies, Pinchot’s 

opinions were met with approval by the adminis-

trations of a number of parts of the United States, 

a country asking itself how it could apportion the 

enormous natural wealth it was confronted with and 

how best to take advantage of it. Although preceded 

by the Yellowstone, the institution of the Yosemite 

and Sequoia National Parks, though not yet formal-

ised, had already opened up a huge debate on the 

question, and provoked confusion and fearfulness, if 

not actual hostility. For some these parks would be 

merely ‘a waste of wood and resources’. To set land 

aside for nature, to be left unused, or rather unfused 

by man, appeared to be a choice that was illogical 

and against the national interest. Some saw Pinchot’s 

Position as an opportunity to bring these ‘bizarre’ 

choices, as they termed them, back into the debate. 

One of Pinchot’s friends however was not in any way 

pleased, to the extent of taking personal offence. Dear 

Gifford, as of now we are no longer friends.
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 The Well-Being of All

A native of Dunbar in Lothian, John Muir moved 

to the United States in 1849, where his father had 

bought – in Wisconsin – an area of 65 hectares to 

farm; and so it was that the eleven year old John 

came up against the incredible beauty of American 

nature: ‘This sudden splash into pure wilderness 

– baptism in Nature’s warm heart... Oh that glorious 

Wisconsin wilderness!’ In his twenties, having left 

university to escape the Civil War, Muir began his 

long journey through the American wilderness, from 

the Great Lakes to the swamps, from the forests of 

elm to the heaths of moss and heather, finally to 

reach California, stupefied by the glory of Yosemite.

Muir’s vision of nature was completely different 

from that of Pinchot, and completely detached from 

concerns about utility. The Earth, thought Muir, 

is not a pop-up shop created to supply off-the-peg 

services to humans. That everything is arranged 

purely for our advantage, and not of that of the 

many other forms of life – both known and as yet 

undiscovered – that inhabit our planet is an idea 

without foundation, naive and even dangerous, 

because its logical conclusion is to legitimise a 

predatory attitude that leads to destructiveness.

‘It never comes to our minds that the purpose of 

nature, in giving life to animals and plants, could be 

first and foremost for the well-being of everything 

living, rather than that of just one group among 

them, of the human species.’ This is the fundamental 

tenet of Muir‘s philosophy: when we talk of nature, 

we talk of harmony, of coming together, the good and 

well-being of all.

Two Philosophies 

The dispute between Muir and Pinchot, hosted 

in the pages of Outlook, Atlantic Monthly and 

Harper‘s Weekly, went quickly beyond the confines 

of these periodicals to become a political issue. It 

pulled in naturalists, economists, philosophers and 

administrators, and became part of the history of 

environmental thought, moving in time to the centre 

of a heated and still ongoing debate between two 

different philosophies: the utilitarian, which regards 

nature as being a resource for us above all, and the 

preservationist, according to which nature is of 

intrinsic value, in regard of which humans have no 

greater privileges than do other living beings.

It would not be too much of a stretch to say that 

the world of environmentalism is still divided 

between these two visions: the utilitarian and 

the preservationist, nature as a service provider 

and nature as intrinsically good, with a great and 

transcendent value.

The Forest Manager and the Man of the Forest

The dispute between the two former friends was 

by nature not merely economic but existential, the 

consequence of different theories of human nature. 

That of Gifford is in a way that of a man of the 

Enlightenment: looking towards the future, with 

plans of action thought out, committed to technical 

knowledge and the diligent management of nature. 

It is the approach of the forest agent: the human 

being as manager, who works for the wise use and 

conservation of natural resources for present and 

future generations.

... when we talk of 

nature, we talk of 

harmony, of coming 

together, the good 

and well-being of 

all.
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With John Muir we are in a completely different 

world, far from the ‘ways and means’ model typical of 

modern humanity, taken up by ‘tired, nerve-shaken, 

over-civilised people’ perennially driven by the need 

to do and the desire to have. We are in the world of 

those who instead of governing nature let themselves 

be ruled by it. Instead of looking down on it from 

above, and controlling it from the outside, they 

immerse and abandon themselves in it. As here. ‘This 

was my “method of study.”  I drifted about from rock 

to rock, from stream to stream, from grove to grove. 

Where night found me, I camped. When I discovered 

a new plant, I sat down beside it for a minute or a 

day, to make its acquaintance and try to hear what it 

had to say... I asked the boulders I met whence they 

came and whither they were going...’ Poet, irregular, 

romantic; a follower of Muir is not the specialised 

and rationalising forest manager but the sage and 

unconstrained man of the forest. Not a technician 

but almost a mystic, a vagabond of the soul, who does 

not look for material assets in nature but the source 

of an authentic life, and there is truly at home.

The Heart, the Mind, and...

