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Trends at a roost of Short-toed Eagles Circaetus gallicus

over ten years
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Riassunto — Andamento decennale di un dormitorio di biancone
Circaetus gallicus. Le osservazioni sono state svolte dal 2000 al
2009, in una piccola valle situata in provincia di Bologna (Emil-
ia-Romagna), durante sedici visite effettuate nel periodo dal 24
giugno al 3 agosto. Il dormitorio era composto inizialmente da
due bianconi, che sono aumentati fino ad un massimo di dodici
nel 2004 e alla fine del periodo monitorato sono scesi a tre indivi-
dui, con un minimo di uno nel 2008. Nei dieci anni in totale sono
stati rilevati 51 individui di biancone, dei quali la maggior parte
(69%) composta di immaturi. La presenza nell’area di immatu-
ri e di adulti non nidificanti, entrambi non territoriali, era molto
probabilmente la causa dell’inusuale concentrazione di individui
osservati. Escludendo i periodi di migrazione, le osservazioni di
dormitori di biancone sono molto rare e apparentemente di natura
occasionale, come suggerito dall’unico altro caso noto, rilevato in
Israele, dove il raggruppamento ¢ stato attribuito ad una eccezion-
ale abbondanza di cibo (roditori) nell’area.

The Short-toed Eagle Circaetus gallicus is not highly gre-
garious on its breeding and wintering grounds or during
migration (Cramp and Simmons 1980). The species is
strongly territorial during the breeding season, although it
is usually not highly aggressive towards intruding conspe-
cifics or other raptors and can be tolerant of them, some-
times even close to the nest (Cramp and Simmons 1980,
Cattaneo and Petretti 1992).

During migration, Short-toed Eagles have been ob-
served roosting at the Strait of Gibraltar (small groups:
Finlayson 1992, max 139 indd.: Mufioz et al. 2010) and on
the Apuane Alps (Tuscany, Italy) (max 37 indd.: Premuda
2007).

Before the observations made at the study site in Ita-
ly (Premuda 2004), roosting of Short-toed Eagle outside
of migration periods was not yet known (Cramp and Sim-
mons 1980).
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Observations took place from 2000 to 2009, at a small
valley in the pre-Apennine hills (max 600 m a.s.l.) of Bo-
logna province (Emilia-Romagna, Northern Italy), in the
course of sixteen visits between 24 June to 3 August. The
area is characterized by open land, dry meadows with
sparse Juniperus communis bushes and small Quercus pu-
bescens woodlots. Observations of birds arriving at the
roost were made late in the afternoon (from about 17:30 to
20:00), while birds leaving the roost were observed early
in the morning (from about 07:30 to 10:30). The observa-
tions were made with binoculars and telescopes.

Ageing observed birds was made following Cramp
and Simmons (1980), Clark (1999), Forsman (1999),
Ferguson-Lees and Christie (2001), Hayman and Hu-
me (2002), Premuda (2004) and, only partially, Campora
(2002), Campora and Cattaneo (2005). According to Fors-
man (1999), second and third calendar year birds are con-
sidered immatures while older birds, including those in
their fourth calendar year, are considered adults.

The roost was initially composed of two birds, eventu-
ally increasing to a maximum of twelve in 2004 and finally
decreasing to three individuals in 2009, with a minimum of
one individual in 2008 (Fig. 1). In total 51 observations of
Short-toed Eagles were recorded over ten years (maximum
daily numbers), of which most were immatures (69%; be-
tween 50% and 100% of the individuals observed each
day) (Tab. 1, Fig. 1). Among the immature birds that could
be precisely aged (46%), seven (20%) were in their second
calendar year, and nine (26%) in their third calendar year.
The earliest time of arrival at the roost in the afternoon
was 17:30 and the latest 19:52, while the earliest and lat-
est times of departure in the morning were 08:00 and 10:07
respectively. The Short-toed Eagles roosted at scattered lo-
cations in the small valley, from very close to each other
(two birds on the same tree) to quite distant (about 200 m);
on average, birds roosted approximately 50 m from one
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Figure 1. Trends at the roost of Short-toed Eagle Circaetus gallicus during the study period — Andamento del dormitorio di biancone

Circaetus gallicus durante il periodo studiato.

