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Important Bird Areas in Europe

■

SUMMARY

WHAT IS THE BIRDLIFE IBA PROGRAMME?

The Important Bird Areas (IBA) Programme of BirdLife International is a
worldwide initiative aimed at identifying and protecting a network of critical
sites for the conservation of the world’s birds. The European IBA Programme
is the longest running of a number of regional IBA programmes and for the
last decade has addressed site-oriented research and action, encompassing
habitat management, monitoring, education, advocacy, and national and
international legal protection. This publication presents essential information
on all known Important Bird Areas in Europe and builds on and updates the
first pan-European IBA inventory, published in 1989.

DATA FOR PRIORITY-SETTING AND DECISION MAKING

Data collection and analysis play a highly influential role in underpinning the conservation and management
of IBAs. Useful for conservationists, ornithologists, governmental and non-governmental agencies, policymakers, researchers, consultants and planners, the data presented here are intended to guide practical
management and actions at IBAs and to target political and legal mechanisms to achieve the adequate protection
of IBAs.

AN INTERNATIONALLY IMPORTANT NETWORK OF SITES

Category

Criterion

A1. Species of global conservation concern
A2. Restricted-range species

The site regularly holds significant numbers of a globally threatened species, or other species of global conservation concern.
The site is known or thought to hold a significant component of the restricted-range species whose breeding distributions define an
Endemic Bird Area (EBA) or Secondary Area (SA).
The site is known or thought to hold a significant assemblage of the species whose breeding distributions are largely or wholly
confined to one biome.
(i) The site is known or thought to hold, on a regular basis, ≥1% of a biogeographic population of a congregatory waterbird species.
(ii) The site is known or thought to hold, on a regular basis, ≥1% of the global population of a congregatory seabird or terrestrial species.
(iii) The site is known or thought to hold, on a regular basis, ≥20,000 waterbirds or ≥10,000 pairs of seabird of one or more species.
(iv) The site is known or thought to be a ‘bottleneck’ site where at least 20,000 storks (Ciconiidae), raptors (Accipitriformes and
Falconiformes) or cranes (Gruidae) regularly pass during spring or autumn migration.

A3. Biome-restricted species
A4. Congregations

EUROPEAN

B1. Congregations

EUROPEAN UNION

Through the rigorous application of standard and quantitative ornithological criteria,
the international importance of the network of sites identified is assured. The criteria
applied justify the importance of each site, and their global standardization facilitates
comparisons between sites at local, national, regional and global levels. These criteria
are compatible with those used to designate wetlands of international importance under
the Ramsar Convention and Special Protection Areas under the EC Birds Directive.

GLOBAL

Table 1. Summary of the 20 criteria used in Europe to identify Important Bird Areas.

B2. Species with an unfavourable
conservation status in Europe
B3. Species with a favourable
conservation status in Europe

C1. Species of global conservation concern
C2. Concentrations of a species threatened
at the European Union level
C3. Congregations of migratory species
not threatened at the EU level
C4. Congregatory – large congregations
C5. Congregatory – bottleneck sites

C6. Species threatened at the
European Union level
C7. Other ornithological criteria

(i) The site is known or thought to hold ≥1% of a flyway or other distinct population of a waterbird species.
(ii) The site is known or thought to hold ≥1% of a distinct population of a seabird species.
(iii) The site is known or thought to hold ≥1% of a flyway or other distinct population of other congregatory species.
(iv) The site is a ‘bottleneck’ site where over 5,000 storks, or over 3,000 raptors or cranes regularly pass on spring or autumn migration.
The site is one of the ‘n’ most important in the country for a species with an unfavourable conservation status in Europe (SPEC 2, 3)
and for which the site-protection approach is thought to be appropriate.
The site is one of the ‘n’ most important in the country for a species with a favourable conservation status in Europe but concentrated
in Europe (SPEC 4) and for which the site-protection approach is thought to be appropriate.