The divide is profound and goes well beyond the 

flock of sheep that first opened it up. Different 

outlooks. Between John and Gifford, who is right? 

Which is the right model to adopt? It is easy to 

imagine that for many the heart will incline readily 

to Muir. His idea feels liberating – to be at one with 

a multitude, part of a whole. It sets us free from the 

logic of overlordship that guides many of our actions, 

individual or collective. It says that we are not unique 

on this Earth and not even the most important. It is a 

thought that brings regeneration and lightness to our 

being.

Then, on the other side is the head, and the head 

tells us that we have to take account of the realities, 

and the sheer scale of the numbers involved in 

human society and what it requires to survive. 

Eight billion people – food, water, industry, travel, 

homes, spaces, agriculture, wood, communications, 

business, technology, development. An enormous 

infrastructure requiring enormous resources to 

continue without collapsing. So it is that one or other 

of the two will suffer, whether nature for our benefit, 

or our well-being for the good of nature.

In the midst of all this, the emergency due to the 

pandemic has shown up this conflict in a particularly 

brutal manner: on one side an unprecedented 

economic crisis, caused by humanity locked down; 

on the other side nature, which with humanity in 

lockdown returned to breathe and refind itself in the 

spaces it had lost. Clear skies, clean air, unpolluted 

water, peace and silence. What an insane paradox we 

have constructed!

Even so, rather than being asked to choose between 

man and nature, we should ask whether this is a truly 

unavoidable choice, or a mere false opposition. Are 

we sure there is no alternative, no third way, between 

the heart of John and the head of Gifford?

Within Limits

The work that the head must undertake (that is, 

the Enlightenment side of us) is indispensable: to 

have knowledge of things and to organise them. To 

set the system to rights. In this specific instance, to 

understand nature and repurpose the great machine 

of development in a way so as to set limits to the 

exploitation of natural resources and give the Earth 
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time to recover. This will come about only by healing 

the fracture between the economy and nature, 

inverting completely the relationship they have 

today: it is not nature that should have to adapt to 

the limitless growth assumptions of the economic 

model, but the economy that must accept limitations 

to stay within the bounds of what nature has to 

offer and not go beyond. As early as the seventies, 

some of the most progressive economists, including 

Nicholas Georgescu-Roegen, had tried to establish 

this principle, on which our future quite literally 

depends. And if half a century has not yet been 

enough for the principle to be accepted completely, 

important changes are happening, even at the highest 

institutional levels.

Nature Is a Fragile Asset

Many states have instituted committees for ‘natural 

capital’, so-called, with the task of classifying and 

quantifying the goods and services – or as they are 

now termed ecosystem services – that nature offers, 

so as to have as complete a picture as possible of 

the natural riches available to us. Support services 

such as fresh water, food, genetic resources, wood, 

the regulation of the climate, water and diseases, 

but also cultural services that benefit us spiritually: 

landscapes, natural beauty, knowledge, nature as 

teacher, belonging, inspiration, creativity.

Instituted in 2015, the Italian Committee for 

Natural Capital (of which I had the honour of being 

a part) has produced three reports that give us an 

overview of the great richness of nature of which 

government, institutions and administrations must 

take account: in politics in general, in our GNP, 

in economic planning. We must consider it as a 

treasury: incalculable yet exhaustible, a fragile asset to 

be handled with care. All in all, we must act exactly as 

Gifford Pinchot said: with sensitivity and foresight.

Questions of the Heart

And yet, it is evident that this undertaking is not only 

a mental one. It is also a romantic one, a question 

of the heart. It is not a concern only of politics, of 

society in the abstract, and three-word slogans. It is 

a matter for each of us personally. Of all our days, of 

the lives we lead, the aspirations we nurture. We are 

the major premise. How can we change the global 

model if we are unwilling to change the personal 

one, or if I do not work for my life to be an example 

of how to exist ecologically in respect to nature, 

yet at the same time to be fulfilled? The teaching 

of John Muir is that environmentalism is first of 

all my personal experience, an existential change. 

It is the suggestion that we can still be contented 

while fleeing from a consumerism that has neither 

direction nor an end. On the contrary, a life closer 

to the rhythms of nature is uniquely rich in joys, 

discoveries, wonder, mental stimulation and physical 

health, and all this is a basis for that transformation. 

It is not a repudiation of technology, society and 

politics but of their base assumptions. ‘I am not 

blindly opposed to progress’, wrote Muir, ‘but 

opposed to blind progress’.

Inspiration Point

In 1903 Muir went with President Theodore 

Roosevelt on his journey to Yosemite as part of his 

tour of the West. His intention was to show that 

to protect nature, for the nation, would be a good 

political choice. Leaving the presidential train behind, 
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Muir took him on a three day tramp through the 

landscape, from Inspiration Point to Bridalveil Fall 

and Glacier Point, speaking with him about nature, 

science and even the economy and its management, 

appealing as his former friend Pinchot would, to the 

President’s interests, to his mind. But also, spurning 

offers of beds and banquets elsewhere, they camped 

under the stars of the Yosemite, surrounded by its 

magic and inspiration. There they talked heart to 

heart, and Roosevelt‘s heart was won.