Table 1. Presence per age groups of Short-toed Eagles Circaetus
gallicus observed at the roost during the study period — Presenza
per classi di eta dei bianconi Circaetus gallicus osservati al dor-
mitorio durante il periodo studiato.

Years Adults Immatures Max no.
2000 - 2 2
2001 1 1 2
2002 1 5 6
2003 3 4 7
2004 4 8 12
2005 - 7 7
2006 2 3 5
2007 3 3 6
2008 1 - 1
2009 1 2 3
Total 16 35 51
31% 69% 100%

another, usually perching in trees, although birds occasion-
ally perched on rocks on the ground.

The adult Short-toed Eagles observed were very like-
ly all non-breeders, because during the observation peri-
od (July), breeding adults should be territorial and should
roost close to the nest. In addition, no juveniles (first cal-
endar year) were observed at the site.

Very probably, the presence in the area of non-territo-
rial immatures and non-breeding adults was the cause of
the unusual aggregation of individuals observed.

To date, excluding migration periods, records of Short-
toed Eagle roosts are very rare. Another case of roosting
has been recorded in Israel (involving about 100 birds),
where the aggregation was related to food availability and
caused by a particular concentration of rodents (S. Daraw-
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shi pers. com.). On the contrary, the roost described in this
study seems not related to high food availability in the ar-
ea, because Short-toed Eagles were never seen hunting in
groups (like in Israel) and were only observed at the roost,
arriving from or departing towards different directions.

Acknowledgements — Many thanks to Fabio Ballanti, Leonar-
do Cocchi, Andrea Corso, Simonetta Cutini, Sameh Darawshi,
Patrizio Gigli, Ottavio Janni, Giorgio Leoni, Ugo Mellone, Loren-
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Riassunto — Dati sulla migrazione primaverile degli immaturi di
Biancone Circaetus gallicus attraverso la rotta del Mediterraneo
Centrale (Italia, Tunisia). Osservazioni sulla fenologia migratoria
primaverile di immaturi di Biancone sono state svolte nella pri-
mavera 2007 in nove stazioni di osservazione dislocate nell’Italia
peninsulare (n = 3), in quella insulare (n = 5) e in Tunisia (n = 1).
Nel complesso, la ricerca ha richiesto n = 231 giornate di campo
(in media n = 25.7 = 3.9 SE gg/stazione; estremi: Cap Bon n = §;
M.te Conero n = 48) concentrate in larga percentuale (n = 82.3%,
n=190) tra il 20 aprile e il 20 maggio (estremi: 9 marzo — 31 mag-
gio), per un totale di n = 2002 ore di osservazione (in media n =
222.4 +39.9 SE ore/stazione; estremi: Cap Bon n =33; M.te Con-
ero n = 480). Nel complesso, sono stati identificati n = 112 indi-
vidui immaturi in transito, di cui n = 57 (50.9%) ad Arenzano, n
=28 (25.0%) a Cap Bon, n =19 (17.0%) sulle Alpi Apuane e n =
4 (3.6%) sia sul M.te Conero che in Sicilia e isole minori. Le os-
servazioni di Arenzano e delle Alpi Apuane (con direzioni di volo
prevalenti: ENE e SE rispettivamente), cosi come gli scarsi avvis-
tamenti in Sicilia (direzione di volo prevalente: NE), suggeriscono
che la maggior parte dei bianconi immaturi effettui in primavera
una migrazione “a circuito” come gli adulti. Il comportamento ris-
contrato nei bianconi immaturi, in migrazione tardiva rispetto agli
adulti, ¢ in accordo con quanto noto e con le osservazioni rela-
tive allo Stretto di Gibilterra. La mancata corrispondenza delle os-
servazioni tra Cap Bon e Sicilia suggerisce due possibili ipotesi:
a) i bianconi immaturi osservati sul capo tunisino non hanno at-
traversato il mare e hanno estivato in Africa. Questa prima ipo-
tesi ¢ supportata dal rilevamento tramite trasmettitore satellitare
di due bianconi rimasti in Africa durante il loro secondo anno di
vita; b) si trattava di soggetti che hanno attraversato il Canale di
Sicilia e hanno estivato in Sicilia. Questa seconda ipotesi potreb-
be giustificare 1’osservazione di immaturi in transito a Marettimo
in autunno.

