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With an area of 8.5 million km2, Brazil is the largest country in South America and the fifth largest in the 
world. It is divided into 26 states or federal districts, grouped into five macro-regions, taking into account 
political, administrative, physical, economic, social and demographic characteristics. The five regions (North, 
Northeast, South, Southeast and Center-West) differ widely and have great social inequality. The south and 
southeast regions are the most economically developed with superior human and social development indices 
to those of the North, Northeast and Mid-West. Brazil is a presidential republic with a democratically elected 
president holding office for four-year terms. The president governs jointly with a bicameral parliament made 
up of the Federal House and the Senate.

Brazil’s population is mostly white or mestizo (of mixed race). According to the latest figures from the 
National Indigenous Foundation, 460,000 indigenous inhabitants live in Brazil. In certain areas of the northern 
region, isolated tribes who have never been contacted still exist. However, the European colonization greatly 
contributed to the decline of indigenous peoples and maintaining traditional indigenous culture and customs 
remains a challenge today.

Brazil has six major biomes: Amazon (including the north and south Amazon biomes), Caatinga, Cerrado, 
Chaco (Pantanal), Atlantic Forest and Pampas, in addition to marine and coastal areas. Brazil is considered 
a megadiverse country, holding approximately 13% of the entire world’s biota (Lewinsohn & Prado 2005) 
within 45 ecoregions (Olson & Dinerstein 1998). The country also boasts approximately 40% of the planet’s 
tropical forests (concentrated in the Amazon Basin; Peres 2005) and the world’s largest tropical flooded 
region, the Pantanal. Regrettably, figures relating to biodiversity loss are also high. The Atlantic Forest, once  
the second largest rainforest in the Americas, has only about 7% of its original vegetation remaining today 
(Fundação SOS Mata Atlântica & INPE 2001). Severe loss of original vegetation has also occurred in the 
Cerrado and Pampas regions, where agriculture and exotic tree plantations are expanding rapidly. Due to 
this habitat loss and wealth of diversity, two regions have been designated as Hotspots (Atlantic Forest and 
Cerrado; Myers et al. 2000). In the case of the Amazon, the situation is not as serious. Despite increasing 
rates of deforestation, about 80% of its area remains intact.

One of the biggest challenges 
currently facing Brazil is the 
conciliation of development and socio-
economic growth with environmental 
conservation. Although society in 
general is clearly concerned about 
environmental issues, the way to 

still uncertain. However, in several 

concrete actions, such as creating 
new public and private conservation 
areas; restricting environmental 
permits for new development; active 
and committed non-governmental 
organizations (NGOs) with good 
government relations; and mass media 
attention to environmental matters.



Following the agreement signed at the Seventh Meeting of the Conference 
of the Parties to the Convention on Biological Diversity, Brazil established 
a National Protected Areas Action Plan (PNAP, Portuguese) in 2006. The 
plan was drafted by the Brazilian Government, with public participation 
facilitated through the National Forum for Protected Areas. The action 
plan outlines a commitment to reduce the rate of biodiversity loss through 
the establishment and maintenance of national and regional systems of 

principles, guidelines, goals and strategies to establish a comprehensive 
system of protected areas which are ecologically representative and 
effectively managed. A cooperation agreement exists to implement PNAP, 
established by presidential decree, with representation on the part of federal, 
provincial, state and local government, indigenous peoples, communities 
living in reserves, Quilombola or maroon communities (descended from 
former escaped slaves), the private sector and civil society.

the National System of Nature Conservation Units, legally established in 
2000: 1) full protection units, aiming to preserve representative samples 
of ecosystems and biodiversity therein; and 2) sustainable use units,
primarily allowing a sustainable use of natural resources with a secondary 
function of protecting biodiversity (MMA-SNUC 2000). However, as 
well the above conservation units, the PNAP also includes indigenous 
and maroon community lands. Other protected areas are treated as key 
areas for landscape planning within an ecosystem approach, providing 
strategic functions such as connectivity between protected areas and other 
natural fragments. These other areas include, permanent preservation 
areas contemplated in the Brazilian Forest Code (areas with a slope of 
more than 45° and areas next to bodies of water, among others) and legal 
reserves (Law no. 4.771/1965) established through a set-aside scheme 
where a percentage of native vegetation on any agricultural estate is 
maintained (this percentage varies according to the biome or property size, 
for example, 80% in the Amazon, 30% in Cerrado and 20% in the Atlantic 
forest and other vegetation types).