The Challenge for Environmentalism

The new European Strategy for biodiversity, with 

the noteworthy title, ‘Bringing nature back into our 

lives’, asks for 30 per cent of Europe to be protected, 

that there should be untouched reserves, that habitats 

should be restored, that rivers should be brought 

back to natural channels, that agriculture should be 

more environmentally friendly, that birds should be 

given the protections they deserve. To live, to feed, 

to breed, to migrate. That there should be more 

space for nature, which now, says Europe, must 

be defended for the good of all beings and not just 

ourselves.

At the same time, the European strategy states that 

the protection of nature is also of economic benefit 

to society. Forty trillion euros depend on a healthy 

natural world. The benefits of the Natura 2000 

network alone are worth 200 – 300 billion euros each 

year. That is to say, material and immaterial riches 

are the same. The visions of the Enlightenment and 

of Romanticism. Science and ethics, heart and mind. 

The expertise of Gifford Pinchot and the poetry and 

wisdom of John Muir.

The first challenge for the environmentalism of 

today is this: to reconcile the heart and the mind. 

To put an end to this fatal division. With patience, 

to rebuild the world with the best materials we have 

always possessed: intelligence and love. This is the 

challenge, to unite the two. A world in which they 

are divided is a world with no direction and no 

future.

Bibliography

John Muir, Wilderness Essays, Martino, 2018.

Eliana Liotta and Massimo Clementi, La rivolta della 

natura, La nave di Teseo, 2020.

AA.VV, Il Capitale naturale in Italia, Edizioni 

Ambiente, 2017.

Johan Rockstrom, Big World, Small Planet, Yale, 2015.

Amory Lovins , Paul Hawken, Hunter S. Lovins, Natural 

Capitalism, Back Bay Books, 2000.

Brian Schroeder and Silvia Benso, Pensare ambientalista, 

Paravia, 2000.

NATURE’S AIRPORTS

Marco Gustin – Head of Species and Research

Wetlands have mostly disappeared yet remain 

one of the most valuable habitats for protecting 

biodiversity and the ecological balance of our planet. 

The threats to their survival are many and real.

If we could hop on a small plane and fly out over a 

wetland, we would be granted a privileged view of 

... they camped 

under the stars 

of the Yosemite, 

surrounded by its 

magic and inspira-

tion. There they 

talked heart to 

heart, and Roo-

sevelt‘s heart was 
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one of the great spectacles of nature. Hundreds of 

migratory birds just beneath us, coming and going 

in a thousand different directions. It would be like 

finding ourselves at an airport, or perhaps better 

a ‘hub’ of nature, where the drone of engines is 

replaced by the songs of birds.

Wetlands are among the most important habitats 

on our planet for wildlife and especially for birds. 

A jewel of biodiversity on which 146 species of 

wild birds – some classified as at risk of extinction 

– depend. Let’s look at what makes a wetland, 

and examine the pressures 

threatening their future.

Water and Land

The Ramsar Convention 

on Wetlands of International 

Importance was adopted in 1971, in Iran, for 

the protection of wetlands and the conservation of 

biodiversity. It defines wetlands as areas characterised 

by the simultaneous presence of both land and 

water. These include ‘areas of marsh, fen, peat land 

or water, whether natural or artificial, permanent or 

temporary, with water that is static or flowing, fresh, 

brackish or salt, including areas of marine water 

the depth of which at low tide does not exceed six 

metres’.

In Italy there are 53 such wetlands, spread over 15 

Regions and covering a total area of 62,016 hectares. 

Ministerial decrees will in time create 12 more, 

increasing the number to 65, and the total area to 

82,331 hectares.

It is widely recognised that wetlands play a key role 

in regulating ecological balance: they maintain the 

level of groundwater, they control flooding, they 

slow down erosion, and they consolidate banks 

and shorelines. They trap both sediments and toxic 

substances, they capture nutrients, they regulate and 

preserve the microclimate. This has earned them 

protected status, and not only for the sake of nature. 

Locals often depend on wetlands for their livelihood, 

both for tourism (birdwatchers and ornithologists) 

and for their produce, whether from fish and 

shellfish farming or the production of salt.

A Fragile Habitat

Wetlands are extremely fragile habitats, and among 

the most threatened on a global scale. Half of all 

wetlands were lost during the nineteenth and 

twentieth centuries, with losses particularly high in 

the last 50 years. Italy is no exception. The greater 

part of the Ferrara wetlands has been drained, along 

with the Pontine marshes and many others, in part 

to eradicate malaria, and in part to expand available 

agricultural land.