Short-toed Eagle migration has been studied in depth in
Italy and its specific “circuitous” migration involving
most of the Italian population has been documented, both
in spring (Premuda 2004a, 2007, Baghino and Premuda
2005, 2007) and in autumn (Agostini e al. 2002a, 2004,
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Premuda 2002, 2004b, 2007, Ruggieri et al. 2006, Baghi-
no et al. in press), probably as a result of a conservative
strategy (Agostini e al. 2002b) and very likely involving a
population of western origin (Agostini and Mellone 2008).
The autumn migration of juvenile Short-toed Eagles orig-
inated from the population breeding in Central Italy has
been investigated (Agostini ez al. 2004, 2005, 2009). Re-
sults showed that part of the juveniles follow the adults in
their “circuitous” northward migration (passing along the
Apuane Alps in Tuscany and then along the Ligurian Coast
at Arenzano), while other birds head southward, concen-
trating at Marettimo island (Trapani, Egadi, Sicily) in the
first half of October (Agostini et al. 2004, 2005, 2009).
The immature birds perform a ‘circuitous’ autumn migra-
tion as do juveniles when migrating in flocks of adults dur-
ing the second half of September, even if some have also
been recorded later (October) at Marettimo (Agostini et al.
2004, 2005, 2009).

Conversely, the spring migration of immatures through
Italy is not as well known as the autumn one. The aim of
this study is to contribute to the knowledge of spring mi-
gration of immature Short-toed Eagles, on the basis of field
observations performed during spring 2007 (March-May)
over 2002 hours of observation, at eight Italian and one
Tunisian watching-sites (Table 1).

At all the sites, the observations were performed dai-
ly from about 09:00 to 17:00 (legal time); for each obser-
vation, time (hh:mm), species, number of individuals, sex
and age (whenever possible), flight direction of birds (in-
coming and outgoing) were recorded. The observations
were made with binoculars and telescopes.

The Ligurian observation post is part of the Beigua
Regional Nature Park and of the “Beigua-Turchino” Spe-
cial Protection Area. All the Sicilian sites were monitored
for the Project “Rapaci Migratori”, organised by LIPU-
Birdlife Italy.
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Figure 1. Possible major routes (arrows) used by immature Short-
toed Eagles Circaetus gallicus during spring migration through It-
aly and Tunisia and geographical localization of observation sites:
AR = Arenzano; AA = Apuane Alps; CO = Conero; CB = Cap
Bon; PA = Pantelleria; MA = Marettimo; US = Ustica; PN = Pan-
area; SM = Stretto di Messina — Possibili principali rotte migra-
torie usate da bianconi Circaetus gallicus immaturi durante la mi-
grazione primaverile in Italia e Tunisia e localizzazione dei siti di
osservazione: AR = Arenzano; AA = Alpi Apuane; CO = Conero;
CB = Cap Bon; PA = Pantelleria; MA = Marettimo; US = Ustica;
PN = Panarea; SM = Stretto di Messina.

It is worthwhile to note that the risk of double counts
is high at Cap Bon, where birds were often observed stop-
ping their migration flight in front of the water barrier and
then flying back inland (Agostini and Duchi 1994, Ago-
stini et al. 1994a, 1994b, Agostini 2002, 2005). Moreo-
ver, during our study, frequent clouds over the promon-
tory and fog over the sea made not possible to detect the
raptors starting the sea crossing; therefore, an observation
post located on the slopes of a hill close to El Haouaria was
used to detect raptors coming from inland before reaching
the promontory; hopefully, this approach limited double
counts.

