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In the nineteenth century, the Purple
Swamp-hen Porphyrio porphyrio in
Europe inhabited southern Portugal,

coastal Spain, the Balearic Islands, Sicily,
Sardinia and, possibly, Greece. In northern
Africa, it was found on the Mediterranean
part of the Maghreb, on the Atlantic coast
of Morocco, and in some interior wetlands
of Tunisia. During the present century, the
species suffered a dramatic reduction in its
breeding range, so that it was included
among the endangered species of Europe

(Parslow & Everett 1981). Nevertheless, in
the 1980s, the Western Mediterranean
population began to recover, recolonising
previously deserted sites (Tucker & Heath
1994; Perrins & Snow 1998). The current
total European population of the Purple
Swamp-hen has been estimated at about
3,600 pairs, of which 3,000 are in Spain
(Hagemeijer & Blair 1998). Owing to its
rarity and elusive habits, however,
detailed data on its breeding ecology are
still lacking.

ABSTRACT The Purple Swamp-hen Porphyrio porphyrio is a
poorly known species in the Western Palearctic, largely because
of its elusive habits. Data on the status, distribution and breeding
ecology of the Mediterranean population are still lacking.
Sardinia holds 450-600 breeding pairs, representing the entire
Italian breeding population, the only one inhabiting the 
central Mediterranean, and a substantial part of the nominate
population of the species. Studies in Sardinia showed that the
Purple Swamp-hen breeds in wetlands with dense areas of
Common Reed Phragmites australis and bulrush Typha; its
breeding season extends throughout the year.

Purple Swamp-hen Porphyrio porphyrio (Mike Langman)
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In Italy, the Purple Swamp-hen breeds
only in Sardinia. This paper reports the
results of a long-term study (1979-98) on
its distribution, status and breeding
biology in Italy.

STUDY AREA AND METHODS
The study covered the whole of Sardinia,
with detailed work carried out mainly in
the Stagno of Molentargius, near Cagliari,
in the south of the island. This marsh
extends over about 1,400 ha, 120 ha of
which is covered with bulrushes Typha 
or reeds Phragmites, and holds 70-95 
pairs of Purple Swamp-hens (Grussu & 
Sanna 1997).

During 1979-98, the author regularly
undertook censuses of the species at 
sites where its presence was known 
or was probable: natural wetlands 
along the coast, river mouths, reservoirs
and artificial canals with a reasonable
cover of reeds or bulrushes. Counts 
were made throughout the year, for 
the most part by walking along the
perimeters of wetlands and recording 
the position of individuals seen or 
heard. Information gathered by other
researchers, fishermen, wildlife photo-
graphers and birdwatchers has been
critically considered and evaluated.

Data on the breeding period are based
on observations of chicks and nests over
the whole island, and on searches made
for nests at Molentargius. At the latter site,
this work was undertaken throughout the
year, but searches were less assiduous
during the period August-October.

Pre-1979 data, together with those
relating to areas outside Sardinia, have
been drawn from the literature, from
research in museum collections and from
information provided by other workers.

HISTORICAL DISTRIBUTION
IN ITALY
In Italy, during the nineteenth century, 
the Purple Swamp-hen was distributed 
in Sardinia, Sicily and possibly Apulia
(Giglioli 1886). It was particularly

abundant in Sicily, where, in the Biviere of
Lentini, about 1,500 individuals were
caught annually for food (Martorelli 1906),
but a dramatic decline then took place, and
in the 1920s no more than about 100 were
taken each year; the last nest was found in
1943, and a few years later the Biviere was
drained and the species ceased to breed
there. Within the same period, the Purple
Swamp-hen rapidly declined in other
Sicilian wetlands, disappearing altogether
during the 1950s. Its current status in Sicily
is only that of a vagrant (Iapichino &
Massa 1989; Ciaccio & Priolo 1997; V.
Orlando in  litt.).

In Sardinia, the Purple Swamp-hen was
reported breeding in the mid nineteenth
century (Salvadori 1864), but, because of
lack of ornithological knowledge, the size
of the population was underestimated
until the early twentieth century. An initial
contribution on the species’ distribution in
Sardinia was provided by Mocci Demartis
(1972), while Parslow (1974) estimated the
breeding population at 50-100 pairs and
probably increasing. Recently, Tucker &
Heath (1994) put the Sardinian population
at 240-300 breeding pairs. My own detailed
studies, carried out since the 1970s,
revealed a regular increase in numbers and
an expansion of the breeding area.