Across Europe, 90 per cent of wetlands have been 

lost over the last century, and Italy is among the 

countries worst hit (66 per cent). What has driven 

this sudden loss? The causes can be reduced to 

four: pollutants used in the farming industry, civil 

and industrial waste, the massive and growing 

exploitation of resources, and land consumption and 

the introduction of invasive species. To make a bad 

situation worse, let’s throw in the effects of climate 

change. A rise in temperatures and a decrease in 

rainfall has led to desertification, while areas near 

the sea risk being submerged by coastal erosion and 

rising sea levels.

Across Europe, 90 

per cent of wetlands 

have been lost over 

the last century ...
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The Ban on Lead

Another serious threat to wildlife is the use of lead 

ammunition in hunting. There is a real danger here: 

predators, mammals, even humankind itself suffer 

indirectly when eating meat from animals that have 

swallowed lead shot. Waterbirds are also direct 

victims of ‘saturnism’, accidentally swallowing lead 

having mistaken it for the small stones they gather 

from beneath the water.

What has been done to solve this problem, and what 

remains to be done? The African-Eurasian Waterbird 

Agreement (AEWA) treaty requires contracting 

parties to phase out lead ammunition for wetland-

based hunting as quickly as possible. Italy has already 

done so, but only for the ZPS and ZSC zones of 

special protection, which includes wetlands (decree 

184 of 17 October 2007, under Minister for the 

Environment Pecoraro Scanio). On 17 August 2018, 

the European Chemical Agency (ECHA) published 

new and important recommendations in a report for 

the European Commission, examining the risk from 

lead ammunition and proposing a specific ban in all 

European wetlands where hunting is practised. Let’s 

hope that a legislative solution will eliminate the 

remaining risk. 

The fact remains that hunting is one of the most 

serious threats to waterbird conservation in Italy 

and the wider Mediterranean region. The situation 

is aggravated by the problem of disturbance, a not 

insignificant problem in areas of limited size. Still, 

the damage caused by legal hunting is as nothing 

compared with the damage caused by poaching, still 

widespread and largely unchecked, both in the south, 

such as in the Gulf of Manfredonia in Puglia, and in 

the north, particularly in the Veneto valleys.

Other Threats

As mentioned earlier, one of the causes of 

degradation in Italian wetlands is industrial pollution. 

The most notorious case is Porto Marghera, a highly 

polluting industrial zone located at the heart of 

the Venetian Lagoon, one of the most important 

wetlands in Europe. This is not the only case: the 

Saline di Priolo, the Biviere di Gela, the Mantua 

lakes, and the Ferrara wetlands have all been forced 

to live with polluting industry. A further serious 

problem for wetland biocoenosis (that is, the relation 

between animal and vegetable species in the same 

habitat) is the significant presence of introduced 

fish species such as carp, catfish, and mosquito fish. 

Along the river Po, Wels Catfish cause a range of 

problems, while Coypu of South American origin 

destroy the aquatic vegetation on which they feed, 

right down to the very roots.

Last but not least there is the threat from botulism, a 

condition caused by the toxin Clostridium Botulinum, 

a bacterium that spreads easily in water, and 

particularly in waters polluted by sewage. We have 

recently seen an unfortunate number of cases at Valle 

Mandriole, part of the Po Delta, causing widespread 

loss of waterbirds.

The Winter Count

Wetlands in Italy are surveyed every year at a regional 

level by the ISPRA, the Institute for Environmental 

Protection and Research. The inspection takes place 

in January and is eagerly awaited by a network of 

experts and keen volunteers – specifically trained 

The fact remains 

that hunting is one 

of the most serious 

threats to waterbird 

conservation in 

Italy and the wider 

Mediterranean 

region.



Ali Autumn 20
Page  18

Ali Autumn 20
Page  19

by the ISPRA – who survey all wintering waterbird 

species tied to wetlands. Each of the 12 Italian sites of 

international importance plays regular host to more 

than twenty thousand waterbirds, while 177 areas 

host one or more species in numbers of international 

or national importance. Overall, more than 160 

species have been recorded, and in the decade from 

2001 to 2010 more than 1.5 million individual birds 

were counted each year. The long-term trend, from 

1993 to 2010, shows 64 species increasing in number, 

12 in decline, and 5 species stable; significant 

numbers that give us hope for a positive result from 

the conservation policies of recent decades.

And then there are the top wetlands. Amongst these 

17 wetlands the Po Delta and the Venice Lagoon 

stand out, with 11 and 10 species of international 

importance respectively, including Little Egret, 

Great White Egret, Pygmy Cormorant,  Shoveler, 

Wigeon, Flamingo, Avocet, Black-necked Grebe and 

Mediterranean Gull.

