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 Portugal – Arrábida 

WORLD HERITAGE NOMINATION – IUCN TECHNICAL EVALUATION 

ARRÁBIDA (PORTUGAL) – ID 1454 

IUCN RECOMMENDATION TO WORLD HERITAGE COMMITTEE: Not to inscribe the property under natural criteria. 
 
Key paragraphs of Operational Guidelines: 
Paragraph 77: Nominated property does not meet relevant World Heritage criteria. 
Paragraph 78: Nominated property does not meet integrity or protection and management requirements.  
 
Background note: The Serra da Arrábida Nature Park was nominated in 1983 for its natural features (noting at that time 
criterion (iii) accommodated floral diversity and landscapes of high quality). The property nominated in 1983 was 
approximately 20,000 ha, an area similar to the current nomination’s core and buffer zone. The IUCN evaluation report 
noted that Arrábida was “a unique area in the context of Portugal but that other areas in the Gibraltar and Sagres 
Peninsula were of greater botanical interest and that other more important areas for avifauna had also been suggested”. 
The evaluation went on to conclude that “The Serra da Arrábida Nature Park is important in the context of the region but 
does not display features of international significance. The nomination is not a strong one and does not present a 
convincing case for inclusion of the area on the World Heritage List.” In regard to the integrity of the site, the report 
mentions “various pressures that affect its integrity including rock quarrying and construction of holiday homes as well as 
heavy recreation pressures from nearby cities”. 
 
It should also be noted that Pedra da Mua Natural Monument, located within the nominated area, was included in the 
2009 serial nomination of Dinosaur Ichnites of the Iberian Peninsula submitted by Portugal and Spain as one of three 
components in Portugal. The property was nominated under criteria (vii) and (viii). IUCN’s recommendation at the time 
was to not inscribe the property however the nomination was deferred by 34COM (2010). 
 
 
1. DOCUMENTATION 
 
a) Date nomination received by IUCN: 20 March 2013 
 
b) Additional information officially requested from 
and provided by the State Party: None requested 
 
c) Additional literature consulted: Araujo, M.B. 1999. 
Distribution patterns of biodiversity and the design 
of a representative reserve network in Portugal. 
Diversity and Distributions (1999) 5, 151–163. BirdLife 
International. 2013. Available from www.birdlife.org. 
Critical Ecosystem Partnership Fund. 2010. Ecosystem 
Profile. Mediterranean Biodiversity Hotspot. For 
submission to the CEPF Donor Council. Prepared by 
Doga Dernegi on behalf of BirdLife International in 
collaboration with Association “Les Amis des Oiseaux,” 
BirdLife Global Secretariat, BirdLife International, Middle 
East Division, IUCN, Plantlife International, Royal 
Society for the Protection of Birds, Sociedad Española 
de Ornitología, Sociedade Portuguesa Para O Estudo 
Das Aves, The Cirrus Group, Tour du Valat. Cunha, A.; 
Erzini, K.; Serrão, E.; Gonçalves, E.; Borges, R.; 
Henriques, M.; Henriques, V.; Guerra, M.; Marbá, N.; 
Fonseca, M. 2011. Restoration and Management of 
Biodiversity in the Marine Park Site Arrábida-
Espichel (PTCON0010). LIFE06 NAT/P/000192. 
BIOMARES. Final project report. Portinho da Arrábida, 
Portugal. Cuttelod, A.; Garcia, N.; Abdul Malak, D.; 
Temple, H.; Katariya, V. 2008. The Mediterranean: A 
biodiversity hotspot under threat. In: Vie, J.-C.; Hilton-

