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Summary/Resumo 

 
This report presents the restoration and relocation of the boardwalk on Deserta Island. The 

relocation of the boardwalk was not included in the original project objectives, but was undertaken 

due to the possibility of the old boardwalk being destroyed by coastal erosion. In conjunction with 

the restoration and relocation, a series of nature conservation panels were installed along the 

walkway to provide visitors to the island with information about the existing ecosystems and the 

need for their conservation. In the near future, some additional nature conservation signs will be 

placed in dune areas that are currently under strong anthropic pressure.  

 

Este relatório apresenta a recuperação e relocalização do passadiço da Ilha Deserta. A 

relocalização do passadiço não estava prevista nos objectivos iniciais do projecto, mas foi 

posteriormente realizada face à possibilidade de destruição do antigo passadiço pela erosão 

costeira. A par da recuperação e relocalização, foi colocado ao longo do passadiço um conjunto 

de painéis de conservação da natureza, permitindo aos visitantes da ilha ter informação sobre os 

ecossistemas existentes e sobre a necessidade da sua conservação. Num futuro próximo, alguns 

sinais adicionais de conservação da natureza serão colocados em áreas de dunas que neste 

momento sofrem pressão antrópica elevada. 
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1 | Introduction 

 
In 2008, the Portuguese Marine IBA (Important Bird Area) inventory (published by SPEA), identified 

a marine IBA at Ria Formosa. The existing baseline information proved to be insufficient, and this 

IBA never became legally binding. Between 2012 and 2015, Portugal made an important step 

towards the implementation of the Natura 2000 network in the marine environment, by establishing 

new marine SPAs (Special Protection Areas). Nevertheless, this process was not aimed towards 

the conservation of Audouin’s Gull (L. audouinii). At the time, the breeding information and 

distribution data for this species in Portugal was considered insufficient. Since then, further work 

has been developed and new insights indicate that, nowadays, there is a stable meta-population 

breeding in the uninhabited Barreta Island. Climate change and derived sea-level rise are global-

scale problems threatening most of the coastal habitats, among which the barrier islands are not 

an exception and, as holders of unique ecosystems, they need urgent attention. These islands are 

also threatened by human pressure and it is urgent to implement measures that can reduce these 

threats. LIFE Ilhas Barreira aims to characterize the local ecological requirements and conservation 

threats of the target species and habitats in Ria Formosa, and particularly at Barreta Island, to 

implement effective conservation actions. This project represents an important step towards the 

present and future sustainable management of the SPA at Ria Formosa. 

 

1.1 Project objectives 
 

The main project objectives are to:  

 

1. Understand the main threats to the target species (Audouin’s Gull and Little Tern S. 

albifrons) and habitats, both on land and at sea; 

2. Recover the Grey Dunes habitat and assess the effect of gulls on this habitat; 

3. Promote the sustainable use of the Ria Formosa barrier islands and marine area, focusing 

on fisheries and tourism; 

4. Evaluate the effect of climate change and other drivers of change on the eco-morphology 

of the barrier islands system; 

5. Understand the breeding ecology, foraging behaviour and spatial distribution of Audouin’s 

Gull and Little Tern; 

6. Evaluate and mitigate bycatch impacts on seabirds and assess the future effect of the 

discard ban policy on Audouin’s Gull local population, engaging the local fisherman 

community; 

7. Evaluate possible competitive interactions and predation from Yellow legged-gull (L. 

michahellis) towards the target species; 

8. Protect breeding areas for Audouin’s Gull and Little Tern (restricting tourist access, 

controlling predators, increasing surveillance and implementing environmental awareness 

campaigns); 

9. Review the marine IBA limits and update the marine area of the SPA. 
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1.2 Deliverable context and objectives within the project 
 

The deliverable of Action C2: ‘Restoration of Deserta walkway and placement of nature 

conservation signs’’, was planned to promote the conservation status or health of fixed dunes with 

herbaceous vegetation (i.e. “grey dunes”; priority habitat 2130), thus contributing to the achieve-

ment of project objectives 2, 3, and 4 and minimising threats 7 and 8. The background information 

needed to define the conservation measures for Action C2 (and C1) was provided in the Deliverable 

A2 (LIFE Ilhas Barreira, 2020), which analysed and defined the dune critical areas, in terms of 

conservation, and identified the causes of dune disturbance, namely pressure from Yellow-legged 

Gull and Audouin’s Gull colonies and, to a lesser extent, human infrastructure and activities. This 

specific report deals with one of the actions developed to minimise the human impact on the dunes: 

the installation and improvement of the boardwalk at Deserta Island and the placement of the nature 

conservation signs along the walkway. 