To protect this natural richness it is important to 

implement strategies of conservation, mitigation, and 

adaptation for the principal wetland areas in Italy, 

allowing both coastal and inland areas to recover. 

We must ensure that nature’s airport is ever more 

crowded.

* * *

AN ALLIANCE FOR NATURE

Manuel Zararana, LIPU Niscemi

In Sicily, young LIPU volunteers are protecting the 

rare Collared Pratincole, actively involving local 

farmers and with the support of LIPU-UK.

There is an area of Sicily where a new and 

unusual alliance has been formed. On one 

side, there are young, enthusiastic LIPU volunteers, 

particularly from Niscemi and from the local 

conservation group that works on the Gela plain. 

On the other side are the area’s farmers. But what 

connects protecting nature with agricultural practice? 

The presence of the rare and beautiful Collared 

Pratincole, which last year achieved a new record 

– 73 pairs. And when you consider that this is half 

the entire population of the species in Italy, the 

importance of this project, undertaken by young 

volunteers with the support of LIPU-UK, becomes 

clear. The project involves persuading farmers – 

something easier said than done – to delay ploughing, 

which normally takes place during June and July. All 

because the Collared Pratincole’s choice of land, left 

fallow after a year of cereal cultivation or ploughed in 

March after the artichoke harvest, creates a particular 

risk for the species in the form of deep ploughing, 

which coincides with the incubation 

period in late spring. 

To Be Aware is to Act

Let’s take a step back and return to 2017, when we 

started monitoring nesting pairs. Data on the species 

was not available and we needed to fill that gap. 

That was when the importance of the population 

present in the Gulf of Gela became clear, along 

with the decrease in numbers since the mid-1990s. 

Comical on land, skilful and swift in flight but not 
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eye-catching, the Collared Pratincole often goes 

unobserved even by these same farmers. 

At times they feign injury to a wing to distract 

potential predators. And what can be said of their 

curious courting rituals? Or the fact that pairs help 

each other, during both the incubation period and the 

raising of the chicks? There was so much work to be 

done, and the springs of 2017 and 2018 were certainly 

not easy, busy as we were finding nesting sites in 

the fields, as far as the eye can see on the Gela plain. 

There the bird lays 2 – 3 eggs on the ground, difficult 

to find since they are the same colour as the soil and 

situated in a small, almost invisible, cup-shaped nest. 

Often we were helpless witnesses to the destruction 

of these nests, caused by agricultural activity or the 

maintenance of water channels, which took place 

without notice. 

And it is the bird’s tendency to form colonies that 

represents, in the context of the Gela plain, a double-

edged sword. On the one hand, their gathering 

together facilitates the supervision of nest sites and 

the defence of chicks, a task carried out by the parents 

and others’ young. On the other, the fact that they 

congregate in a small area risks – in a very short space 

of time – dashing the hopes of an entire breeding 

season. The Collared Pratincole nests on a parcel of 

land barely larger than a pocket handkerchief. But 

each year they choose a different plot and arrive 

at different times from their wintering grounds in 

Africa. 

A New Alliance

And so, to try and save this gorgeous bird we decided 

to meet the landowners. The turning point occurred 

last year, when we contacted farmers Cannia and 

Arena, who agreed to postpone their ploughing 

scheduled for June and July. This allowed a good 

60 pairs to nest and saved 27 chicks. In 2020, with 

the support of LIPU-UK, we managed – in spite of 

the difficulties of monitoring owing to lockdown 

– another encouraging result. Once contacted, 

another farmer, Cipolla, a sprightly 91 year-old, and 

Maugeri, the father of two of our junior members, 

willingly agreed to delay work in their fields until 

the last egg had hatched, They understood the 

importance of protecting this rare insectivorous 

bird, which – helpfully – is not averse to beetles and 

other invertebrates that are potentially damaging to 

agriculture. While in 2019 we were sure 27 young 

fledged, this year we counted 41. And when one 

thinks of the many dangers that threaten the young 

– predators, the burning of stubble, stray dogs, or 

the risk of collision with vehicles or trampling by 

flocks and their attendant shepherds – the number 

encapsulates the efforts of all the volunteers, and 

represents a huge success.

The Future is in Protection

This year 63 pairs nested on the Gela plain, a 

record that we hope will be broken next year 

already. We already have a lot of ideas on how to 

expand the conservation measures. Once the nests 

have been saved from their direct destruction by 

agricultural machinery, the volunteers want mainly 

to concentrate on the protection of the young, by 

installing refuges that will allow them to escape 

much of the predation caused by stray dogs and other 

domestic animals. In sum, the project is working well 

and the road we have undertaken is the right one. We 

have the pleasure, and the duty, to follow it.

