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Introduction

Portugal, situated at the western edge of the Iberian Peninsula, is a nation defined by
the diversity and vibrancy of its natural landscapes. From its windswept Atlantic
coastlines to the lush valleys and rugged mountain interiors, Portugal is home to an
extraordinary array of wildlife and fauna. This abundance is no accident; it is the result
of varied terrain, a unique climate positioned between the Atlantic and Mediterranean
influences, and centuries of evolving ecosystems. The interplay of these factors has
cultivated an environment that attracts nature lovers, scientists, and conservationists
alike.

The country’s wildlife is marked by the coexistence of distinctly European and North
African species, a biogeographic crossroads that has facilitated rich biodiversity. In
mainland Portugal, the forests and scrublands shelter elusive creatures such as the
critically endangered Iberian lynx, while the open plains support iconic mammals like
the wild boar, red deer, and rare wild goats. Along the rivers, lakes, and surrounding
farmlands, a hidden world of small mammals thrives—integral to the ecological
balance and food chains of the region.

Traveling from the mainland to the archipelagos of the Azores and Madeira, one
discovers further diversity. Here, volcanic isles serve as sanctuaries for endemic birds
such as the Azores Bullfinch and the Madeira laurel pigeon, species not found
anywhere else on the planet. The coastal waters are similarly lively, inhabited by
schools of dolphins, pods of whales, and, on occasion, the highly endangered
Mediterranean monk seal. Each ecosystem, whether forest, wetland, or rocky
coastline, contributes a vital thread to the fabric of Portugal’s wildlife tapestry.

Portugal’s significance on the global migratory map also makes it a haven for
birdwatchers. Its wetlands and estuaries—especially the famed Ria Formosa Natural
Park—are essential stopovers for thousands of migratory birds journeying between
Europe and Africa. Raptors soar above rugged peaks, flamingos wade through salt
marshes, and rare chameleons cling to sun-soaked branches. Amphibians, reptiles,
insects, and myriad marine invertebrates add further complexity and beauty to these
living systems.

Yet, this richness also brings challenges. Portugal’s wildlife faces mounting threats:
habitat destruction, pollution, overexploitation, urban sprawl, and the omnipresent
risks associated with climate change. Forest fires periodically ravage natural habitats,
while invasive species disrupt fragile ecological equilibriums. Despite this, remarkable
progress has been made through protected areas, dedicated conservation programs,
and the active involvement of both local communities and international organizations
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in safeguarding this precious heritage.

This book aims to serve as a comprehensive guide to the wildlife and fauna of
Portugal. Over the following chapters, readers will journey through the wild heart of
Portugal, discover its most iconic and secretive species, explore the intricate workings
of its ecosystems, and gain insight into the past, present, and future of conservation
efforts in the country. Whether you are a student, a traveler, a scientist, or simply a

lover of nature, this guide aspires to deepen your understanding and appreciation of
Portugal’s extraordinary natural world.
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CHAPTER ONE: Geography and Ecosystems of
Portugal

Portugal, a land of remarkable contrasts and a western outpost of the European
continent, owes its rich tapestry of wildlife and fauna to its diverse geography and the
resulting mosaic of ecosystems. Situated on the Iberian Peninsula, its position between
the vast Atlantic Ocean and the Mediterranean Basin creates a unique climatic and
ecological blend. This interplay of influences has shaped a landscape that ranges from
rugged mountains and extensive coastlines to rolling plains, dense forests, and vital
wetlands.

The mainland of Portugal is divided, in broad terms, by the Tagus River, which flows
from its source in Spain to the Atlantic near Lisbon. To the north of this significant
waterway, the landscape tends to be more mountainous and hilly, with plateaus
carved by river valleys. This northern region is generally cooler and wetter,
contributing to more fertile agricultural areas. South of the Tagus, the terrain
transitions to rolling plains, with a climate that becomes progressively warmer and
drier as you move towards the Algarve in the south.

Portugal's coastline is extensive, stretching for approximately 943 kilometers along
the mainland and considerably more when including the Atlantic archipelagos of the
Azores and Madeira. This maritime border is a dynamic environment, featuring
everything from steep cliffs, particularly around places like Cape St. Vincent, to long
stretches of fine sandy beaches. The coast is also home to fascinating features like the
Ria Formosa, a lagoon system in the Algarve with barrier islands and salt marshes,
and the Ria de Aveiro, a delta rich in fish and seabirds. These coastal areas are not
only important for their scenic beauty but also as crucial habitats for numerous
species.

Mountain ranges, while not as towering as the Alps or Pyrenees, are a defining feature
of Portugal's interior, particularly in the north. The Serra da Estrela, located in central
Portugal, is the highest mountain range on the mainland, with its highest point
reaching just under 2,000 meters. Other notable ranges include those in the Minho
province in the northwest. These mountainous areas contribute to the country's varied
climate and provide distinct habitats for wildlife.

Rivers are the lifeblood of the Portuguese landscape, many of them originating in
neighboring Spain before flowing westwards to the Atlantic. The major rivers, besides
the Tagus, include the Douro, Minho, and Guadiana. The Mondego River, which is
entirely within Portugal, rises in the Serra da Estrela. These rivers and their associated
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valleys support riparian ecosystems and provide essential water resources for both
human activity and wildlife. While large natural lakes are scarce in continental
Portugal, man-made reservoirs, such as the vast Alqueva, create significant inland
water bodies.

The climate of Portugal is predominantly Mediterranean, characterized by hot, dry
summers and mild, rainy winters. However, the Atlantic influence is significant,
particularly in coastal regions, where it moderates temperatures and brings more
humidity and rainfall, especially in the north. This creates distinct climatic zones
across the country, with the north being cooler and wetter, the central region
experiencing hot summers and cooler, rainier winters, and the south being drier and
sunnier, with a more pronounced Mediterranean feel despite not bordering the
Mediterranean Sea. The archipelagos of the Azores and Madeira have their own unique
climates, influenced by their volcanic origins and isolation in the Atlantic.

Forests cover a significant portion of Portugal, making up about 39% of the mainland
territory. The composition of these forests reflects both the Atlantic and Mediterranean
influences, with a mix of European and Mediterranean species. Common tree species
include maritime pine, eucalyptus, cork oak, and holm oak. Native forests, though
reduced by historical human activity, include species like chestnut, holm oak, cork
oak, and bay laurel. The ancient Laurisilva forests of Madeira are a particularly
important and unique example of native woodland.

Wetlands, though accounting for a smaller percentage of the land area, are incredibly
important ecosystems in Portugal. These include coastal lagoons, estuaries, marshes,
and riverine wetlands. The Ria Formosa and the Tagus and Sado estuaries are prime
examples of these vital areas, serving as critical habitats for migratory birds and
supporting high biodiversity. The protection of these wetland areas is crucial for the
overall ecological health of the country.

The diverse geographical features and the interplay of Atlantic and Mediterranean
climates have resulted in a remarkable array of ecosystems across Portugal. From the
rugged mountains and lush forests of the north to the rolling plains and drier
landscapes of the south, and encompassing the dynamic coastline and the unique
island environments, each region offers a distinct set of conditions that support a wide
variety of plant and animal life. This geographical richness is the foundation upon
which Portugal's fascinating wildlife and fauna thrive.
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