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LA NAVA NATURAL AREA 
AND TIERRA DE CAMPOS, PALENCIA 
 
Until 1968 there had always been a large lagoon in the Tierra de Campos region. It was known as 
the Mar de Campos (The Campos Sea) and covered thousands of hectares. However, after many 
frustrated attempts, it was finally drained for agricultural purposes. What had perhaps once been 
the most important inland wetland in the north of Spain disappeared.  In 1990 governments, 
conservation groups and local farmers began a restoration project to try to recover what had been 
lost. The result of this project is the new Nava. 
 

 

Orthophoto of El Mar de Campos as it was.  The new Nava is on the far left. 

 
Today, La Nava covers 410 hectares spread over land in Fuentes de Nava and Mazariegos (Palencia). 
This is approximately 10% of the original lagoon.   
25 years after it began, the recovery project can now be deemed a success. The flora and fauna in 
La Nava is of undisputed importance. Apart from being in the Nature 2000 network, La Nava is a 
Site of Community Importance (SCI) and a Special Protection Area (SPA). It is been declared a 
Ramsar Wetland of International Importance since 2002. 
La Nava now works with an artificial hydrological regime. Water is supplied by the Canal de 
Castilla, an incredible feat of engineering from the 18th/19th Century. Although it is artificial, the 
system imitates that of the original, seasonal steppe lagoon. It floods between autumn and spring, 
when most of the rain falls, and dries in summer. 
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The Most Characteristic Habitats 

The Wetlands 

The birds are definitely the main attraction of the wetland. 259 species have been catalogued since 
its recovery. This is 45% of all the birds included on the official list of birds in Spain. 
The annual cycle of the lagoon can be divided into three periods: 
Winter, (October to February). This is the time when La Nava reaches its maximum flood levels 
and largest surface area. Birds can be observed in their highest numbers in this period, especially 
waterfowl.  There are greylag geese from Scandinavia, with maximum counts of up to 23,000 birds. 
This is 3.83% of the subpopulation in northwestern Europe, making La Nava one of the most 
important wetlands in Spain after that of the Doñana National Park. 
Wintering with the geese are species which are rare or scarce in Spain. Among those are the 
greater white-fronted goose, with groups of up to 97 birds and the barnacle goose, of which up to 25 
have been observed together. In addition to these, 8 pink-footed geese have been sighted and also 
solitary bean geese.  
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There are large numbers of gadwalls, wigeons, Eurasian teal, northern shovelers and pintails 
wintering at the lagoon. They are accompanied by up to 300 Western marsh harrier as it is an 
important roosting place for them.  Hiding among the vegetation, up to 150 Northern harriers are 
also present. 

Prenuptial Migration and Reproduction, (March to June). Although the geese have already left, the 
spectacular prenuptial migratory passage occurs at this time and the birds that breed in the 
wetland reproduce. Also underway is the migration of the waterfowl, in particular the shovelers, 
garganeys and pintails. However, the real stars of this period are the waders and the gulls. 
Hundreds and even thousands of lapwings, plovers, redshanks, snipes godwits and gulls occupy the 
grasslands which have been flooded to create pasture for local sheep.  

 

 
Every year in La Nava up to 28 species of wader, gull and tern are present on this migratory route, 
which takes them from their wintering quarters in Africa to the spring breeding areas. 
The passage of the Eurasian spoonbills is especially noteworthy. The presence of over 300 of these 
beautiful birds makes the Nava Lagoon a place of international importance. 
While not as visually striking as the passage of the waterfowl and waders, the migration of the 
passerines is also interesting. These small birds like the sedge warbler, for example, use the 
halophilic vegetation at the perimeter the lagoon. In just five days in April the passing of 5,000 
individuals of this species was registered, thanks to scientific ringing. 

Breeding begins in late March in the Nava Lagoon, depending on the weather conditions.  Up to 40 
species of birds breed in different environments in the wetland. Of special note is the purple heron. 
This colony is the most important in Castilla and León and has 60-90 pairs. There are 15-20 pairs of 
Western marsh harrier and 40 pairs of Savi's warbler. This makes the Nava lagoon the most 
important nesting ground for sylvids in the autonomous region. 

Post nuptial migration and low water (July-September).  From a visitor´s point of view, this is 
probably the least attractive period. However, it is very important ecologically.  Even in the dry 
season some parts of the lagoon have water for the summer pastures and are home to populations 
of up to 7000 mallard, over 1000 white stork and, in more modest numbers, migratory shorebirds. 
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The post nuptial migration of thousands of passerines is very significant. More than 11 000 birds 
are captured for ringing during this period. This figure is an indication of the actual number of 
birds which use the lagoon on their autumn migration routes. The fact that 800 aquatic warblers 
have been ringed in the wetland is well worth mentioning as it is a threatened bird. The Nava 
lagoon is the main area of passage for this species in Spain.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

The Vegetation 
There are large areas of grassland and temporary flooding channels with well developed marsh 
vegetation all year round in the Nava lagoon. It has two distinct areas.  Around the lagoon is a belt 
of vegetation which consists mainly of cattail. In the shallows, in the centre of the lagoon, there 
are areas of seasonal water with underwater meadows of well developed charophytes. There are 
also aquatic communities of halophytes.  Of particular interest are the sedges, rushes and bayonet 
grasses and there is an abundance of flowering rush. The salt loving halophilic and sub halophilic 
vegetation is also present.  La Nava is of both national and European importance due to the 
diversity of the aquatic flora and the presence of certain species. 

 

The Cereal Environment 
It is not just the lagoons which are important. The wetlands are integrated into an environment 
known as the cereal pseudo steppe.  Here there are more than 56,000 hectares of farmland on 
which the crops are sustained by rainwater.  Significant populations of steppe bird live here. 
Among these are the great bustard, with more than 1400 individuals, the little bustard, Montagu's 
harrier, the lesser kestrel and good populations of lark species. (the crested lark, short-toed lark, 
greater short-toed lark and calandra lark). 
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THE PARK HOUSE 
 
The Nava Lagoon Park House, a beautiful 17th Century building, is in the nearby town of Fuentes de 
la Nava.  It is the best place to learn about the state of the lagoon on the day of the visit and to 
gain an understanding into its general management and value. The Park House should be visited 
prior to the wetland. 

The Park House provides audiovisual presentations, and information about the about the lagoon 
flora and fauna which is educational and interactive. There are guided tours with environmental 
experts and perhaps the best of all, an observatory from which to see the fauna. Situated in the 
heart of the lagoon it provides the opportunity to see the birds in their natural habitat. While they 
can be observed close up, they are unaware of the presence of humans. In the observatory there is 
a high definition real-time camera.  

There is always up to date information about what is happening in the lagoon and the birds that 
constantly come and go on their seasonal migrations. A panel provides data from recent censuses 
and observations of rare or scarce birds that can be seen every year in this unique lagoon. 

 

 


