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The Red Phalarope Phalaropus fulicarius breeds in the 
Arctic regions of North America and Eurasia. It has a large 
global population estimated at 1,620,000 individuals in 
North America (Andres et al. 2012) and 1,100-3,400 in 
Europe (Birdlife International 2015). According to Snow 
& Perrins (1998), this species is a true migrant that trav-
els via marine routes and has been observed migrating 80-
160 km offshore. Adult females depart from the breeding 
grounds in early June, followed by the adult males and ju-
veniles in late July and August, most arriving in the non-
breeding quarters by the end of November. The species 
leaves its wintering grounds along the Chilean and South 
African seas in March, and West African and south-west 
African seas in April, flying along the Arctic coasts and re-
occupying breeding grounds from late May to early June.
In Europe it breeds in Greenland, Iceland and Svalbard. 
 Records of wintering birds, albeit very rare, have been 
recorded along the Atlantic coast of France (Dubois et al. 
2008) and Spain (De Juana & Garcia 2015). Winter re-
cords in the Mediterranean Sea have been reported from 
Spain (De Juana & Garcia 2015), Tunisia (Isenmann et 
al. 2005), Egypt (Goodman & Meininger 1989) and from 
Malta (Sultana & Gauci 1982, Fenech 2010). In Italy it’s a 
rare and irregular migrant; there are about 50 historic and 
recent valid records: 25% in March-June, 57% in August-
November and 18% in December-February. The winter 

observations are mostly from southern and insular regions 
(Brichetti & Fracasso 2004). Since 2004 there are only 
4 documented winter records of Red Phalarope in Italy 
(Tab. 1); according to the status described before (Snow 
& Perrins 1998) we considered the period from the end of 
November to the end of April as wintering period of this 
species. 
 The first observation of Red Phalarope in Sardinia 
dates back to 30th December 1906 when one individual 
was trapped in Cagliari and stored in the Museo di Zo-
ologia ‘La Specola’ of the Florence University (Moltoni 
1951). 
 On 13th December 2014 two local birdwatchers (Fran-
ca Marras and Paolo Oppes) observed and photographed 
an unidentified phalarope in Stintino’s salt marsh, north-
western Sardinia (Sassari). It flew a little distance away, 
and again began to feed in the typical manner of phala-
ropes, spinning rapidly around stirring up bottom-dwelling 
invertebrates, which the bird then picked up from the sur-
face; two days later one of us (IF) confirmed that it was a 
Red Phalarope (Fig. 1).
 During the winter the bird was observed by many peo-
ple and it was seen on 13th April for the last time. It was the 
first case of wintering of this species in Italy. The bird was 
always seen in the same pond (about 50 m to the sea coast) 
in the company of a flock of Shelducks Tadorna tadorna.
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Table 1. Winter records of Red Phalarope Phalaropus fulicarius in Italy since 2004.

Location

Lago di Avigliana (TO)

Vasto (CH)

Racconigi (CN)

Pian di Spagna (CO-SO)

Date

2010, 21-23 Nov

2010, 28 Nov-1 Dec

2012, 1 Dec

2014, 25 Nov

Number

1

2

1

1

Observers

G. Assandri

S. Slade

G. Sardi

G. Fontana et al.

Reference

Gruppo Piemontese Studi Ornitologici, 2011

Vavřík M. & FK ČSO, 2011

Nicoli et al. 2013

Nicoli et al. in press
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 Since 2011, the area forms part of an EU funded LIFE+ 
project (http://www.sternalifestintino.eu) to improve the 
conservation status of priority habitats and four species of 
birds, namely: Little Egret Egretta garzetta, Black-winged 
Stilt Himantopus himantopus, Little Tern Sternula albi-
frons and Common Tern Sterna hirundo. The project in-
volves the acquisition of land to restore and preserve the 
present habitat and the construction of artificial islands for 
nesting birds. This area provides important nesting sites 
for target species considered for the project and is one 
of the key habitats during migration for many species of 
waterbirds. 
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figure 1. Red Phalarope wintering in Stintino (Sassari). Photo by E. Viganò.