The site regularly holds significant numbers of a globally threatened species, or other species of global conservation concern.
The site is known to regularly hold at least 1% of a flyway population or of the EU population of a species threatened at the EU level
(listed on Annex I and referred to in Article 4.1 of the EC Birds Directive).
The site is known to regularly hold at least 1% of a flyway population of a migratory species not considered threatened at the EU level
(as referred to in Article 4.2 of the EC Birds Directive) (not listed on Annex I).
The site is known to regularly hold at least 20,000 migratory waterbirds and/or 10,000 pairs of migratory seabirds of one or more species.
The site is a ‘bottleneck’ site where at least 5,000 storks (Ciconiidae) and/or at least 3,000 raptors (Accipitriformes and Falconiformes)
and/or 3,000 cranes (Gruidae) regularly pass on spring or autumn migration.
The site is one of the five most important in the European region (NUTS region) in question for a species or subspecies considered
threatened in the European Union (i.e. listed in Annex I of the EC Birds Directive).
The site has been designated as a Special Protection Area (SPA) or selected as a candidate SPA based on ornithological criteria (similar
to but not equal to C1–C6) in recognized use for identifying SPAs.

For species lists, see Tables 2–4 and Appendices 2a and 2b.
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THOUSANDS CONTRIBUTE – THE LARGEST NETWORK IN EUROPE

Contributions have been made by a vast network of ornithologists, birdwatchers and
conservation experts across Europe. Many hundreds of individuals have been directly involved
in the collation of data and many thousands more have laid the foundations for the project,
through carrying out field surveys of bird numbers and distributions during the last three
decades. In most countries the relevant BirdLife International Partner has coordinated the
work nationally, and this has generally involved substantial collaboration with governmental
and non-governmental organizations.

aa
Highest category of
criteria met by IBA

Global (A)—1,997 IBAs

European (B)—1,176 IBAs

European Union (C)—446 IBAs

3,619 IBAS COVER 7% OF EUROPE

A comprehensive network of IBAs has been identified across
Europe. The effective protection and management of these sites,
equivalent to a relatively low percentage of each country’s area,
is a realistic goal that would make a significant contribution to
conserving many bird species in Europe.
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OVER 1,000 NEW IBAS IDENTIFIED

Germany
Russia

A large amount of new data has been gathered as part of this inventory, resulting
in improved coverage across the region compared to the previous pan-European
IBA inventory in 1989. Since then, no fewer than 1,175 new IBAs have been
identified, representing a 48% increase in the number of sites, and a 130% increase
in the total surface area covered, with improved coverage particularly in the east
of the region.
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IBAs are particularly important for species that congregate in large numbers
such as wintering and passage waterbirds and breeding seabirds (51% of IBAs in
Europe are identified for these species). Many sites have also been identified for
species of global conservation concern (27% of IBAs are important for one or
more of the 35 such species in Europe), for species of European conservation
concern (66% of all IBAs) and for species of concern within the European Union
(63% of all IBAs).

ALL MAJOR HABITAT-TYPES COVERED

Wetland

IBAs encompass all major habitat-types in Europe, with wetlands, forests,
grasslands and cultivated/grazed habitats being the most frequent. Each of these
habitat-types holds a distinctive but diminishing avifauna which urgently needs
recognition and protection against ill-conceived development.

69%

Forest/woodland

54%

Grassland

52%

Artificial landscape

48%

Scrub

37%

Rocky areas

32%

Marine areas

Agriculture
41%

Hunting

Nature conservation/research

29%

Fisheries/aquaculture

29%

Urban/industrial/transport

23%

Not utilized

16%

Water management

Desert

1%

Introduced/exotic vegetation

1%
0

7%

Military

5%

Other

5%
0

5%–49%¹
< 5% or unknown¹
500

1,000
1,500
Number of IBAs

2,000

2,500

IBAS HEAVILY INFLUENCED BY DIVERSE LAND-USE PRACTICES
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Land-use practices have been recorded within 95% of IBAs and often cover the
entire IBA area, reflecting the high human use of Europe’s habitats in general.
As a result, the conservation of habitats and birds within IBAs is very much
dependent on the land-use practices, policies and programmes affecting these
sites and their surroundings. Of particular importance is agriculture, the dominant
land-use in Europe, and this is reflected within IBAs, with agricultural activities
taking place in 65% of IBAs.

