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(Plegadis falcinellus) 
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	 During the 2019-2023 period, 
four sites met the Ramsar criteria 
of international importance for 
waterbirds. 

	 Estuário do Tejo, Estuário do Sado 
and Ria Formosa meet Ramsar 
criteria 5 and 6. These sites are 
already designated as Ramsar 
sites. Additionally, Albufeira da 
Bolarina meets Ramsar Criterion 6. 

 	 Portugal hosts populations of 
international importance for 8 
species, namely the Ferruginous 
Duck, the Kentish Plover, the 
Eurasian Spoonbill, the Glossy Ibis, 
the Northern Pintail, the Greater 
Flamingo, the Grey Plover, and the 
Northern Shoveler.

	 PORTUGUESE WETLANDS  
responding to Criteria 5 and 6 
based on 2019-2023 IWC data.



	 FOCUS ON A COUNTRY’S FLAGSHIP SPECIES: 
PORTUGAL’S CRUCIAL ROLE IN THE JOURNEY  
OF THE BLACK-TAILED GODWIT (LIMOSA LIMOSA)

The Black-tailed Godwit uses Portugal’s coastal wetlands, 
especially estuaries, mudflats, and expansive rice fields 
as critical stopover and overwintering sites. For both the 
Limosa limosa limosa subspecies, which breeds in Western 
Europe, and the Limosa limosa islandica subspecies, breeding 
in Iceland, Portuguese wetlands serve as indispensable 
non-breeding grounds. 

Yet, despite its resilience and adaptability, the Black-tailed 
Godwit faces an array of mounting challenges in this region 
that threaten its survival (Verhoeven 2024).

One of the most pressing issues is the increasing pressure 
of anthropogenic development, especially in one of 
the major staging wetlands for this species, the Tagus 

Estuary (Beal 2025). This key area is under pressure 
from infrastructure projects, tourism developments, and 
expanding urban centers. The construction of the new 
Lisbon international airport in the vicinity will further 
increase the anthropogenic pressure in this area.

Similarly, the management of agricultural fields, which 
may involve the conversion of traditional rice fields—key 
foraging grounds for the godwits—into more intensive, 
less bird-friendly agricultural systems may reduce the 
availability of suitable feeding habitats in the future.

Therefore, the conservation of Portuguese wetlands plays 
a pivotal role in the maintenance of the migratory flyway of 
this species, listed as Near Threatened by the IUCN.

The Black-tailed Godwit, a migratory wader, faces significant challenges in Portugal, which has key wintering 
grounds and stopover areas for its migratory journey between breeding grounds in northern Europe and Iceland 
and wintering sites in West Africa. As a “Near Threatened” species, it relies on key Portuguese wetlands, especially 
the Tagus Estuary, making the conservation of these sites critical to its survival during the non-breeding season.
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Black-tailed godwit (Limosa limosa)   
© F. Moniz  



Salt pans  
in Tavira - 
Ria Formosa 
Natural Park 
© F. Moniz 



	 GUARDIANS OF THE FLYWAY:  
SAVING PORTUGAL’S WETLANDS  
THROUGH COMMUNITY AND CONSERVATION

Portugal serves as a critical wintering ground for numerous 
migratory aquatic bird species, supporting rich biodiversity 
during winter and migrations. Notable growth in populations 
of key species, such as some waterbird species, spoonbills, 
ibises, and flamingos, indicates healthy ecosystems in 
certain areas. A growing community of birdwatchers 
offers a valuable pool of potential volunteers for waterbird 
monitoring programs. Additionally, conservation efforts, 
like the LIFE Godwit Flyway, actively contribute to the 
protection of aquatic species.

Nonetheless, monitoring efforts have declined, particularly 
in Ria de Aveiro, which jeopardizes the quality and reliability 
of wetland data. The current number of observers is still 

insufficient to effectively cover the increasing number 
of wetland sites. Furthermore, pressure is present on 
critical wintering habitats, such as the mudflats impacted 
by shellfish gatherers in the Tagus Estuary, and also the 
high-tide roosting areas that face growing disturbances 
from leisure activities and tourism in areas such as Ria 
Formosa.

There are opportunities to engage the growing birdwatcher 
community through targeted training programs, activities, 
regular meetings, and motivation strategies, that could 
significantly expand and sustain volunteer participation in 
monitoring efforts. The recent expansion of small inland 
reservoirs following the construction of the Alqueva 
reservoir presents opportunities to enhance wetland 
habitats and improve monitoring capacity.

Key threats are still present and may increase in the future 
for key wetlands, including Tagus, Sado, and Ria Formosa, 
which face escalating pressures from human activities, 
such as urbanization, rising tourism in Ria Formosa, and 
infrastructure development, particularly with the planned 
Lisbon Airport. These developments are likely to intensify 
urbanization and further stress wetland ecosystems.

Additionally, increased tourism, leisure activities, and 
nature photography continue to disrupt critical feeding and 
resting areas for waterbirds, posing significant challenges 
to conservation efforts.

Portugal’s wetlands, vital for wintering and migratory aquatic birds, face growing challenges. Declining monitoring, 
especially in key areas such as the Ria de Aveiro, and insufficient observers threaten data quality. Human pressures, 
like urbanization and tourism, stress key sites such as the Tagus Estuary and Ria Formosa. Yet, thriving bird 
populations, conservation projects like the LIFE Godwit Flyway, and a rising birdwatcher community offer hope. 
Engaging volunteers and leveraging new reservoirs could enhance conservation efforts.

10

Castro Marim Salt Marsh Nature Reserve  
©F. Moniz

Castro Marim Salt Marsh Nature Reserve  ©F. Moniz
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Minho River Estuary  
©R.J. Lopes
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