 

 

  

1.3 Approach 
 
A shoreline evolution analysis was carried out to identify areas of potential erosion and future 

damage to the existing walkway. Degraded areas of the boardwalk requiring reinforcement or 

improvement were also identified. It was decided that a set of self-explanatory panels should be 

placed along the walkway to provide a self-guided nature trail for visitors whislt highlighting the the 

need for nature conservation. The number and relative position of the panels were defined and the 

walkway was then recovered and partialy moved to a safer position. The exaplantory panels were 

installed. 
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2 | Objectives of Action C2 

 
The main objective of this action was to implement a series of measures to promote the 

conservation of the grey dune habitat. One of the planned sub-actions was the restoration and 

improvement of the existing walkway at Deserta Island, helping to limit walking outside the 

boardwalk, to be carried out in conjunction with the placement of nature conservation signs on the 

dunes and near the walkway. The main outcomes are to promote the active conservation of birds 

and their habitats and to raise public awareness and education on bird and habitat conservation. 
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3 | Shoreline evolution and defini-
tion of the new pathway location  
 
The analysis of the shoreline evolution at the Barreta backbarrier and the eastern tip for the last 20 

years showed that the shoreline retreat near the existing boardwalk was often higher than 1 m/year. 

This would result in a survival of the boardwalk (for its former position) of less than 10-20 years in 

most of its eastern part. As a result, it was decided not only to promote the improvement of degraded 

areas of the existing walkway but also to relocate it to a safer inner area that will not be eroded for 

at least the next 25 years (Figure C2.1).  

 

 
Figure C2.1 - Location of the former pathway threatned by coastal erosion (in orange) and the current pathway 

after its relocation (in blue).  

 

The restoration and relocation of the boardwalk took place between 6 February and 17 March 2023, 

and was promoted and supervised by Animaris (Figure C2.2). For the pathway relocation, it was 

used a mixture of material from the old boardwalk and some new material (wood). The areas 

affected by the machinery used for the works (visible at Figure C2.2) were left to evolve naturally 

and will be the subject of analysis in the pós-LIFE actions.A fisrt visual assessment six months after 

the works denoted a rapid growth of the vegetation on those areas, namely by Malcolmia littorea 

and Eryngium maritimum. 
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Figure C2.2 - Different stages of the boardwalk recovery and relocation works.  



4 | Panels and signs instalation 
 

Six panels have been installed along the walkway inviting visitors to discover the different habitats of 
the Ria Formosa and the wildlife of Deserta Island as they walk along the boardwalk. The panels have 
been placed in a logical way, from the beginning of the path, at its eastern position, to the western end 
of the path. The first one (Deserta Island: a paradise to be preserved) is general and is intended to draw 
visitors’ attention to the need of coastal conservation in this area. The other panels are located in areas 
where the aforementioned environments and ecology can be observed without having to leave the 
boardwalk. The western (end of the trail) panel draws attention to threats to marine life such as plastic 
pollution and fisheries by-catch. The sequence of panels is the following (Figure C2.3):  

 
1) Deserta Island, a paradise to be preserved; 
2) Deserta’s plantlife; 
3) Marsh and seagrass; 
4) Birds of Deserta; 
5) The dunes; 
6) The Southernmost point. 
 

   

 

 
Figure C2.3 - Location of the panels along the boardwalk pathway (orange dots on the upper 

image) and example panels 3 and 4 on their locations (bottom images). 

 

It is planned to build a smaller boardwalk connecting the main walkway on the restored section to 

the beach on the northeastern bay, where an anchorage is planned. It is also planned to install a 

number of nature conservation signs (see Figure C2.4) to discourage people from trampling on the 
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dunes, thereby encouraging the use of the boardwalk. Both projects are underway and will be 

installed in the coming months. 

 

 
Figure C2.4 - Examples of the nature conservation signs to be installed at Deserta Island near the new 

anchorage site and at areas currently used to access the dunes. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 



5 | Final considerations  
 
The planned restoration of the existing boardwalk was carried out in conjunction with the installation of 

information panles that allow visitors to have a self-guided but informed visit to the different ecosystems 

present in the Ria Formosa. In addition, part of the boardwalk has been relocated to a safer position in 

terms of coastal retreat. The areas affected by the necessary machinery are expected to recover well 

and will be subject to analysis during the pós-LIFE. 

 

 