The protection of large areas of undisturbed habitat is without a doubt 
the most effective way to conserve species. In Brazil, areas enjoying 
full protection total 37 million ha, while sustainable use units reach 111 
million ha (Rylands & Brandon 2005). In addition to conservation units 
in the Amazon, indigenous reserves represent almost 20% of the Brazilian 
Amazon (Rylands & Brandon 2005). A serious debate is taking place 
amongst conservationists as to the effectiveness of sustainable use units 
and indigenous and maroon lands within the concept of protected areas. 
However, there are cases where indigenous lands often impede logging 
and deforestation in the region (Schwartzman & Zimmerman 2005). Thus, 
in an ideal system, categories including full protection and sustainable use 
would be complementary on a site by site basis.

In addition to site protection, political mechanisms can contribute 
to biodiversity conservation, through conventions, agreements and 
international treaties implemented at government level. Conventions to 
which Brazil is party include: Convention on Biological Diversity, The 
Ramsar Convention on Wetlands; Convention on International Trade in 
Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora and the World Heritage 
Convention, among others.

With regard to bird conservation, Brazil does not yet have a national bird 
conservation strategy. However, the federal environment agency –the 
Chico Mendes Institute for Biodiversity Conservation (ICMBio)– has 
published several species action plans for individual or groups of species in 
partnership with civil society organizations and research institutes. Some 
species with published plans include: Lear’s Macaw (Anodorhynchus 
leari; IBAMA 2006), Brazilian Merganser (Mergus octosetaceus; Hughes 
et al. 2006), Red-billed Curassow (Crax blumenbachii; Silveira et al.
2005), albatrosses and petrels (Neves et al. 2006) and Araripe Manakin 
(Antilophia bokermanni; Aquasis 2006). ICMBio aims to cover all of 

as a detailed guide of all necessary actions for a species’ conservation, 

tools for fundraising.



)

Brazil has the most restricted-range (A2) and biome-restricted (A3) 
species in the Americas. A total of 175 species are restricted to 15 
Endemic Bird Areas (seven of which are exclusively within the 

et al. 1998). This total 
includes Rufous Crab-hawk (Buteogallus aequinoctialis) proposed for 
a new Secondary Area in the coastal mangroves of French Guiana and 
Brazil. A total of 470 species are restricted to one of seven biomes in 

et al. (1996), 
including two for the Amazon region. The Atlantic Forest biome 
concentrates about 80% of all threatened birds in the country.

Sites worth highlighting for their importance to bird conservation include 
Murici ecological Station (BR122) in the state of Alagoas (Box 2), where 
14 globally threatened and six Near Threatened species are present and 
Boa Nova / Serra da Ouricana (BR105) in Bahia state (Box 1), with 10 
globally threatened species and 17 Near Threatened.

Brazil has a total 1822 species of birds, of which no less than 232 
species are endemic to the country (CBRO 2008). Brazil is among the 
top three countries in the world for bird species richness (along with 

threatened species, with a total of 122 threatened birds, of which 23 are 
Critically Endangered, 30 are Endangered and 66 are Vulnerable1. A 
further 93 species are Near Threatened (BirdLife International 2007). 

The national red list of threatened birds considers a total of 160 
taxa, including threatened subspecies, which, in part, explains the 
differences between this list and the global red list (Machado 2005). 
Most Brazilian bird species are resident, only a few areas, mainly on 
the south coast of the country, can be considered important feeding 
sites for approximately 63 migratory species, breeding in the northern 
hemisphere.

)

1 Changes to IUCN red list categories resulting from the 2008 evaluation are as follows. Uplists: Tristan Albatross (Diomedea dabbenena) - EN to CR; Atlantic Petrel 
(Pterodroma incerta) - VU to EN; Sun Parakeet (Aratinga solstitialis) - LC to EN; Hoary-throated Spinetail (Synallaxis kollari) - VU to EN. Downlists: Rondonia Bushbird 

(Clytoctantes atrogularis) - CR to VU; Rio Branco Antbird (Cercomacra carbonaria) - VU to NT. This directory uses 2007 categories throughout.

