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Vultures

Protected area
Douro International Natural 
Park

Location
São João das Arribas, 
Miranda do Douro

São João das Arribas Trail
In the center of the Douro International 
Natural Park (PNDI), the São João das 
Arribas trail stretches along a territory of 
unique characteristics and landscapes, 
culminating in the magnificent cliffs 
of the Douro. The São João das Arribas 
viewpoint, an amazingly beautiful scenery 
and a a place of priceless natural value, 
is located precisely on the top of those 
steep banks.

The International Douro consists of PNDI 
as well as Natural Park Arribes del Duero 
(on the Spanish side). Nowadays it is 
inhabited by one of the most important 
populations of Iberian rupicolous birds. 
Among them there is a particular group 
of big necrophagous birds: the vultures. 
Two species regularly nest on the clifs of 
PNDI, the griffon vulture (Gyps fulvus) 
and the Egyptian vulture (Neophron 
percnopterus).

The griffon vulture is the most common. 
It’s frequently seen in flocks of dozens of 
individuals all year round. It is one of the 
biggest national birds, reaching up to 2,5 
meters of wingspan. They are identified 
by their light brown plumage, which 
contrasts with the whitish head and neck 

without feathers.

This place is noteworthy for being 
particularly good for the Egyptian 
vulture observation, a rare and globally 
endangered species, and the symbol of 
the Douro International Natural Parks 
(both Portuguese and Spanish). It is 
the smallest and most distinct of the 
European vultures, reaching an average 
size of 1,5 meters of wingspan. It is easily 
identifiable by its almost exclusively 
white plumage and yellow face without 
feathers. In general, it is a solitary bird, 
usually seen alone or in couples.

The Egyptian vulture is a long-distance 
migrant, that visits this area from Spring 
until the end of Summer. For that reason, 
this is considered the most adequate 
period to visit the trail, preferably in 
the morning, when vultures make use 
of rising columns of warm air called 
‘thermals’, for taking off.
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Fauna

BLACK STORK
(Ciconia nigra)

BLUE ROCK-THRUSH
(Monticola solitarius)

• The black stork is an 
endangered species and only a 

few hundreds of couples nest in 
Portugal

• The Association for the Study 
and Protection of Asinine 

Livestock is a non- governmental 
organization mainly for the 

Miranda donkey preservation

The São João das Arribas trail goes through 
an area of extraordinary importance for 
birds, particularly for big rupicolous birds.

Near steep areas, besides vultures, many 
other birds may be regularly observed, 
associated with this peculiar habitat. 
All of them are rare. The black stork 
(Ciconia nigra), the peregrine falcon 
(Falco peregrinus), the golden eagle 
(Aquila chrysaetos), the Bonelli’s eagle 
(Aquila fasciata), the Eurasian eagle-owl 
(Bubo bubo) and the red-billed chough 
(Pyrrhocorax pyrrhocorax), are just some 
examples; they are all highly endangered in 
Portugal.

In the river canyon, hundreds of swallows 
and swifts are also present, flying 
frenetically in search of insects. On the cliffs, 
the solitary blue rock-thrush (Monticola 
solitarius) males show their peculiar blue 
colors  on the top of the rocks.

The richness of this trail is not confined 
to the cliffs. The trail goes trough a 
plateau dominated by farming fields and 
agroforestry areas, with small streams and 
swamps, very valuable for wildlife. The 
biggest swamp constitutes an authentic 
maternity for amphibians. By the end 
of Spring thousands of tadpoles can be 
observed here and it is possible to identify 
specimens of various species, such as the 
Perez’s frog (Pelophylax perezi), the Iberian 
midwife toad (Alytes cisternasii) and the 
Iberian newt (Lissotriton boscai).

In agriculture and agroforestry areas, 
diversity is also great. Species that are 
increasingly rare throughout the country 
are still abundant here. The European 
turtle-dove (Streptopelia turtur), whose 
worldwide population has been abruptly 
declining during the last decades, can be 
seen and heard here in Spring. The iberian 
hare (Lepus granatensis), more and more 
restricted to the south steppes of Portugal, 
remains abundant in farming fields. 

In Miranda do Douro, the Miranda donkey 
is also an important landmark. Isn’t a wild 
species, but it is a curious autochthonous 
breed, extremely protected and still helpful 
for agriculture activities.



Along this trail it is possible to observe 
different and remarkable vegetation 
types; some of them are very beautiful, 
such as the hay meadows full of flowers 
in Spring time. The hay meadows are 
dominated by grasses, but some bulbous 
plants and orchids stands out, such as the 
tongue orchid (Serapias lingua). Here, hay 
meadows are bordered by ash tree and 
Pyrenean oak woodlands.

Along this trail, the swamps shelter some 
of the rarest Portuguese flora species. The 
aquatic plant Elatine alsinastrum has 
been discovered in three swamps located 
between Aldeia Nova and Vale de Águia 
villages; at the moment, those are the only 

known locations of this plant in Portugal.