The Purple Swamp-hen currently
breeds at almost all Sardinian wetlands
which support large or, in some cases,
even small reedbeds (fig. 1), and new
breeding sites are being discovered each
year. The population now totals 450-600
breeding pairs, distributed in about 30
wetland sites. The most important areas
are the Gulf of Oristano in the west (220-
300 pairs) and Cagliari on the south coast
(100-140 pairs). In the former area, the
main sites are the Stagno of Cabras (85-110
pairs), the wetlands of Santa Maria di
Neapolis near Marceddi (40-55 pairs) and
the Stagno of Pauli Maiori (20-40 pairs),
while in Cagliari the largest population is
found at the Stagno of Molentargius-
Quartu (70-95 pairs). In the Sassari area, in
the northwest of the island, the Stagno of
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Platamona is also a major locality (about
30 pairs). Many other sites of minor
importance, holding small populations of
up to ten pairs, but mostly three to five
pairs, are scattered along the eastern coast
and in the northern part of the island
(Grussu & Sanna 1997 and unpublished).

MOVEMENTS
Populations of the nominate, Mediterr-
anean subspecies are considered to be
essentially resident (Cramp & Simmons
1980; Goodman & Meininger 1989; Grussu
1995; Kasparek et al. 1989). Some tendency
to wander has been noted, however, both
historically and more recently, and wild
individuals have been observed on several
occasions far from the normal breeding

areas (Glutz von Blotzheim et al. 1973).
Local short-distance movements are
related to food availability and to
variations in water-level in the marshes.
On the other hand, the mass move-
ments observed among some localised
populations are attributed to sudden
changes in the environmental conditions
of the breeding site. In Spain, Vielliard
(1974) recorded that the marismas of the
Guadalquivir are completely abandoned
in summer owing to lack of water, and are
reoccupied in autumn when rains flood
the area. Similar behaviour has been noted
in Sardinia (pers. obs.).

The occasional appearance of the
species far from its known range is the
result of dispersal. In Sardinia, during the
period when the Purple Swamp-hen had a
more limited, coastal distribution, there
are records of individuals turning up
inland, and more recently, in the mid
1980s, one was found dead on a hangar
roof at Olbia airport on the northeastern
coast, about 20 km from the nearest
known breeding site (Giglioli 1890; Mocci
Demartis 1980; Grussu unpublished). The
species has often been seen in Corsica,
with records before 1959 and in 1978,
1986, 1987 (possibly two), 1988 (identified
as belonging to the nominate race) and
1989; some records have been in the north
of the island (Thibault & Bonaccorsi in
press). In mainland Italy, there are about
45 reports from 12 central and northern
regions, from Apulia to Friuli-Venezia-
Giulia; five of these records are in the 
last 20 years, the latest involving an 
adult of the nominate race in September 
1994 in Tuscany (Arcamone & Trusendi
unpublished).

This wandering tendency is further
confirmed by a 1984 sighting of an
individual near the Llobregat delta in
Catalonia, northeast Spain, about 1,000 km
from the species’ known range at that
time. In addition, a Purple Swamp-hen
killed at Capestang, near Béziers, south
France, in September 1992 had been ringed
in the Natural Park of Aïguamolls of

Figure 1. Breeding distribution of the Purple
Swamp-hen Porphyrio porphyrio in Sardinia, 1995-98.
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l’Emporda in Catalonia, where it was one
of a group re-established in that part of
Spain (Dubois & CHN 1993). Those
individuals rather frequently seen in
Mediterranean France since 1990 are
almost certainly of Spanish origin
(Mathevet 1997).

A further 17 records of the subspecies
madagascariensis, which breeds in Egypt,
sub-Saharan Africa and Madagascar, 
are scattered throughout Italy. Some of
these, and particularly those at the
beginning of the twentieth century, may
have involved genuine wild vagrants,
although the presence of this species in
several private collections and zoological
parks does not allow a proper evaluation
of the records.

HABITAT
In Sardinia, the Purple Swamp-hen is found
on stagnant, shallow coastal wetlands with
fresh or brackish water, generally at sea-
level and within 10 km of the sea. It breeds
mainly in reedbeds of medium height (but
in some cases more than 4 m), mixed with
bulrushes, club-rushes Scirpus and rushes
Juncus. These wetlands usually include

meadows of Dwarf Eelgrass Zostera 
noltii, pondweed Potamogeton, hornwort
Ceratophyllum, Beaked Tasselweed Ruppia
maritima, duckweed Lemna, water-milfoil
Myriophyllum and the alga Enteromorpha
intestinalis.

The species also breeds to a lesser
extent at river mouths, lakes and channels,
and on the upper sections of rivers. At
these sites, owing to the higher diversity of
vegetation cover, the Purple Swamp-hen is
found also among other plants, such as the
pennywort Hydrocotyle ranunculoides.

Interestingly, this gallinule has been
found to tolerate a high degree of organic
pollution on its breeding grounds. The
extent to which it may be affected by other
forms of pollution, however, remains
unknown.