Taylor, C.; Stuart, S.N. (eds). 2008. The 2008 Review of 
the IUCN Red List of Threatened Species. Gland, 
Switzerland: IUCN. Doga Dernegi. 2010. Ecosystem 
Profile: Mediterranean Basin Biodiversity Hotspot. 
European Environment Agency, Copenhagen, Denmark. 
Franco, M. 2013. Extração de massas minerais na zona 
tampão da área a candidatar. Informação complementar 
da visita ao núcleo de pedreiras no Concelho de 
Sesimbra dia 03/10/2013. Unpublished. Sesimbra, 
Portugal. Gómez Campo C. 1985. The conservation of 
Mediterranean plants: principles and problems. In: 
Gómez Campo C. (ed.), Plant Conservation in the 
Mediterranean Area. W. Junk Publishers, Dordrecht, The 
Netherlands, pp. 3–8. Horta e Costa, B.; Erzini, K.; 
Caselle, J.E.; Folhas, H.; Gonçalves, E.J. 2013. 
'Reserve effect’ within a temperate marine protected 
area in the north-eastern Atlantic (Arrábida Marine 
Park, Portugal). Mar Ecol Prog Ser 481:11-24. IUCN, 
2010. IUCN Technical Evaluation. Dinosaur Ichnites of 
the Iberian Peninsula (Portugal /Spain, ID Nº 1204rev). 
Gland, Switzerland. In: IUCN, 2010. IUCN Evaluations of 
Nominations of Natural and Mixed Properties to the 
World Heritage List. WHC.10/34.COM/INF.8B2. Gland, 
Switzerland. Lopez-Lopez, P.; Maiorano, L.; Falcucci, A.; 
Barba, E.; Boitani, L. 2011. Hotspots of species 
richness, threat and endemism for terrestrial 
vertebrates in SW Europe. Acta Oecologica (2011): 1-
14. MARGov. 2012. Governância Colaborativa de 
Áreas Marinhas Protegidas. Cientistas Como 
Cidadãos E Cidadãos Como Cientistas. Fundo de Apoio 
Financeiro à Conservação e Investigação do Oceanário 
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de Lisboa. Lisboa, Portugal. Martinez-Rica, J.P. 1998. 
Higher Plant and Vertebrate Species Richness in 
Spanish and some Mediterranean Mountains. 
Pirineos (1998), 151-152: 101 a 110, JACA. Medail, F.; 
Quezel, P. 1999. Biodiversity Hotspots in the 
Mediterranean Basin: Setting Global Conservation 
Priorities. Conservation Biology. Volume 13, No. 6, 
December 1999. Novais, M.H.; Santos, I.; Mendesa, S.; 
Pinto-Gomesa, C. 2004. Studies on pharmaceutical 
ethnobotany in Arrábida Natural Park (Portugal). 
Journal of Ethnopharmacology Volume 93, Issues 2–3, 
August 2004, Pages 183–195. Presidencia do Conselho 
de Ministros.2005. Resolução do Conselho de Ministros 
no. 141/2005. No. 161—23 de Agosto de 2005. DIÁRIO 
DA REPÚBLICA—I SÉRIE-B 4857-4874. Rey Benayas, 
J. M., de la Montana, E. 2003. Identifying areas of 
high-value vertebrate diversity for strengthening 
conservation. Biological Conservation 114 (2003) 357–
370. Williams, P. 2008. World Heritage Caves and Karst. 
A Thematic Study A global review of Karst World 
Heritage properties: present situation, future 
prospects and management requirements. IUCN and 
WCPA. Gland, Switzerland. WWF and IUCN (1994) 
Centres of Plant Diversity: a guide and strategy for 
their conservation. Volume 1: Europe, Africa, South 
West Asia and the Middle East. Gland, Switzerland and 
Cambridge, UK. 
 
d) Consultations: 5 desk reviews received. The mission 
met with the President of the AMRS Board (an 
association of the three local municipalities of Palmela, 
Setubal and Sesimbra); the Director of the Department 
for Nature and Forestry Conservation (ICNB) of Lisbon 
and Tejo Valley; Mayors; archaeologists, geologists, 
professors and researchers; stakeholders of several 
tourism associations, NGOs and other associations. 
 
e) Field Visit: Tilman Jaeger (with Ana Luengo Añón 
from ICOMOS), 1-4 October 2013 
 
f) Date of IUCN approval of this report: March 2014 
 
 
2. SUMMARY OF NATURAL VALUES 
 
Arrábida is the name of a small limestone mountain 
range (Serra da Arrábida) reaching some 500 m.a.s.l. 
and also the name of the adjacent sea (Arrábida Sea) in 
and around the southern part of Portugal's Setubal 
Peninsula. The peninsula reaches into the Atlantic 
Ocean just west of the city of Setubal and south of 
Portugal's capital Lisbon. Given the location on a 
peninsula reaching its limit at Cape Espichel, Arrábida 
can reasonably be regarded as part of a distinct 
landscape unit. 
 
Nominated as a mixed property and a cultural 
landscape, Arrábida has a longstanding human history 
which is reflected in numerous archaeological sites and 
features and which have shaped the entire landscape to 
this day. The contemporary coastal landscape is 
comprised of a mosaic of orchards, vineyards, pastures 

dotted with historic military and religious architecture, 
small settlements, farm houses and vacation homes. In 
particular, near the coast and in more rugged terrain 
there are areas and patches of (secondary) natural 
vegetation, such as remnants of Mediterranean forests 
and scrubland, oak woodland and gorse-heath 
interspersed with small patches of planted Pinus and 
Eucalyptus. The diverse coastline includes sandy and 
rocky beaches, as well as abrupt limestone cliffs. 
 
The nominated area totals 12,750 contiguous hectares 
of land and sea with several distinct terrestrial and 
marine buffer zones totaling 7,547 ha. For the most 
terrestrial part it coincides with Arrábida Natural Park 
(Parque Natural da Serra da Arrábida) but is not 
identical to it in surface area. According to the World 
Database on Protected Areas (WDPA) the natural park 
falls under IUCN Protected Area Management Category 
V. There are overlapping layers of formal conservation 
status and recognition under the EU regulation (Natura 
2000) and small areas within the nominated area are 
formally protected as cultural or natural monuments. The 
marine part, the Professor Luiz Saldanha Marine Park 
established in 1998, is noteworthy for being the first 
marine protected area (MPA) in Portugal.  
 