While in 2019 we 

were sure 27 young 

fledged, this year 

we counted 41. 
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The Importance of the Gela Plain

The Collared Pratincole is on the Italian Red List, 

where it is classified as ‘at risk’. Currently the species 

is in decline throughout Europe and there are only 

120 – 150 pairs in Italy. What is striking is that the 

approximately 60 – 70 pairs nesting on the agro-

ecosystems of the special protection zone of the Gela 

plain, in south-central Sicily, represent around 50 per 

cent of the total number of nesting pairs in Italy.

* * *

THE LANNER FALCON IN ITALY

Gianni and Cristiana are volunteers 

dedicated to the protection of nature 

and they have been involved this year 

with the pilot project to protect the nests 

of Lanner Falcons in Tuscany. One of 

the aims was to see if the methods used 

in Sicily for the surveillance and protec-

tion of  Bonelli’s Eagles could be used for the 

Lanner on the mainland. If the pilot project is 

deemed a success then this will become a recurring work and 

our financial support will help ensure its future. Cristiana 

sent me this account of the work.

For the past 15 years, it has been obvious to 

ornithologists, and even to everyday birdwatch-

ers, that the number of breeding pairs of European 

Lanner Falcon (Falco biarmicus feldeggii) has been 

declining in all known breeding areas in Italy, its 

last European stronghold. The trend appears to be 

the same in other countries in south-east Europe in 

which this species has been known to breed. In Italy, 

the latest numbers, from 2019, point to between 45 

and 70 breeding pairs, down from 60 – 80 in 2017 

and 140 – 170 in 2007, with total European numbers 

dropping from 260 – 460 pairs in 2007 to 120 – 170 

in 2017 (A. Corso, 2018; A. Corso, pers. com. ).

The decline of this species has been particularly 

noticeable at the northernmost end of the Lanner’s 

range, in Tuscany, where the repeated disappearance 

of entire healthy broods from nesting sites has been 

ascribed to theft for the purposes of supplying the 

illegal trade associated with falconry. Disturbance 

caused by photographers has also been a problem, 

with birds deserting their nesting sites due to undue 

pressure.

Most people are not aware of the extent of the 

damage that the medieval practice of falconry is 

inflicting on wild populations of some species of 

birds of prey in Europe and worldwide. Especially 

in Italy, falconry has seen a surge in popularity in the 

last 20 years or so, as almost every hilltop town has 

some sort of medieval-themed festival or historical 

re-enactment where falconers are often invited to 

perform, with birds chained to their posts for many 

hours in town squares full of people.

In many countries worldwide, falconry is regarded as 

a legitimate and time-honoured ‘tradition’, including 

in many Arab states where it is a huge business with 

immense quantities of money spent on the breeding, 

upkeep, and training of prized birds (air-conditioned 

hangars, private flights for travelling to falconry 

competitions, dedicated teams of specialist vets). This 

widespread ‘tradition’ has led to the general opinion 

that falconry is good for bird conservation as captive 

breeding reduces the need to capture wild specimens. 

As a consequence, falconers are also often invited to 
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speak in schools, taking on the role of bird experts, 

genuine nature enthusiasts, and animal lovers, 

perpetuating the myth that falconry is a legitimate 

activity with deep roots and heritage. No mention is 

made of the conditions that these birds are often held 

in whilst in captivity, nor of the widespread theft of 

wild birds to supplement the captive populations.

The demand for rare species or subspecies, such as 

feldeggii Lanner or calidus Peregrine, is so high (as are 

the prices paid for the most sought-after rarities) 

that widespread plundering of nests goes on, as was 

demonstrated recently by a joint-forces investigation 

in several Italian provinces that uncovered a criminal 

network of poachers and falconers who traded in wild 

protected species, forging their CITES (Convention 

on International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild 

Fauna and Flora) certificates. During this operation, 

officers confiscated eight Peregrines, two Lanners, 

one Prairie Falcon, two Harris Hawks, two Ravens, 

one Roller and a number of other species.

In Sicily, which has the bulk of the Italian Lanner 

population, a monitoring and surveillance project 

regarding the nesting sites of the Lanner Falcon, 

Bonelli’s Eagle and the Egyptian Vulture has been 

underway for some time thanks to the efforts of the 

Gruppo Tutela Rapaci, an umbrella organisation 

founded specifically for this purpose. The project 

began in 2012, when just 20 pairs of Bonelli’s Eagle 

were recorded in Sicily. Today, thanks to surveillance 

camps, that number has more than doubled to 44 

pairs, of which 26 are breeding.

In 2020, the GTR, LIPU (with financial 

contributions from LIPU-UK), EBN, Altura, 

Stiftung pro Artenvielfalt, CABS and Associazione 

Mediterranea per la Natura, with technical support 

from the LIFE ConRaSi project, came together 

to organise – for the first time – monitoring and 

surveillance camps at the few remaining nesting sites 

in Tuscany, two of which were in the province of Pisa 

in the north and two in the southern provinces of 

Grosseto and Siena.