TIMING OF LAYING
In Italy, a wide variation in timing of
breeding by the Purple Swamp-hen was
reported as long ago as the nineteenth
century. Giglioli (1886) noted laying in
March-April and in June. In Sicily, Benoit
(1840) indicated that breeding occurred in
February-March, while Whitaker (1899)

Figure 2.Timing of laying by the Purple Swamp-hen Porphyrio porphyrio in the Mediterranean basin. Peak
laying periods shown in black.
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MONTH NO. OF 
CLUTCHES

January 7
February 3
March 10-11
April 11
May 12
June 2
July 2
August 1
September 1
October 1
November 1
December c. 10

observed captive individuals laying in
December, April and July, but he also
reported receiving fresh eggs in June.

In my Sardinian studies, a precise
breeding period could not be defined,
since eggs and/or chicks were found in all
months of the year (fig. 2, table 1).
Nevertheless, I identified two periods as
more significant for egg-laying: March-
May, and December-January. The former
period accounted for 55% of a sample of 62
clutches observed in a single year, and the
latter for 27%. By contrast, August-
November was the period in which fewest
clutches (6%) were laid, although it should
be pointed out that searches were less
thorough in August.

These findings do not accord with the
existing literature on this species in the
Mediterranean (fig. 2), a fact which may
possibly be explained mainly by climatic
factors. A different pattern was reported
for the Spanish population, where timing
of egg-laying was thought to be related to
food availability, climatic conditions and
water-level (Sánchez-Lafuente 1992 and
unpublished). The early peak in Doñana
was attributed to variations in water-levels
in the marismas and to the consequent
need to anticipate the timing of laying, 

so as to avoid the risk of growing 
chicks finding themselves in dried-out
conditions before reaching independence
(Vielliard 1974).

The flexibility in timing of laying
observed in Sardinia seems to be a result of
the favourable physical, climatic and
biological conditions of the sites occupied
by the Purple Swamp-hen. Indeed, in
Sardinia, this species breeds mostly in
‘permanent’ wetlands with a mild climate

Table 1. Number of clutches laid by Purple
Swamp-hens Porphyrio porphyrio in each month,
Sardinia, 1983-98. Figures based on observations
of nests with eggs or chicks.
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36. Adult Purple Swamp-hen Porphyrio porphyrio walking in shallow water among bulrushes Typha,
Sardinia, 1987 (Roberto Meloni)



(mean January temperature 10°C), areas
which in winter attract several species
which are very rare in Europe at that season
(Grussu 1985; Grussu & Corso 1997).

THE NEST
In Sardinia, the nest is usually built in
thick reed-beds or in small, isolated stands
of Common Reed Phragmites australis. Of
21 nests located during 1986-93 in the
Stagno of Molentargius, 16 (76%) were in
sites dominated by Common Reed; these
were all in small stands 1.2-3 m across and
with a mean height of 90 cm (range 60-220
cm). The remaining five nests were in large
reedbeds, either at or within 5 m of 
the edge.

Around the nests, mean and maximum
heights of the vegetation were 85 cm and
200 cm, respectively. The diameter of the
reed stems in the areas near the nests was
0.4-1 cm, and the water depth was
generally 25-35 cm (range 20-55 cm), with
one nest built in reeds growing in 100 cm
of water. Nests were usually placed within
the vegetation or directly on the water, but
always anchored to the vegetation itself;
only rarely were they built above the

water in the manner of heron nests, as
previously reported in other breeding
areas (Holyoak 1970).

The nest of this species is made of
aquatic vegetation, and is similar to that of
Common Coots Fulica atra. The material
used depends on the vegetation available
in the near vicinity. At Molentargius, the
nest base consisted mostly of Common
Reed stems with a diameter usually of 1.5-
2.5 mm (1-5 mm), this being covered with
a layer 6-13 cm deep of thinner material,
such as reed fragments or leaves. More
rarely, nests were constructed solely of
leaves of Common Reed; or of reed stems,
with no top layer of thin material. A nest
found in the Gulf of Oristano consisted
entirely of bulrushes (U. F. Foschi in litt.).

The mean dimensions of 21 nests were:
external diameter 33.0 cm (range 27-50
cm); internal diameter 20.9 cm (13-32 cm);
depth of cup 4.2 cm (1-8 cm); height of
upper rim of cup from water 24.5 cm (14-
41 cm). Half of the nests I observed were
round in shape, 25% were ellipsoidal, and
the rest more or less rectangular. All had
one or two access ramps made of bent
stems, leaves or stem fragments about 30-
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37. Nest of Purple Swamp-hen Porphyrio porphyrio in typical reedbed site, Sardinia, April 1986 
(M. Grussu)



50 cm in length. The ramps, usually
rectangular in shape, ranged in size from 9
x 40 cm to 20 x 70 cm and most (85%) were
oriented to the south; we often found
heaps of excrement and feathers of the

species near the top of these ramps. In
some instances, the surrounding reed
stems had been bent to form a canopy over
the nest (R. Meloni in litt.), as reported also
by Glutz von Blotzheim et al. (1973).