The contrast of smoothly undulating lines of relief 
abruptly meeting the sea in the form of cliffs is visually 
impressive, as noted by writers and artists and 
appreciated by the many contemporary visitors. There 
are numerous beautiful views of the Atlantic, the rugged 
coast and the land use mosaic of a longstanding cultural 
landscape. Geologically speaking, the nominated area is 
noteworthy for a number of reasons, namely for (a) its 
scientific importance; (b) the occurrence of Arrábida 
Breccia, a rare and highly valued lithological (rock) type; 
(c) its karst phenomena, and (d) the small Pedra da Mua 
Natural Monument with its important fossil deposits and 
dinosaur footprints. 
 
Ecologically and in terms of biodiversity richness, both 
the overall setting and the diverse array of terrestrial and 
marine habitats are of considerable conservation 
importance. Arrábida is located between the large 
estuaries of the Sado and Tagus (Tejo) Rivers. Both 
host important conservation values despite major human 
pressures, including urban encroachment and water 
pollution. Adding to the landscape and habitat diversity is 
the convergence of Mediterranean and Atlantic climatic 
influences with very distinct microclimates according to 
exposure and elevation. The landscape diversity also 
continues to be shaped by mostly small-scale agriculture 
resulting in many human-made ecotones and niches.  
 
In terms of terrestrial species, vertebrates are well 
represented with a reported total of 34 mammals, some 
200 resident and migratory birds, 17 reptiles and 12 
amphibians. There are a few noteworthy raptor nesting 
sites and the peninsula and its marine surroundings are 
also known to be an important stepping stone in one of 
the major bird migration routes. Some of the caves host 
important breeding colonies of bats and highly 
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specialized arthropods, including an endemic species of 
spider. Arrábida is rich in arthropods, boasting for 
example a remarkable species diversity of spiders, 
beetles and butterflies. Several beetle species are 
endemic to Portugal with one species being locally 
endemic. One land snail is also locally endemic to the 
site.  
 
Arrábida has a high floral diversity featuring Atlantic and 
Mediterranean elements with Macaronesian floristic 
elements in the coastal cliffs. According to the 
nomination dossier, a total of 1,368 taxa within 111 
families have been recorded, including the two local 
endemic species noted above. There are noteworthy 
remnants of Mediterranean forest with small stands of 
uncommon tree-sized Kermes Oak, believed by some 
scientists to be a distinct species. The patchwork of the 
cultural landscape encompasses highly interesting 
succession dynamics, including stages of natural 
regeneration after a large-scale fire event in 2004.  
 
The diverse coastline and marine areas are mostly 
situated within the Bay of Sesimbra, and include both 
exposed and rare sheltered areas. Just like the land, the 
marine area is marked by a convergence of distinct 
biogeographic elements. These stem from Northern 
Africa coastal waters, the Mediterranean and cooler 
parts of the Atlantic further west and north. The near-
shore underwater topography is shaped by the eroding 
limestone cliffs, contributing to underwater habitat 
diversity. Marine species records are impressive across 
numerous taxonomic groups and recent studies appear 
to indicate a quick recovery of marine biodiversity from 
past impacts reportedly due to conservation efforts. 
 
 
3. COMPARISONS WITH OTHER AREAS 
 
The property is nominated as a mixed property under 
cultural criteria (iv) and (vi) as well as all four natural 
criteria [(vii), (viii), (ix) and (x)]. The cultural criteria will 
be evaluated by ICOMOS. With the possible exception 
of criterion (viii), the nomination dossier includes a 
relatively superficial global comparative analysis wherein 
Arrábida is compared to some 11 other World Heritage 
sites, mostly in Europe and North Africa. The attributes 
of these sites are described with comparison limited to 
the macro scale land and seascape level. Little 
comparative data is provided on biodiversity. 
 
Criterion (vii) encompasses two dimensions: "natural 
beauty" and globally "superlative" phenomena. The case 
made by the State Party is primarily based on landscape 
beauty as no plausible claim is made in terms of 
possible global "superlatives". The meeting of the hilly 
landscape and the sea along a diverse coastline 
featuring beaches and distinctive cliffs on a peninsula 
makes the area a visually attractive discrete landscape 
unit. The aesthetic quality of Arrábida is recognized in art 
and literature and can be appreciated from numerous 
viewpoints. The nominated area is no doubt a beautiful 
place of local and national importance. A case for 

significance within Portugal can easily be made, and 
perhaps be extended to the Iberian Peninsula or even 
(parts of) Europe. However, IUCN notes that the site is 
relatively small in size and possesses a comparatively 
low degree of naturalness with irreparable damage to 
the visual integrity through limestone quarrying. The 
combination of these factors clearly compares 
unfavourably with many (protected) coastal settings in 
the world, including numerous inscribed World Heritage 
properties. Arrábida clearly lacks the grandeur of many 
coastal protected areas and/or settings in terms of scale, 
remoteness, intactness and visual integrity. This view is 
supported by several expert reviewers who note that no 
superlative natural phenomena have been identified 
within the area. 
 