Specific identification and ageing characters used are
those provided by Clark (1999), Forsman (1999), Premu-
da (2004c) and, partially, Campora (2002, 2009), Campora
and Cattaneo (2005). In agreement with Forsman (1999),
second and third calendar year birds were considered im-
matures while older birds, including those in their fourth
calendar year, were considered adults. In particular, meth-
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ods for ageing immatures were the following: 1) second
calendar year spring (March): juvenile plumage with ru-
fous tones (often bleached), no signs of moult on remiges,
lack of dark terminal wing band, “S” curve line of wing
border, narrow “hand”; 2) second calendar year spring
(April): like 1) (more abraded) but with few inner prima-
ries (1-3) moulted, poorly-defined breast band ; 3) third
calendar year spring: very pale or white head and body
plumage, poorly-defined or absent breast band, outermost
primaries still juvenile (abraded, bleached), presence of
both juvenile and second-generation (with darker terminal
band) secondaries.

During the sample periods 112 immature Short-toed
Eagles were observed (Table 2). The four short-toed eagles
observed at Strait of Messina and Ustica were not aged,
but, considering the late migration periods, we assume that
they were immature. At Cap Bon, of the immature birds
that were precisely aged (n=12, 43%), five (42%) were in
their second calendar year, and seven (58%) in their third
calendar year.

The observations at Arenzano and at the Apuane Alps,
as well as the low number of records in Sicily, suggest
that most immatures perform a “circuitous” migration in
spring, as do adults (Premuda 2004a, 2007, Baghino and
Premuda 2005, 2007).

The phenology of immature Short-toed Eagles migrat-
ing later than adults is in accordance with Cramp and Sim-
mons (1980), Campora (2009) and with the observations at
the Strait of Gibraltar (Finlayson 1992).

Despite the risk of double counts of birds coming back
inland at Cap Bon (Agostini and Duchi 1994, Agostini et
al. 1994a, 1994b, Agostini 2002, 2005), the “movements”
of immature Short-toed Eagles were evident at the site.

Apparently, the birds counted at Cap Bon were not de-
tected at any Sicilian watching-site.

A first possibility is that Short-toed Eagles did not
cross the sea, and instead spent the summer in North-Af-
rica, where the species is known to be present (Cramp and
Simmons 1980, Isenmann et al. 2005).

In agreement with this hypothesis, a second calendar
year Short-toed Eagle tracked by satellite in 2008-9 didn’t
cross the Mediterranean Sea and spent his second summer
in Morocco (Pavén er al. 2010). Another second calendar
year Short-toed Eagle tracked by satellite in 2007-8, lin-
gered in its wintering area in Mali (inland Niger delta),
suggesting that immatures do not necessarily need to set
out on a return migration (Cavallin ez al. 2008).

In addition, based on the examination of museum spec-
imens of “pale” plumages (n =77), some of which were
collected in Africa, Campora and Cattaneo (2005) stated
that not all immatures return to Europe in spring - with
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Table 1. Details of the observation sites used during spring 2007 — Dettaglio dei siti di osservazione utilizzati durante la primavera 2007 .