)



to the Brazilian ornithological community at the VIII Brazilian 

began in April 2001 through a partnership with the Fundação 
Zoobotânica do Rio Grande do Sul. As part of the process, contacts 
were made with government entities and NGOs coordinating related 
initiatives to identify priority areas for biodiversity conservation 
in Brazil. Thus, information obtained during these surveys was 

publication was launched (Bencke et al. 2006), covering IBAs in 

program. The Atlantic Forest was chosen among Brazilian biomes 

the high level of threats faced by the region as well as the relatively 
large volume of information available on its avifauna. The second 

and center-west of the country, incorporating three biomes: Amazon, 
Cerrado and Pantanal (De Luca et al. 2009). 

has involved approximately 60 biologists/
ornithologists, with a total of 450 areas 
reviewed and 700 species evaluated under 
IBA criteria. In total, 234 IBAs have been 

totaling 93,713,597 ha and representing 11% 
of the entire country’s area. Ninety-three IBAs 

or 40% are totally outside the national 

protected area system, ninety-two (39%) are partially protected and 
only 51 (21%) are fully protected. Protected areas within the IBA 
network correspond to 27,687,893 ha. The largest IBA in Brazil, at 
7,351,066 ha, is Tabocais (BR059) in the states of Amazonas and 
Acre, designated for one threatened and four Near Threatened species. 
The smallest IBA is Ilhas dos Currais (BR209) in the state of Paraná 
at just 13 ha
Frigatebirds ( ). In Pernambuco state, 16 IBAs 
have been designated, holding 18 threatened species and totaling 
529,104 ha, of which 70,000 are within conservation units. In 
contrast, in the Amazon region, 13 IBAs have been designated for 
six threatened species, totaling 28.5 million ha, of which 8.5 million 
ha are within protected areas. This comparison clearly shows the vast 
differences among IBAs in Brazil and reinforces the importance of 
a priority setting process to determine areas in need of immediate 
actions to ensure their conservation.
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Bird conservation in Brazil still represents a major challenge. Ten 
percent of all globally threatened birds are found in Brazil and many 
are at risk of imminent extinction. At the same time, the number of 
recently described bird species is growing: 21 species new to science 
were described between 1996 and 2006. Major bird habitats are facing 
contrasting situations: the Atlantic Forest is one of the most threatened 
tropical forests in the world, with only 7% of natural vegetation 
remaining; whereas 80% of the Amazon is still intact, making Brazil a 
unique country in terms of biodiversity conservation.

However, future prospects are favorable in that a growing interest 
in birds currently exists among society. In the past three years, the 
average number of participants at the Brazilian Ornithological 
Congress has been approximately 500 people, mostly students. The 
Brazilian Ornithological Society (SBO) is also growing and now 
has over 800 members. A National Birders’ Fair, known as Avistar, 
has been established in Brazil and in 2008, more than 5000 people 
participated.
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The preparation of a single bird conservation strategy in Brazil, taking 
into account the above challenges, is an extremely important step that 
must involve NGOs, researchers and government sectors. IBAs are a 
basic tool with which to develop the strategy and could be adopted 
as the basis for conservation planning at the landscape scale. For 
example, rainforest IBAs are already contributing in a practical way 
to conservation planning, leading to the creation of new protected 
areas. For example, at Murici (BR122; Box 2), remaining forest was 
purchased to create a private reserve in one of the most important and 
threatened fragments of the Atlantic Forest in Brazil. IBAs are also 
useful tools for awareness raising and educational campaigns, for 
example in changing local people’s perceptions of the environment 
(Boa Nova, Serra do Urubu). IBAs have also played an important 
role for local communities in creating alternative incomes from 
sustainable sources, compatible with  environmental conservation 

on threatened birds (e.g. Chapada Araripe, Maçambaba). Finally, 

priority areas for conservation in Brazil, in efforts led by the federal 
government.

The conclusion of the IBA inventory is an invaluable contribution to 

process. On-the-ground activities are urgent in many IBAs to ensure 
the long-term survival of threatened birds. Nevertheless, considering 
the limited funds available for conservation, plus the large number 
of IBAs and threatened birds in Brazil, a priority setting exercise is 

long-term conservation of these sites and their biodiversity represents 
a challenge for SAVE Brasil and the whole of the conservation 
community in the country.

)
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