The nomination dossier contains a disproportionately 
exhaustive section on criterion (viii) which, while a good 
synthesis of available scientific information, does not 
make the case for Arrábida’s earth science values on a 
global scale. The section combines a number of diverse 
claims to make a case for World Heritage. IUCN is of the 
view that Arrábida’s karst values do not compare 
favourably with other World Heritage properties inscribed 
for their cave and karst attributes. Though there are 
many interesting caves, including the notable Gruta do 
Frade, even a superficial comparative analysis illustrates 
that several existing World Heritage properties harbour 
karst values of an entirely different order of magnitude. 
This conclusion is well supported by the corresponding 
2008 IUCN Thematic Study on Caves and Karst. Some 
reviewers also question the accuracy and currency of 
cave and karst data and concerns have been raised that 
some caves, such as Zambujal Cave, have been 
damaged from vandalism and indirect impacts of 
quarrying. 
 
As for fossils and dinosaur footprints, it is important to 
recall that the small natural Pedra da Mua Natural 
Monument had been one component of the serial 
nomination Dinosaur Ichnites of the Iberian Peninsula 
submitted by Portugal and Spain in 2009. IUCN at the 
time had recommended non-inscription. Consistent with 
this view, Arrábida’s claim for global importance is weak 
given it is one small component within a larger complex 
of sites exhibiting fossil deposits and dinosaur prints. 
There are a range of more impressive dinosaur sites and 
dinosaur footprint sites globally. 
 
The occurrence of Arrábida Brecchia is noted and has 
ornamental use in local religious architecture, which is a 
tangible local link between natural resources and 
culture/religion. However the occurrence of what the 
nomination refers to as a "unique lithological type" 
clearly does not provide any compelling basis to merit 
World Heritage listing, since countless sites globally 
present locally important exposures of a particular rock 
type. Several expert reviewers have questioned the 
uniqueness of the occurrence and also noted that many 
brecchia deposits have disappeared due to historical 
quarrying.  
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The nomination’s claim for global scientific importance is 
more complex. According to the nomination the "diversity 
of geological processes" is outstanding for "our 
understanding and knowledge of fundamental stages of 
earth's history". This is specified as referring to (a) "4 
stages of rifting that led to the fragmentation of Laurasia 
and the formation of North Atlantic"; and (b) "Arrábida 
being the only range on the Atlantic coast that bears 
witness to the closure of the Tethys Sea and subsequent 
formation of Mediterranean Sea due to the collision of 
Eurasian and African plates". Several reviewers 
challenge this claim noting other evidence within the 
North Atlantic such as the Portuguese Occidental Basin 
and evidence in Canada. Reviewers also point to failings 
in the characterization of the area’s geological values 
noting that these are based on very old references 
dating from work in the 1930s. The types of values 
referred to are found in many areas with good geological 
exposures, which contribute to the understanding of 
particular regional tectonic or stratigraphic histories, but 
they do not provide a basis for the recognition of 
Outstanding Universal Value. 
 
The nomination under criteria (ix) makes reference to 
both terrestrial and marine values. As for land, the case 
is made according to the vegetation, in particular the 
convergence of three floristic elements: Mediterranean, 
Euro-Atlantic, and Macaronesian on the coastal cliffs. 
Furthermore, it is stated that the combination of species 
of palaeo-Mediterranean and palaeo-tropical origin form 
"unique communities". The wide spectrum of succession 
stages well-known from contemporary cultural 
landscapes in Europe is ecologically valuable. The State 
Party repeatedly highlights the global importance of "the 
Mediterranean". At the same time, it fails to provide 
compelling evidence of the relative importance of 
Arrábida within this vast region. The available literature 
reveals no indication of Arrábida being outstanding by 
broader regional or global standards. Local endemism 
includes a few species of plants and arthropods and one 
land snail but is clearly not on par with many well-known 
protected areas, including numerous World Heritage 
properties. In terms of the small marine area included in 
the nominated area there is likewise also a noteworthy 
convergence of temperate, Mediterranean and tropical 
faunal elements. The marine values are noteworthy but 
scale, reserve design and state of conservation do not 
compare favourably with other areas. 
 
With respect to criterion (x) the nomination makes 
frequent reference to the "Mediterranean Hotspot" 
described to be a "UNESCO priority for conservation". 
However, the nomination fails to demonstrate that 
Arrábida stands out within this vast region extending 
across numerous countries. The available literature, 
including previous comparative analyses conducted by 
UNEP/WCMC which look at Mediterranean and Iberian 
conservation priorities, does not indicate a prominent 
role for Arrábida from a global species conservation 
perspective. Similarly, the review of literature and the 
views of several expert reviewers familiar with the region 

failed to generate compelling support for global 
importance. 
 
Remnant stands of tree-sized Kermes Oak are 
remarkable, as the widespread species typically occurs 
as a shrub. Globally speaking, there are countless tree 
species with sometimes extremely restricted ranges. 
Both very distinct phenotypes within one genetic species 
and the occurrence of subspecies are common so none 
of the options would amount to a case for global 
importance. The presence of endemic species is of 
course of conservation importance but the degree is by 
no means conspicuous within the Mediterranean Basin, 
let alone outstanding by global standards. 
 