Area Site Coordinates Altitude  Distance from Census period ~ Sampling effort
(masl) the seacoast (km) (hours)
Ligurian Apennines Arenzano 44°24° N-8°40° E 350 1.5 9-18 May 78
(W Liguria)
Apuane Alps Capriglia 43°58’N-10°14"E 400 5 9 March/1 April 196
(NW Tuscany)
Adriatic coast M. Conero (Gradina) ~ 43°32°N-13°26’E 200 2 14 April/31 May 480
(Marche)
Island of Ustica Punta Falconiera 38°70°N-13°20"E 50 05 20 April/20 May 230
Aeolian Archipelago Panarea (M. dei Corvi)  38°38’ N-14°04"E 585 0,5 20 April/20 May 255
Strait of Messina M. Peloritani 38°11’N-15°33’E 500 5 20 April/20 May 280
Egadi Islands Marettimo (Semaforo) ~ 37°57° N-40°02° E 500 1 20 April/20 May 240
Sicilian Channel Pantelleria (Airport) 36°48’ N-11°57T'E 100 2 22 Aprill18 May 210
Cap Bon (NE Tunisia) El Haouaria 37°10° N-11°00" E 100 4 22-29 April 33

Table 2. Details of the observations of migrating Short-toed Eagles performed at the nine study sites during spring 2007 — Dettaglio delle
osservazioni di bianconi in migrazione svolte nei nove siti di studio durante la primavera 2007.

Site Indd. Total Immatures Peak Direction
Arenzano 57 57 (100%) 38 on 13 May E-NE
Apuane 838 19(23%)  7on31 March SE
Conero 4 4 (100%) - N-NW
Ustica 1 1 (100%) - NE
Panarea 0 - -
Strait of Messina 3 3 (100%) - NE
Marettimo 0 - -
Pantelleria 0 - -
Cap Bon 32 28 (87.5%) 10 on 26 April NE

some instead remaining throughout the year in their win-
tering areas - because the proportion of pale individuals in-
creases in Africa in March and April, when breeding adults
have already occupied their nesting territories in Europe.
However, a delayed (May) migration of immatures to Eu-
rope cannot be excluded.

A second possibility is that eagles seen reaching the
Cap Bon Promontory crossed the Sicilian Channel and
spent the summer in Sicily. This hypothesis could explain
the passage of immatures over Marettimo during the au-
tumn migration (Agostini et al. 2004, 2009).
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Prima nidificazione del marangone minore
Phalacrocorax pygmaeus nella Riserva Naturale Regionale

Ripa Bianca di Jesi (Ancona)
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Abstract — The Regional Nature Reserve “Ripa Bianca” near Je-
si (Ancona, Italy), managed by WWF Italia, is characterized by a
mixed forest on the banks of an artificial lake. In this site, since
twenty years there have been the largest colony of Night Herons
throughout the Marche Region, to which other species of Herons
(Grey Heron, Little Egret, Little Bittern) have added over years.
A R.C.A. performs visual monitoring of the species living in the
heronry. Particularly noteworthy the observation in Spring 2010
of Pygmy Cormorant Phalacrocorax pygmaeus nesting. The spe-
cies was already observed during the Spring of 2008 and 2009, but
until 2010 nesting was not established. The first direct observation
of the nest is dated 05/06/2010 and the first pullus out of the nest
was photographed on 20" August 2010. In Italy the Pygmy Cor-
morant, species listed in Annex 1 of 2009/147/CE Directive, is a
regular breeding, wintering and migratory species in the northe-
astern part of the country (Veneto, Friuli Venezia-Giulia, Emilia
Romagna). Our observation is the first of the Pygmy Cormorant as
a nesting species in Central Italy.

La Riserva naturale Regionale di Ripa Bianca, istituita nel
2003 in Comune di Jesi (Ancona), per un’estensione totale
di 310 ettari, gestita dal WWEF Italia, ¢ caratterizzata dal-
la presenza di una vasta area di bosco planiziale in prossi-
mita dell’alveo del fiume Esino che scorre per circa 3 km
all’interno del perimetro dell’area protetta e di un bosco
misto di salici Salix alba, olmi Ulmus minor e pioppi Po-
pulus nigra sulle rive di un lago artificiale derivato da una
cava dismessa.