Unfortunately, due to the travel restrictions and 

social distancing measures put in place as a result 

of the COVID-19 pandemic, the camps could 

not proceed as planned and emergency solutions 

had to be found, with a very small number of 

volunteers becoming responsible for the entire 

scope of the fieldwork, thus making it impossible 

to cover all sites continuously. Volunteers had to 

be resident in Tuscany, and LIPU provided them 

with papers stating that they were carrying out 

essential fieldwork that could not be done at a later 

date. This plan took some time to devise, requiring 

lengthy legal consultations as some of the lockdown 

rules were unclear. By the time the first volunteers 

actually managed to reach the sites, three weeks 

had elapsed and eggs had disappeared from the 

Siena nest. Further, due to the sudden nature of the 

announcement of lockdown in Italy, there had been 

time to install surveillance cameras at only one of the 

sites.

Of the two Pisa nests, one was abandoned as, 

apparently, the young female was reluctant to spend 

all her time sitting on eggs. This is also one of the 

threats that affects the Italian Lanner population 

and especially the individuals in peninsular Italy, 

where pairs are few and very far between: the death 

or disappearance of one of the partners may mean a 

long wait for a substitute, if one is found at all. The 

By the time the 

first volunteers 

actually managed 

to reach the sites, 

three weeks had 

elapsed and eggs 

had disappeared 

from the Siena 

nest.
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male at the Pisa nest had been on his own for two 

years before this new young female appeared, while 

a female in the Siena area waited one full year for 

another male and in the meantime a pair of Peregrine 

Falcons had taken over the nest site.

Thus, only two nests remained in Tuscany for the 

2020 season – the nest in the Grosseto area and 

the other one near Pisa. The first site, where entire 

broods have disappeared in the past, was monitored 

continuously for almost six weeks with volunteers 

spending up to 15 hours in the field, rain or shine, 

with temperatures near freezing in the mornings 

and exceptionally hot in the afternoons. Due to the 

COVID restrictions, these volunteers were often 

alone with only the Whatsapp group of volunteers 

for company. They did, however, have the reward of 

seeing four young Lanners successfully fledge and 

leave the nest one by one in the second half of May. 

The fledglings’ efforts were made easier (and fun 

to watch) by the natural “balcony” in front of the 

nest cavity, where they could stretch their wings and 

practice without danger and where they returned to 

be fed after their first brief jaunts onto neighbouring 

rocks or trees. The adults were formidable at 

catching prey, with up to 11 items brought daily to 

the waiting chicks.

The second Pisa site has never been robbed, but 

has suffered from disturbance by photographers. In 

the past, photographers were warned to stay away 

from the nest and did so for a few years, leading to 

increased breeding success for the pair. When the 

site was checked in late February 2020, however, 

just before lockdown, a photographer’s hide was 

discovered in the vicinity of the nest. Surveillance 

cameras were installed, also as a deterrent, and 

throughout the monitoring period the photographer 

in question wasn’t seen, possibly due to the COVID-

related travel restrictions. Eventually this pair too 

managed to raise four chicks, which flew the nest a 

couple of weeks later than those in Grosseto.

It is possible that without the coronavirus pandemic 

the Siena pair would also have had a chance to raise 

their young, as more than 30 volunteers from all over 

Italy and other European countries had enlisted to 

monitor the four sites, alongside local observers. Still, 

there is hope for the coming breeding seasons, as the 

project has proven that – like in Sicily – surveillance 

camps can help to increase the breeding success of 

these birds of prey, not only by keeping poachers 

away but also by getting to know better the biology 

and reproductive habits of the species.

https://edition.cnn.com/travel/article/falcons-planes-

middle-east/index.html

* * *

HUNTING

Autumn is a splendid season, but one with a 

downside: the reopening of the hunting season 

with the many problems it causes – for human beings 

(disturbance near residential areas; danger for walk-

ers and people of all types) and for nature, beginning 

with the intense pressure put on animal species.

It Is Not the Hunters Who Suffer

There are 18 bird species in a state of decline but 

that nevertheless are allowed to be hunted in our 

country. Ten of these are ‘Spec 3’: Pintail, Garganey, 
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Tufted Duck, Coot, Snipe, Skylark, Ptarmigan, Black 

Grouse, Barbary Partridge and Quail. Three are 

classified ‘Spec 2’: Ruff, Red-legged Partridge and 

Grey Partridge. Five are actually ‘Spec 1’ – that is, 

threatened at the global level: Turtle Dove, Pochard, 

Lapwing, Rock Partridge, Song Thrush. 

LIPU has concentrated, although not exclusively, 

on these last five species, plus the Skylark and 

Ptarmigan, with studies and action to ensure that 

the regions exclude them from the hunting calendar. 