Arrábida contains an impressive faunal assemblage. 
Birds include small numbers of nesting Bonelli's Eagle, 
Peregrine Falcon, Lesser Kestrel and Eurasian Eagle 
Owl. Publicly available Important Bird Area (IBA) 
information makes reference to European criterion C6 
implying importance of large stretches of the Portuguese 
coast for "species threatened at the European Union 
level". Cape Espichel is important for bird migration. 
However, while a well-known birding spot, the nominated 
area is not of outstanding migration importance even 
within Portugal, as confirmed in recent national IBA 
exercises and by local ornithologists. The high 
invertebrate diversity includes 5 beetle species endemic 
to Portugal, one of which is local endemic. There is also 
an endemic land snail. Overall, terrestrial wildlife is not of 
global importance. 
 
The mix of marine habitats is shaped by the eroding 
limestone cliffs and influenced by two major estuaries 
nearby. A 2011 survey cited in the nomination dossier 
recorded 1,320 "species of marine flora and fauna". One 
locally well-known particularity is a small resident 
population of Common Bottlenose Dolphin visiting the 
nominated marine area from the adjacent Sado Estuary. 
It is under heavy pressure from contamination and 
tourism (the number of dolphin-watching boats exceeds 
the number of dolphins). 
 
The nomination lists more than 1,300 plant taxa with two 
local endemics, several Portuguese or Iberian Peninsula 
endemics and several rare species. Arrábida is, though, 
not within the 10 regional ‘mini-hotspots’ in the 
Mediterranean Basin based on high plant richness and 
narrow endemism. The plant diversity is high but many 
areas in the Mediterranean harbour considerably higher 
species numbers and much higher degrees of 
endemism, such as the Apennines, Pindos and Mount 
Olympus. 
 
 
4. INTEGRITY, PROTECTION AND MANAGEMENT 
 
4.1. Protection 
 
Due to the multiple designations of the nominated area a 
complex set of legal instruments applies. However, there 
is no overall legal framework applicable in the entire 
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nominated area and some relevant legislation is 
applicable beyond the nominated area. Following an 
earlier cultural heritage designation, the "Arrábida 
Mountain Reserve" was set up in 1971. Subsequently, in 
1976, a large part of the peninsula became Arrábida 
Natural Park, one of today’s 13 protected areas under 
this category. Within the Portuguese protected areas 
system, the category refers to areas "predominantly 
containing natural or semi-natural ecosystems in which 
long-term biodiversity conservation can depend on 
human activity", reinforcing that these are modified 
natural landscapes dependent upon human intervention.  
 
The area has been subject to progressive extension and 
is today a mosaic of terrestrial and marine areas. A 
number of protected areas are recognized under the 
European Commission Natura 2000 system. The 
terrestrial zonation defines several small "Integral 
Reserves", strictly protected areas in the sense of the 
IUCN categories which are accessible for research only. 
The bulk of the nominated area, however, falls under a 
regime equivalent to IUCN Protected Area Management 
Category V - Protected Landscape/Seascape. 
 
Other applicable legislation includes forestry legislation 
dated 1901 which differentiates private ("partial forestry 
regime") and public land ("total forestry regime"). As the 
latter is almost non-existent in the nominated area, the 
former mostly applies. Environmental impact 
assessment (EIA) requirements are applicable to cement 
production and limestone quarrying. There are 
regulations for buildings and infrastructure and 
commercial tourism operations require licenses. 
 
The nominated property is subject to a complex set of 
legal instruments and formal regulations. Nevertheless 
coherence and coordination across a diversity of legal 
designations and institutional jurisdictions remains a 
challenge. In addition there is no overarching legal 
protection linked to a single organization with a specific 
mandate and management responsibility for the 
nominated property. 
 
Most of the nominated area and Arrábida Natural Park is 
located on privately owned land with only some 3% 
being public under the responsibility of the Port 
Authorities of Setubal and Sesimbra and the 
governmental Forest and Nature Conservation Authority. 
The holdings of private land encompass a broad range 
from one large estate around 1,200 ha to numerous 
medium and small size holdings. 
 
IUCN considers the nominated property does not meet 
the protection requirements of the Operational 
Guidelines due to concerns regarding legal and 
institutional complexities and the lack of an overarching 
protection framework. 

 
 
 
 
 

4.2 Boundaries  
 
In terms of terrestrial integrity, most "natural" or "semi-
natural" parts within the nominated area are very small 
and essentially limited to the rugged coastal hills. 
Historically, the shrubs and forests of the small coastal 
range were used for timber, firewood and charcoal 
production, medicinal plants, as well as for livestock 
grazing. More recently, reduced use pressure and formal 
protection have resulted in natural regeneration. 
Contrary to this trend, some areas have been severely 
affected by ongoing limestone quarrying. This includes 
the prominent coastal cliffs, as can be seen from both 
land and sea. Despite the exclusion of the quarries from 
the nominated area this constitutes an irreparable 
damage to the visual integrity. Other impacts include 
legal and illegal construction throughout the landscape, 
including the ongoing construction of vacation homes, in 
particular in and around Sesimbra. Furthermore, there 
are conspicuous limits to terrestrial connectivity, as the 
entire peninsula is cut off from its hinterland by major 
road infrastructure, urban sprawl and industrial zones. 
IUCN notes that these impacts were already evident at 
the time of the 1983 evaluation of Arrábida. 
 
