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INTRODUCTION

Knowing and understanding the daily and seasonal routines 
of local avifauna is crucial for the selection of airport loca-
tions. This issue can be seen both from the point of view of 
air traffic safety, and also from that of aircraft impact on wild 
bird populations.

Bird collision hazard is a serious problem for modern air 
traffic. In the UK bird collisions are believed to cause 1–2% 
of accidents and be responsible for 3.4% of aborted take-offs 
(Nicholls & Bell 2005). Since 1912, bird collisions with com-
mercial aircraft have caused the loss of over 100 aircraft and 
almost 300 human lives (Thorpe 2008). Military aircraft are 
also susceptible. From 1950 to 1999 there were 286 serious 
bird-related accidents involving military aircraft in 32 differ-
ent countries. Of these, 63 were fatal and caused 141 human 
deaths (Richardson & West 2000). The actual number of 
bird collisions is much higher; for example, in the UK alone, 
there have been 850 since 1990 and in Iran 183 during the 
last 10 years. Although not responsible for human or aircraft 
losses, these lesser collisions have significant economic costs 
(Nicholls & Bell 2005, Tareh & de Hoon 2005). Overall, the 

aviation industry suffers a conservatively estimated loss of 
US$1.2 billion per year as a result of damage and delays fol-
lowing bird collisions (Allen 2002).

Bird collision risk is believed to be increasing due to an 
increase in total air traffic, and its consequences for air traf-
fic are becoming more serious because modern jet aircraft 
are more susceptible to serious damage by birds than older 
turboprop planes (Nicholls & Bell 2005).

Aircraft not only kill many bids during flight collisions, but 
can also cause significant disturbance. Overflying aircraft can 
lead to loss of usable habitat, making it energetically unprof-
itable by increasing energy expenditure through disturbance 
causing alarm flights, or lowering food intake through inter-
ruptions. These factors can lead to a decrease in body condi-
tion, with potential negative impacts on survival and breeding 
success, and ultimately population decline (Kempf & Hüppop 
1998, Komenda-Zehnder et al. 2003, Sutherland 1998).

The likelihood of bird collisions with an aircraft is mainly 
dependent on the density of birds and aircraft within a given 
airspace (van Test 1969), but other aspects such as bird 
behaviour are also important. Young and migrating birds, 
for example, are more prone to collision than resident birds 
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Knowledge about the local bird community is key information when planning the construction of a new airport. 
Aircraft can cause serious impact on the local avifauna, but the birds can also pose a serious threat to aircraft.

A new international airport is currently being planned for the Lisbon metropolitan area. The location that 
has been selected is Campo de Tiro de Alcochete, near the internationally important Tejo estuary wetland, and 
in the vicinity of areas under rice cultivation known to be important for the local bird community.

We use available data on the movements of individually marked Black-tailed Godwits Limosa limosa, 
Eurasian Spoonbills Platalea leucorodia and one Lesser Black-backed Gull Larus fuscus, to examine whether 
these bird species are likely to cross the paths of aircraft approaching and departing from the future airport. 
We also use information on the phenology and abundance of these species to better understand the threat that 
these birds might pose to aircraft.

All three species cross the planned approach and departure routes of the runways of the new airport. Black-
tailed Godwits in particular cross these routes at all planned aircraft flight altitudes and even overfly the airport 
site itself. The large number of birds potentially involved in these movements increases the threat to air traffic.

There are several limitations to our study, especially a lack of information on bird flight altitudes. We there-
fore highlight the need for further and more detailed studies on the movements of these and other bird species 
around the airport site. However, by overlapping known individual movements of the three species with aircraft 
flight routes, we present sufficient data to demonstrate that bird collisions are a real hazard if the airport is built 
at Campo de Tiro de Alcochete. These findings call into question the wisdom of the proposed airport location 
and highlight the necessity for thorough research on the impacts of the birds on aircraft safety as well as the 
impact of aircraft on the local avifauna.


