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URDAIBAI BIOSPHERE RESERVE 
 
Urdaibai is the only Biosphere Reserve in the Basque Country, and is the most valuable protected 
area on the Basque coast. It is home to a wide range of different ecosystems and landscapes, the 
most important being the Cantabrian holm oak woods, the Atlantic countryside, the coastline and 
the marshes. 

 

These marshes constitute the most important wetland in the Atlantic Basque Country, due to 
their size and their excellent state of conservation. They provide an essential resting ground for 
birds during the migratory and wintering periods. 

In recognition of the ornithological importance of the Biosphere Reserve, its marshes were declared 
a Special Protection Area for Birds (SPAB) in 1994, and the territory was later incorporated into the 
Natura 2000 Network.  

 

The Reserve was also included in the Ramsar List of Wetlands of International Importance in 1992. 
The ornithological richness of Urdaibai Biosphere Reserve has been backed up by many studies 
conducted in the area over the last decades. Close to 250 bird species can be seen here throughout 
the year. 
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Habitats of Urdaibai 

Wetlands 

It is the most important habitat in Urdaibai for bird watching.  

 

We can find two different types of wetlands: Inland wetlands, subjected to a greater influence of 
continental waters and to minor tidal influence, where we can observe the best settlements in the 
towns of Gautegiz Arteaga, Kortezubi and Forua. 
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On the other hand those that extend into the final stretch of the river, between Busturia and 
Mundaka, are the ones subjected to daily tidal evolution. 

 

 

 

The coastline 

The coastline is a varied and beautiful scenery. The Coastal cliffs in Ogoño, the most vertical ones 
of the Basque Country, and the island of Izaro, which stands at the mouth of the estuary, both of 
them are an important seabird colony, where the main ones are the Yellow legged-Gull and the 
Little Egret. 

 

The cape of Matxitxako, is an excellent vantage point for seabird watching, such as Shearwaters, 
Skua, Gannets, Petrels, Razorbills, Guillemots and in migration time all kinds of birds crossing the 
Cantabrian. 

In the ports of Bermeo and Elantxobe we can see interesting wintering birds, such as loons, ruddy 
turnstone and dark sandpipers. In the dunes of Laida and Laga we can see interesting Passerines 
and during intense cold spells some interesting birds like the Snow Buntings end up there. 
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The Atlantic countryside 

It is from all the natural ecosystems in Urdaibai, the only one that directly depends on the activity 
of human beings. Crop and livestock activity is embodied through the work of the farmer, which 
generates the open spaces where pastures and crops, wrapped in clumps perimeter, forest and 
hedgerows crops are predominant. 

 

This ecosystem is constantly changing and is used by a wide range of birds ranging from the 
smallest as the Goldfinch, Pipits, Common Wagtails, Eurasian tree Sparrow, Red-backed Shrike and 
the Swallows, to larger ones such as the Common Buzzard, the Common Kestrel and the Black and 
Red Kite, among others. 

 

Forests 

Within the natural forests in Urdaibai the Cantabrian Holm-oaks and the Atlantic forests stand 
out among others. 

 

Within the surface of the oaks small birds adapted to move in the thick bushy tangle of these 
wooded formations can be seen. Among the most interesting ones we can mention the Sardinian 
Warbler, the Common Robin, the Great Tit, and the Eurasian Wren among others. 
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The Atlantic forests in Urdaibai are distributed in small stands around the Atlantic countryside 
areas. Among them all, the state of preservation of the Oakwood of Mendata Arratzu is really 
characteristics, with less than 5 ha hosts a diverse avifauna. 
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URDAIBAI BIRD CENTER  
The Heart of the Reserve 

 

Urdaibai Bird Center is a great living natural museum, open for the public to enjoy the world of 
birds and learn about their migratory behaviour. It is not only a great museum and scientific 
research center for birds. What makes the Bird Center unique, is that it is located at the heart of 
the Urdaibai Biosphere Reserve and is a privileged observatory from which visitors can enjoy 
spectacular views of the marshland.  

Urdaibai is indeed a living center.  As the course of events is set by the birds, every day brings 
something new. It is a compulsory stop in the migration of birds, this great journey which is one of 
the greatest phenomenon in nature.  

From the observatories the public can enjoy the birds that are visiting Urdaibai; Spoonbills from 
the Wadden Sea, elegant Herons, many species of ducks, waders from the far north and even birds 
as elusive as the Eurasian Bittern. In this center, research and dissemination teams work together 
so that visitors can learn about and experience the projects which are in progress.  

 

Guides and experts are always at hand to help the visitor gain a greater insight into this exciting 
world and the center is well equipped with state of the art audio visual equipment. 