The marine areas have suffered from pollution from the 
nearby river mouths, past overfishing, dredging and 
impacts of recreational boating (anchoring), illustrated 
most dramatically by the almost complete destruction of 
once important seagrass beds. While there is 
encouraging evidence of recovery believed to be a 
function of marine conservation efforts, the small area is 
clearly still affected by many past and current threats. 
 
In recognition of the conservation values in the area, 
there are several overlapping designations on the 
Espichel Peninsula. The nomination proposes a new 
configuration, partially coinciding with the existing 
designations. Even though most of the nominated area 
is located within Arrábida Natural Park, it includes areas 
outside the natural park while other areas within the 
natural park have been excluded from the nominated 
area. The stated rationale is the exclusion of limestone 
quarries and other degraded area located within 
Arrábida Natural Park. While this seems plausible, it is 
not clear on what grounds some parts of the two 
overlapping Natura 2000 sites have been included in the 
nominated areas, whereas others have not. 
Furthermore, thematic maps provided by the State Party 
during the field mission displaying values by each 
criterion suggest key areas identified by the State Party 
itself are located in both the nominated area and its 
buffer zone. Overall, the many different boundaries are 
confusing, especially as the boundaries on the ground 
are poorly demarcated, and raise questions for 
management and enforcement purposes in terms of 
clarity, mandates and coordination.  
 
In terms of the marine protected area, the boundaries 
comprise the near-shore areas delineated in schematic 
straight lines, visibly demarcated by buoys. The 
boundaries appear to be designed for practical reasons 
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to facilitate surveillance of access and resource use 
restrictions, and so do not align with natural marine 
systems or ecological functions.  
 
The buffer zones on land are small and are clearly 
incompatible with the basic requirements expressed in 
the Operational Guidelines as they partially coincide with 
urban areas, including major recent tourism apartment 
projects, industrial areas near Setubal and active and 
abandoned quarries (Zambujal, Achada, Calhariz and 
Outao). 
 
IUCN considers the boundaries of the nominated 
property do not meet the requirements of the 
Operational Guidelines. 
 
4.3 Management 
 
As noted above, management is complex, and 
additionally so because of the new boundary 
configuration chosen for the nomination. The national 
agency in charge of nature conservation and forestry 
(ICNF, Instituto de Conservacao da Natureza e das 
Florestas) and AMRS have cooperated in the 
nomination, including through the establishment of 
various commissions and a World Heritage Nomination 
Forum. Beyond the institutional arrangements 
established to prepare the nomination dossier it is not 
clear how adequate and functional site management 
measures will be implemented. 
 
The Arrábida Natural Park has a basic management 
structure, which overall seems adequate even though it 
struggles to cope with peaks of recreational activity 
during the summer. The main challenge for the 
nominated area appears to be the overall coordination 
and coherence between the park and its surroundings, 
including the areas recognized under Natura 2000. 
Beyond the nomination initiative, there is no history of 
coordinated management planning of the entire area and 
none appears to be foreseen. The various overlapping 
plans likewise raise questions of coherence and 
coordination. 
 
At the regional level, the Regional Forest Spatial 
Planning for Lisbon’s Metropolitan Area (PROF-AML), 
and the Regional Spatial Planning of the Territory 
(PROT-AML) deserve to be mentioned as planning 
frameworks. More specifically, there is a Strategic Plan 
for the Regional Development of the Setubal Peninsula 
(PEDEPES) and a 2005 Plan for the Arrábida Natural 
Park (POPNA). A management plan for the nominated 
area has been submitted at the time of nomination. It 
contains a useful descriptive part and a well-structured 
overview of prioritized objectives, activities and 
timelines. However, this plan falls short on basic 
requirements. The mostly descriptive document is more 
a framework and it does not specify mandates and 
responsibilities, activities and corresponding timelines 
and funding. It does not make comprehensive reference 
to various existing plans, let alone articulate how they 
will be brought together. 

Funding supports basic requirements, however, 
consistent concerns were also expressed by NGOs and 
governmental staff about severe budget cuts for the 
entire national protected areas system. In conclusion, it 
is not clear how the nominated area as such, comprised 
of areas under different governmental responsibilities, 
would be funded in the future.  
 
IUCN considers that the management of the nominated 
property does not meet the requirements of the 
Operational Guidelines due to shortcomings in the 
management plan, coordination challenges and unclear 
overall funding. 
 
4.4 Community 
 
The area is administratively located in the district of 
Setubal in its entirety within three municipalities. The 
three municipalities, Palmela, Setubal and Sesimbra, are 
united in an association named AMRS, which is one of 
the drivers of the nomination initiative. In this sense, 
there is administrative coherence and support.  
 
In the marine realm, the establishment of the country's 
first continental Marine Protected Area (MPA) was 
accompanied by major conflict. These conflicts appear to 
have calmed down and are not associated with the 
World Heritage nomination. Still, it seems highly useful 
to continue to address the conflicts to ensure increased 
acceptance of the MPA. 
 