This aim informed the long, detailed letter sent by 

LIPU to the ISPRA – the larger national organisation 

responsible for the protection of birds and for 

environmental research – in which, among other 

things, we asked for a clear stance in favour of the 

protection of Pochards and Lapwings. We reminded 

the Institute – which had also given ‘soft’ advice to 

the regions, leaving the door open for the hunting 

of both these species – that not only is the hunting 

of species that are suffering clearly banned by the 

regulations in force, but also that it was the European 

Commission itself that called for the hunting of 

these species to be suspended. A request followed 

by a similar call from the Italian Ministry for the 

Environment, which transmitted its own request to 

all Italian regions, in 2019 and again in 2020.

The Example of Tuscany

The Ministry’s request was indirectly reinforced by 

the sentence of the Regional Administrative Tribunal 

(TAR) of Tuscany on 30 June this year, following 

a successful appeal by LIPU and several friendly 

organisations. It ruled that Pochards and Lapwings 

should be excluded from the regional hunting 

calendar, that it was necessary to respect the time 

frame limits of the hunting season, and above all 

reminded all of the obligation to apply the decisions 

taken for the new hunting calendars and not only 

those of previous years. By doing so, the TAR means 

to warn the Tuscan region – and indirectly all regions 

– to stop the annual foul play of repeating the same 

errors, being certain that the tribunal judgements 

will only be applied when the hunting season is 

over. This last device is precisely the one that we 

are looking to block, even at the risk of denouncing 

‘cheating’ administrators at the Court of Audit for 

practices that damage our shared heritage.

Close First

The new season will bring a further development. 

In Brussels, the European Commission has finished 

work on its so-called Key Concepts. The term 

refers to scientific information as to the beginning 

and ending dates of bird reproduction and also to 

pre-breeding migration. Put simply, the Concepts 

define the moment at which birds that have spent 

the autumn and winter in Italy leave for northern 

Europe, where they will reproduce. This is very 

important information: this is an extremely delicate 

phase in birds’ biological cycle and needs their 

maximum protection. It is not by chance that the 

Birds Directive  and the Italian law itself (157/1992) 

fully protect this period, calling for a strict ban on 

hunting. The hunting world, which has never fully 

accepted the principle, has continually contested the 

Italian data on pre-breeding migration, considering it 

too restrictive and wantiing for it to be revised. The 

work carried out by Brussels not only confirms these 

dates, it reinforces them, resulting not only in general 

scientific data but also in the need that the hunting 

calendars in all Italian regions conform and that the 

It is not by chance 

that the Birds 

Directive  and the 

Italian law itself 

(157/1992) fully 

protect this period, 

calling for a strict 

ban on hunting.
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hunting of various species be terminated earlier. 

Stop the Lead

Finally there is the by no means less pressing subject 

of the use of lead ammunition. The use of lead 

– now banned in every other field – is, incredibly, 

still accepted for hunting purposes. After a long 

campaign, we are nearing a ban – at least in all 

wetland areas, where the indirect effects have been 

the worst, resulting in lead poisoning of birds that 

have ingested lead shot mistaking it for food. Soon, 

autumn will be a little more serene.

* * *

TAIL FEATHERS

LIPU-UK  Annual Draw

If you have not opted out, you will find tickets for 

our annual draw with this edition of the Ali. Please 

take part in this if you can, the prizes should appeal 

to all and the draw is only the second request for 

support in the year. Thank you, if you enter – and 

Good Luck.

I am grateful for the help of my production team 

who were, for this issue: Dave Brooks, Giusy 

Fazzina, Gill Hood, Caterina Paone, Peter Rafferty 

and Lesley Tompkins. Line drawings are used with 

the permission of the EU and RSPB; photographs 

are used by kind permission of the copyright holders.

* * *

LIPU-UK DELEGATE

David Lingard

Fernwood

Doddington Road

Whisby

Lincs

LN6 9BX

Tel: 01522 689030    

www.lipu-uk.org

mail@lipu-uk.org

A young Kestrel just a day or two after leaving the nest

A Corn Bunting photographed in spring in Catalonia

Wetlands

Above is a picture of 

some of the Flamingos 

at the LIPU reserve 

of Saline di Priolo in 

eastern Sicily. Something 

of a mixed blessing, they 

are popular with visitors 

but less so with a colony 

of nesting Little Terns, 

seen below.

Left is an excellent image 

of another wetland star 

– a Black Tern.

©  Fabio Cilea

©  Ciro De Simone
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The Collared Pratincole. A wonderful bird under 

threat on its breeding grounds in the Gela plain in 

Sicily. With support from LIPU-UK local volunteers 

explained the needs of the birds to the farmers, who 

then happily delayed ploughing until the young birds 

had flown.