38. Adult Purple Swamp-hen Porphyrio porphyrio incubating, Sardinia, late March 1986 (Roberto Meloni).
This nest was built at the end of winter, with the reeds Phragmites still yellow.
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39. Adult Purple Swamp-hen Porphyrio porphyrio covering chicks, Sardinia, mid-April 1986 (Roberto
Meloni). The nest is that shown in plate 38, but photographed 20 days later.
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At Molentargius, the minimum distance
between nests was 4 m, and the minimum
distance from nests of Common Coot and
Moorhen Gallinula chloropus was 8 m. No
other species was recorded breeding near
Purple Swamp-hens at this wetland. The
highest density recorded in the study was
16 nests in an area of 20 ha, 30% of which
was reedbed.

Recent research on the Purple Swamp-
hen in the Iberian Peninsula revealed 
that each pair built several nests, only 
one of which was used for breeding
(Ramos 1990; Sánchez-Lafuente 1992 and
in press). Similar behaviour was recorded
for the subspecies melanotus in New
Zealand (Craig 1980). No building of
‘alternative nests’ has been observed so 
far in Italy.

EGGS AND CHICKS
The eggs are subelliptical, smooth and
glossy, cream-coloured or buff, and
variably spotted with dark red, purple,
violet or grey, the spots frequently more
concentrated at the blunt end. The average

size of 58 eggs was 57.6 x 37.2 mm (range
52.0-61.6 x 34.1-39.1 mm).

Of 21 clutches, 12 contained four eggs
(57% of clutches), with five of three eggs
(24%), two of one, and single clutches each
of two and five eggs; mean clutch size was
3.42 eggs. In Spain, clutches in the upper
Guadalquivir usually contained three to
six eggs (mean 4.03), but in other Spanish
wetlands up to eight eggs were found
(Sánchez-Lafuente 1992), these figures
being similar to those given in Cramp 
& Simmons (1980) and Glutz von
Blotzheim et al. (1973). In Turkey, clutches
of up to ten eggs were recorded (Kasparek
et al. 1989).

Eggs are laid at daily intervals, 
and incubation starts with the last or 
the penultimate egg. In Sardinia, among
three clutches totalling 12 eggs, the
hatching success was 100%; of 14 eggs in
four other clutches, four (28.5%) were
preyed on.

The chick has a black, velvet-smooth
plumage. The filoplumes on the head,
mantle and wings have a white tip, while

40. Juvenile Purple Swamp-hen Porphyrio porphyrio about 12-15 days old, Sardinia, mid May 1991 
(M. Grussu)
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41. Adult Purple Swamp-hen Porphyrio porphyrio in typical shallow-water habitat, Sardinia, 1986 (Roberto
Meloni)

the neck is bare, with a few sparse plumes
on the nape; alula and carpal joint are bare.
The iris is brown, the bill and eyelids red
or reddish, and the legs pale pink, with
very long toes. Within a few weeks, the
legs and toes become greyish or blackish,
and the bill blackish.

Data on breeding success show a high
rate of chick mortality. I recorded broods
with four or five chicks; in about 30
subsequent sightings of family groups,
however, over half (52%) were represented
by just one young, 22% by two, 19% by
three and only 7% by four young (M.
Grussu & M. Sanna unpublished). In Spain,
40% of chicks die in the first six days, with
an average fledging success of 1.23 chicks
per nest (Sánchez-Lafuente 1992).

CONSERVATION
During the last 20 years, the breeding
population of the Purple Swamp-hen in
Sardinia has shown a steady increase. This

is probably a result of the enforcement of
laws restricting hunting, the creation of
protected areas in many wetlands, and
specific protection  measures, all of which
have allowed the species to expand its
breeding range and colonise new sites. On
the other hand, several breeding localities
have been destroyed by reclamation work
or by burning of reedbeds, actions carried
out both by private individuals and by
public bodies. Data are still lacking on 
the possible effects of water pollution
(pesticides, heavy metals) on reproductive
success and adult survival.

Owing both to the positive dynamics of
the population in recent decades and to
the marked range extension in Sardinia,
however, the Italian breeding population
of the Purple Swamp-hen does not
currently appear to be exposed to any
serious threat. In addition, studies have
begun on the feasibility of re-establishing
this handsome species in some regions



where it formerly bred, including Sicily
and Apulia.
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