The nomination initiative appears to be well-known 
locally. The field mission heard NGO concerns about 
perceived shortcomings of governmental conservation 
efforts and other concerns related to tourism, quarrying 
and cement production; however the nomination 
appears to be perceived as leverage to achieve better 
conservation, and is supported locally. Overall, the 
nomination appears to have brought together actors and 
stakeholders who otherwise rarely communicate. The 
MPA does not enjoy the level of consent of the terrestrial 
area due to access restrictions for local fishermen. 
 
Private rights are clear and secured. The status as 
natural park entails some restrictions but is a "soft" 
category allowing for example conventional agriculture, 
quarrying concessions predating the establishment of 
the protected area and even construction under defined 
conditions. The situation of the MPA is more 
controversial, as its establishment has resulted in severe 
restrictions to access, including no-take zones. 
 
As there is no clear institutional mandate for the 
nominated area beyond the nomination process, there is 
no recognizable major impact on management and 
decision-making beyond existing schemes. It can be 
argued that the nomination has triggered a new debate 
about the future of Arrábida which could eventually 
positively influence management and decision-making. 
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A successful nomination as proposed would not result in any changes to existing use restrictions. Local
agriculture and harvesting of widely used medicinal 
plants are not restricted and would still continue in the 
event the property was inscribed. Local politicians and 
other stakeholders anticipate increased tourism 
benefiting the local economy, despite the area being 
already challenged to manage existing tourism during 
the peak season. 
 
4.5 Threats 
 
On land, the visually most striking consequences of past 
development are the various limestone quarries, some of 
which are active with several decades of expected future 
operation. While the long-term biodiversity impacts may 
be limited and quarrying is expected to eventually be 
phased out, the scars in the landscape will remain in the 
long-term despite demanding restoration requirements. 
Tourism is described to be seasonally out of control 
resulting in major disturbance, traffic, waste 
management problems and increased fire risk. In the 
sea, past fishing is described as excessive and included 
destructive dredging to harvest bottom-dwelling species. 
The latter, along with recreational boating has led to the 
perhaps most dramatic impact, the almost complete 
destruction of seagrass beds. The assessment of 
pollution from adjacent estuaries is beyond the scope of 
this evaluation; however, despite recent improvements 
the past pollution of the Sado River from paper mills is a 
well-documented environmental concern. 
 
Active limestone quarrying within Arrábida Natural Park 
is linked to valid concessions which predate the 
establishment of the natural park. While located in the 
buffer zones of the nominated area, the threat is visually 
not excluded and has compromised the visual integrity of 
the coastal cliffs. The terms of the concessions are 
volume-bound rather than time-bound meaning that 
there is no fixed planning horizon resulting in a potential 
operating timeframe of 40 to 50 years depending on 
demand.  
 
Related to the quarrying, a large cement factory in the 
buffer zone near Setubal known as SECIL Outao needs 
to be mentioned. It is described as "one of the largest 
cement plants in Portugal" on the company's website 
(www.secil.pt/default_en.asp?pag=outao). According to 
representatives of NGOs there are also concerns about 
pollution from waste used as a source of energy in the 
production. 
 
Fires are part of natural disturbance dynamics, as 
illustrated by the many adaptations of local plants. The 
recovery of vast coastal areas from a high-intensity fire 
in 2004 is impressive. Control efforts in the summer and 
during peaks of visitation focus on man-made fires and 
are reported to prevent many fires. In the long run, 
controlled burning may increasingly become a dominant 
management element in parallel with prevention. 
 

In terms of Alien Invasive Species (AIS) two exotic birds 
are reported but little seems known about the possible 
impacts.  
Agricultural use has modified the hydrology of the small 
plains between the small ranges through widespread 
drainage. The more fundamental longer term question is 
the abandonment of traditional agriculture which is 
increasingly giving room to more intensive agriculture. It 
is not clear how management will address such 
changes. 
 
In the marine realm the destruction of Zostera seagrass 
beds from illegal dredging for bivalves and anchoring of 
recreational boats seems finally addressed through the 
MPA, provided enforcement can be secured. While it 
was repeatedly suggested that some illegal recreational 
and commercial fishing continues to take place, the 
situation seems to have vastly improved. Water 
contamination, mostly from the Sado River estuary, is 
reported to have decreased but still constitutes a threat 
and a future risk. 
 
Tourism and recreation is a major issue given the 
location within Portugal's Metropolitan Area and given 
the explicit intention to promote tourism, including 
though the World Heritage nomination. The objective is 
understandable but at the same time, there are clear 
indications that even the current levels of coastal and 
marine tourism and recreation exceed management and 
enforcement capacities. More recently, the demand for 
outdoor activities beyond the coast has been increasing, 
bearing new opportunities but also new risks. It is also 
unlikely that the development of new tourism 
opportunities will do anything to alleviate the existing 
pressure on conventional high use destinations, primarily 
the beaches.  
 
To conclude, there are a large number of well-
documented threats which, despite important progress, 
are only partially addressed. Construction remains an 
issue, while tourism is described as challenging locally 
and seasonally. The desired diversification of tourism 
may well result in certain benefits in terms of 
environmental and outdoor education. At the same time, 
increased tourism, including diversification beyond 
conventional beach tourism, no doubt bears many risks 
unless buffered by adequate planning, education and 
control. 
 