Near the slopes and rocky fissures of the 
cliffs grow some of the most interesting 
plants in Douro valley. Among them 
is Scrophularia valdesii, a restricted 
endemism of the river Douro basin. 
Another plant of limited distribution is 
Isatis platyloba, which only occurs in 
the international river Douro canyon in 
Portugal. Near that plant grows the only 
other species of the same genus that can 
be seen in Portugal, the dye’s woad (Isatis 
tinctoria). Its presence in Portugal might 
be the result of an ancient introduction, but 
nowadays it is only known in this area of the 
country.

Flora and vegetation
The São João das Arribas trail crosses an 
important limestone highland, whose 
weathering upper layer, through natural 
history, promoted the development of 
farming soils rich in water.

Beautiful granitic plains are observed and 
the main one is located in a weir zone, 
where river giant potholes and pegmatite 
enclosures (xenolites) are outlined, together 
with joint fractures systems.

Another point of geological and 
geomorphologic interest is the Castro 
de São João das Arribas, which, besides 
landscape focus, highlights a great diversity 
of granite microforms, such as tor, granite 
block chaos, isolated blocks and granite 
potholes.

Due to their shape and geomorphologic 
meaning, the most important 
morphologies correspond to the great 
granitic slopes and the valley morphology: 
the fluvial canyon. Due to the high scientific 
value that comprises, this place is classified 
as one of the geosites of the Douro 
International Natural Park.

Geology
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ELATINE ALSINASTRUM

DYER`S WOAD
(Isatis tinctoria)

JOINT FRACTURES SYSTEMS IN 
GRANITIC PLAINS

SECTION OF INTERNATIONAL 
DOURO VALLEY ENHANCING FLUVIAL 
CANYON MORPHOLOGY

• Some of the most interesting 
plants of Douro valley grow in the 

slopes and rocky fissures

• During the Middle Ages and the 
Renaissance, the dyer`s woad 

was widely cultivated and traded 
in Europe, for the production of 
a blue dye used for dyeing and 

painting

• This trail comprises important 
points of geological and 

geomorphologic interest, 
particularly the rocky cliffs and 

the fluvial canyon

• Along this trail there are granite 
morphologies that vary a lot, 
such as slopes, granite block 

chaos and granite potholes
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Attention

Follow only the marked routes
Avoid noise and attitudes that disturb local peace
Do not disturb animals, observe them from a distance
Do not collect plants, animals, rocks or artifacts
Do not light a fire
Do not litter; please use the containers provided

Useful contact numbers

Town council (+351) 273 430 020
Tourist office (+351) 273 430 025
Fire brigade (+351) 273 432 122 
GNR (National Republican Guard) (+351) 273 430 010
Forest protection (+351) 117
SOS (+351) 112

Start Observation point

Name - São João das Arribas trail 
Theme - Vultures
Departure (GPS Coordinates) - Vale da Águia village (41°31’47.34”N / 6°14’49.53”W)
Arrival (GPS Coordinates) - São João das Arribas viewpoint (41°32’23.02”N / 6°13’20.55”W)
Category - Linear
Best season - Spring / Summer
Extension - 3,2 km
Time average - 2,5 hours
Difficulty (minimum / maximum height) - Low (660m/ 738m)
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São João das Arribas trail partially 
coincides with the International 

Great Route of the Douro river 
and the Douro vineyards (GR36), 

and is supported by the signs 
corresponding to the GR



São João das Arribas trail
Vultures - Miranda do Douro

Next steps

Sabor trail
Sabor lakes - Alfândega da fé

Carvalho trail
Red deer - Bragança

Quercus trail
Birds at the Azibo reservoir - Macedo 
de Cavaleiros

Vale de Lobo trail
Cork oak and prickly juniper woodlands 
- Mirandela

Cascata da Faia da Água Alta trail
Cascata da Faia da Água Alta - 
Mogadouro

Vilarinho das Azenhas to Ribeirinha trail
River Tua riparian gallery - Vila Flor

Castelo de Algoso trail
The Angueira river fauna - Vimioso

Biospots (Alto da Ciradelha) trail
Butterflies and other invertebrates - 
Vinhais
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In the Portuguese and European contexts, 
Terras de Trás-os-Montes (Lands of Trás-
os-Montes) present a unique natural 
value, with extraordinary ecological and 
ecotourist potential, still unknown. It is a 
region with countless protected areas, rare 
species and incredible natural events.

The Nove Passos (nine steps) project aims 
to unveil this incredible natural heritage; 
while promoting the conservation of the 
region’s main natural values, through the 
dissemination of 9 trails.
 
We thus suggest a complete adventure, 
carried out in 9 steps, one per municipality, 
all within the most important protected 
areas for Nature Conservation in Portugal.

In each step, we suggest a carefully 
selected trail to explore specific natural 
themes, which, in one way or another, 
represent the natural areas where they are 
inserted. 

The São João das Arribas trail is one of the 
suggested natural steps. Come and meet 
them all and stamp your natural passport.

Visit these 9 themes of biodiversity, 
geology and landscape and become an 
expert in the Lands of Trás-os-Montes.



CIM-TTM
Comunidade Intermunicipal
das Terras de Trás-os-Montes

Rua Visconde da Bouça, AP 238
5300-318 Bragança - PORTUGAL
T. +351 273 327 680

www.cim-ttm.pt 
facebook.com/terrasdeTrasosMontes
instagram.com/terrasdetrasosmontes

9passos.cim-ttm.pt
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