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RESEARCH TOPICS 

My research interests focus on behavioural and ecological aspects of animal interspecific interactions with particular attention to 

their evolutionary implications. My focus species are mostly wild birds that I study in diverse field sites, from marshes in Northern 

Italy to green urban areas.  

Avian brood parasitism 

Brood parasites lay their eggs in other species nests and their chicks kill their foster siblings or monopolise the foster parent care. 

My first experiments, back in 2002 in North America, explored the interaction between with the parasitic brown-headed cowbird 

(Molothrus ater) and its host, the yellow warbler (Setophaga petechia) and then in Europe with the parasitic common cuckoo 

(Cuculus canorus) and its host, the reed warbler (Acrocephalus scirpaceus). We revealed a rather complex and articulated 

combination of social and individual learning, each mode adopted by the parasite victims to get their nest defence a more efficient 

antiparasitic ‘weapon’. More recently, I have been investigating brood parasites as one of the most challenging study model for 

sexual selection. Do cuckoo males offer females specific immaterial gifts such as the location of parasitable host nests? These are 

very precious to females which would save an important reproductive effort if their location is signalled by males. I have got some 

evidence consistent with this hypothesis but I need more experimental studies to confirm such an ambitious project.    

Animal personalities & social networks in the city.  

This is a brand-new project carried at the Botanical Garden of the University of Palermo. I am investigating the effects of 

urbanization to the personalities of the urban avifauna and its social networks. Being bold or shy in a specific context might improve 

individual survival or breeding performance. Social interactions may form cohesive and stable networks which might as well being 

advantageous for each network member. Is our disturbance at the urban green areas, such as noise or artificial lights, able to 

disrupt the personality and network balance and therefore to decrease our urban biodiversity? 

 

 

MATERIALS & METHODS 

Audio & video recordings with audio moths, song meters & camera traps; presentations of taxidermic mounts & playback calls; 

video & audio device setting & checking; nest searching & monitoring; bird feeders & boxes management; videocoding & 

bioacoustic analyses. 
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