In conclusion IUCN considers that significant integrity 
concerns relate to the nominated property principally 
arising from the limited areas of small natural or semi-
natural areas and the loss of integrity arising most 
notably from limestone quarrying. In addition, the 
nominated property is subject to a number of legal, 
boundary, management planning, coordination and 
funding shortcomings. IUCN concludes that neither the 
integrity nor protection and management requirements of 
the Operational Guidelines are met. 
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5. ADDITIONAL COMMENTS 
 
None. 
 
 
6. APPLICATION OF CRITERIA 
 
Arrábida has been nominated under all four natural 
World Heritage criteria. 
 
Criterion (vii): Superlative natural phenomenon or 
natural beauty and aesthetic importance 
There is no evidence of any values, features or 
phenomena within the nominated property being globally 
superlative. In terms of landscape beauty, Arrábida is 
duly recognized as significant at the local, national and 
in some regards regional level. No case has been made 
to consider the nominated area globally significant based 
on landscape beauty or aesthetic considerations. While 
the setting is visually very attractive, it does not compare 
to the grandeur, scale, remoteness, intactness and 
visual integrity of many coastal protected areas.  
 
IUCN considers that the nominated property does not 
meet this criterion. 
 
Criterion (viii): Earth’s history and geological 
features 
The nomination argues the case for criterion (viii) based 
on Arrábida’s karst, fossil, lithology and plate tectonic 
values. The stated values in terms of karst phenomena 
and fossils / ichnites (fossil footprints) values are not 
considered to meet criterion (viii). Arrábida’s cave and 
karst systems do not compare favourably with many 
other systems within existing World Heritage sites. As for 
fossils and dinosaur footprints, IUCN recalls that the 
small Pedra da Mua Natural Monument within Arrábida 
had been one component of the large serial nomination 
Dinosaur Ichnites of the Iberian Peninsula, submitted by 
Portugal and Spain in 2009. At the time IUCN had 
recommended non-inscription. Within the larger Arrábida 
nomination these ichnite values are not of Outstanding 
Universal Value. The occurrence of Arrábida Brecchia 
alone is clearly insufficient to meet criterion (viii). In 
addition much of the brecchia is reported as having been 
removed through quarrying. The nominated property’s 
plate tectonic values demonstrate evidence for regional 
tectonics and evolution of the Earth that are typical of 
many areas with diverse and well-exposed geology, and 
there are other sites that exhibit equivalent values.  
 
IUCN concludes that the nominated property does not 
meet this criterion. 
  
Criterion (ix): Ecosystems/communities and 
ecological/biological processes 
The convergence of elements of different biographic 
regions and climate zones is noteworthy both in the 
Arrábida Mountains and the Arrábida Sea. 
Consequently, there are very particular ecological 
communities and species assemblages of conservation 
importance. Given the longstanding human occupation 

and use, there are also interesting succession stages 
and dynamics. Notwithstanding IUCN concludes that 
there is no indication of global significance from the 
perspective of ecological and biological processes. Local 
endemism includes a few species of plants and 
arthropods and one land snail but is clearly not on par 
with many well-known protected areas, including 
numerous World Heritage properties. The marine values 
are noteworthy but scale, reserve design and state of 
conservation are clearly not of a standard comparable 
with other marine World Heritage sites. Comparative 
analysis concludes that the terrestrial and marine 
ecosystems covered by the nominated site, whilst found 
within the Mediterranean Basin hotspot, are unlikely to 
represent one of the best examples of such globally 
significant ecosystems. 
 
IUCN concludes that the nominated property does not 
meet this criterion. 
 
Criterion (x): Biodiversity and threatened species 
The terrestrial species values are locally and nationally 
important, in particular as regards the flora. The latter 
may have conservation importance beyond national 
level. However, by the standards of inscribed natural 
World Heritage properties and other areas known for 
their floral biodiversity importance, the nominated area 
does not stand out globally. Comparative analysis 
concludes that the nominated site hosts an important 
proportion of fauna and flora species that can be found 
in the Mediterranean Basin hotspot; however, while this 
biodiversity value is significant, it is not considered 
sufficient to meet biodiversity criteria, compared to 
existing World Heritage sites from the region, such as 
Doñana National Park. The nominated property contains 
important marine ecological aspects, however, the small 
scale, impacts of longstanding overfishing, destruction of 
seagrass and pollution from adjacent river estuaries 
clearly do not make the marine area a candidate site of 
global importance. 
 
IUCN concludes that the nominated property does not 
meet this criterion. 
 
 
7. RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
IUCN recommends that the World Heritage Committee 
adopt the following draft decision: 
 
The World Heritage Committee, 
 
1. Having examined Documents WHC-14/38.COM/8B 
and WHC-14/38.COM/INF.8B2; 
 
2. Decides not to inscribe Arrábida (Portugal) under 
natural criteria (vii), (viii), (ix) and (x). 
 
3. Expresses its appreciation to the State Party for its 
commitment to the protection of the nominated property 
and encourages continued efforts to manage the entire 
Peninsula in an integrated manner. 
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Map 1: Nominated property location 
 

 
 
Map 2: Nominated property and buffer zone 
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