Agricultural intensification/
expansion

37%

Recreation/tourism

44%
27%

Unsustainable exploitation

93% OF IBAS CONSIDERED THREATENED
Nearly all IBAs are threatened to some degree by at least one factor, and 42% of
IBAs are affected by one or more high-impact threats (actual or potential).
Agricultural intensification and/or expansion is the most serious threat affecting
IBAs, being cited at more than 1,300 sites and with a high impact at nearly 400 of
these. Recreation and tourism, unsustainable exploitation, infrastructure,
industrialization and urbanization, drainage, abandonment and reduction of land
management, intensification of forestry practices, aquaculture and fisheries, the
construction of dams, dykes or barrages and the extraction industry each threaten
more (and in many cases significantly more) than 300 IBAs (c.10% of European
IBAs).
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IBAS IN THE CONTEXT OF THE WIDER ENVIRONMENT

Increasingly, many environmental problems and potential threats to IBAs are regional or
global in scope or origin, and cannot be solely addressed by good protection and management
of IBAs themselves. Furthermore, many species breed in a dispersed, non-congregatory
fashion, and therefore cannot be conserved successfully by the IBA programme alone.
Therefore, it is vital that conservation of the wider environment and the integration of
environmental objectives into all policy sectors are also pursued in addition to, and in the
context of, IBA conservation.

a
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40% OF IBAS UNPROTECTED BY NATIONAL LAWS

All European countries have legal and institutional frameworks for the
designation and management of protected areas. IBAs should be designated as
protected areas under national law where appropriate, but this target has not yet
been reached, with 40% of IBAs still unprotected. Additionally, only 21% of
European IBAs have more than 90% of their entire area protected at the national
level. A higher proportion of IBAs are protected in some countries than others.

National protection status
of IBAs by country
Proportion of country’s IBAs
under different levels of
protection
High (>90%)*

Low/Partial (≤90%)*

No protection*

High
798 IBAs (22%)

None
2,183 IBAs (60%)
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60% OF IBAS UNPROTECTED AT THE INTERNATIONAL LEVEL

Substantial international recognition of IBAs has been achieved in the last decade
but many IBAs remain inadequately protected or recognized under relevant
international agreements, and further designations are required. Only 40% of IBAs
have some form of international protection, and in only 22% of IBAs in Europe is
more than 90% of the individual IBA area protected at the international level.

•

Partial
530 IBAs (15%)

Low
108 IBAs (3%)
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Many IBAs are wetlands of international importance yet only 30% of these have been designated under the Ramsar Convention.
Given the compatibility of IBA criteria with Ramsar criteria, it is possible to estimate that a further 1,000 IBAs in Europe should
be considered for designation as Ramsar Sites because of the internationally important numbers of waterbirds that they hold.

The percentage
overlap between
individual IBA
area and any
associated SPA(s).

98 IBAs
(4%)

26–50%
Up to 25%
Overlaps but % unknown
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Many IBAs in the European Union are internationally important for migratory
and threatened birds but only 54% have been designated as Special Protection
Areas (SPAs) under the EC Birds Directive. A further 1,000 IBAs in the
European Union should therefore be designated as SPAs. Additionally, only
one quarter of IBAs in the EU have more than 75% of their individual area
designated as SPAs.
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•
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(13%)
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and disseminate data

Designate and protect IBAs
under international
agreements

IBA
conservation

Adhere to national
and international law
regarding site protection

WHAT ACTIONS NEED TO BE TAKEN?

Immense pressure continues to be placed on the
European environment through developments in
agriculture, forestry, fisheries, transport, energy,
industry, tourism/recreation and urbanization. This
publication shows such pressures are severely
impacting the most important sites for birds in
Europe. Much still needs to be done to conserve
IBAs adequately.

Integrate environmental
objectives into
all policy sectors

Adequately manage IBAs

Involve local communities,
NGOs, land-users
and the public
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