In questo sito da oltre 20 anni si ¢ insediata la pil nu-
merosa colonia di nitticore Nycticorax nycticorax della
Regione (Furlani 1990), che ha raggiunto circa 90 nidi alla
fine degli anni *90 (Gambelli 2007) e da allora mostra un
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costante decremento numerico coincidente con il progres-
sivo insediamento di coppie nidificanti di airone cenerino
Ardea cinerea e garzetta Egretta garzetta. Nell’area ¢ pre-
sente inoltre almeno una coppia nidificante di tarabusino
Ixobrychus minutus.

Fra le varie attivita che si svolgono nella Riserva Na-
turale Regionale di Ripa Bianca, I’A.R.C.A. (Associazio-
ne Ricerca Conservazione Avifauna) gestisce dal gennaio
2007 la Stazione Ornitologica, occupandosi del censimen-
to dell’avifauna, prevalentemente tramite inanellamento
a scopo scientifico ma anche con monitoraggi visivi delle
specie di maggiori dimensioni, comprese quelle presenti in
garzaia, che vengono controllate con cadenza settimanale.
Ci0 ha permesso di evidenziare negli anni (dati non pubbli-
cati), in linea con quanto accade in altre Regioni del Cen-
tro Italia, un sensibile e progressivo incremento dei contin-
genti svernanti di varie specie di ardeidi. Nella primave-
ra-estate 2010, & stata accertata la nidificazione di airone
guardabuoi Bubulcus ibis, specie un tempo assente, con
quattro nidi osservati e almeno 10 pulli involati, e di sgar-
za ciuffetto Ardeola ralloides con quattro pulli involati.

Gia nella primavera 2008, e successivamente nell’ago-
sto 2009, era stata segnalata la presenza in garzaia di esem-
plari di marangone minore Phalacrocorax pygmaeus, pre-
cedentemente indicato come svernante. Il 15 maggio 2010
viene osservato un esemplare di marangone minore in co-
stante movimento attorno ad alcuni alberi di salice e di ol-
mo della Garzaia, osservazione confermata nei giorni suc-
cessivi (17 e 20 maggio) dalla presenza di due individui
che trasportavano materiale per la costruzione del nido. La
prima osservazione diretta del nido ¢ avvenuta il 5 giu-
gno 2010, il nido si trovava a circa 10 metri di altezza,
con un genitore in cova. Il 24 luglio grazie ad un vento
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piuttosto forte, il nido, all’interno delle chiome degli al-
beri, ¢ risultato completamente visibile e occupato sicu-
ramente da pil di un pullus. Il primo pullus fuori dal nido
¢ stato fotografato il 20 agosto 2010. Il 17 settembre tre
pulli vengono osservati per la prima volta insieme fuori
dal nido, quando i giovani degli ardeidi sono gia involati
da circa due mesi. A novembre 2010, mentre viene scritta
questa nota, si osservano ancora i tre giovani in Garzaia.

Il marangone minore in Italia & specie nidificante (con
circa 118-128 coppie), svernante e migratrice regolare (Bri-
chetti e Fracasso 2003). Risulta segnalato frequentemente
come svernante nelle Regioni del Nord Est (Veneto, Fri-
uli Venezia Giulia), scarso e irregolare fino al 1999, con
un incremento registrato fra il 1999 ed il 2003 in tutto 1’al-
to Adriatico (Borgo et al. 2003), e segnalazioni quale esti-
vante in Friuli Venezia Giulia (Parodi 2007). E classifica-
to come regolarmente nidificante in Emilia Romagna sulla
check list di EBN Italia (http://www .ebnitalia.it/lists.htm),
come risulta peraltro confermato dai dati riportati in Tina-
relli et al. (2010). La presenza di marangone minore nella
Riserva Naturale Regionale di Ripa Bianca come specie
nidificante risulta pertanto la prima osservazione accertata
per il Centro Italia.
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La specie ¢ inserita nell’Allegato I della Direttiva
2009/147/CE, che prevede, per le specie elencate, misure
speciali di conservazione del proprio habitat nelle area di
distribuzione al fine di garantirne sopravvivenza e riprodu-
zione.
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