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ORNITHOLOGY
Why are there so many Glossy Ibis in France (and Western Europe)?

26 November 2025

By Philippe J. Dubois

Glossy Ibis, Tagus estuary, Portugal, November 2025 (© Philippe J. Dubois)

During a trip in Portugal in early November 2025, | had the opportunity to visit EVOA (Espago de Visitacdo e Observacdo de Aves), in the Tagus Estuary Nature Reserve,
not far from Lisbon. The heart of the site consists of a few ponds, where large numbers of teals winter at this time of year. To get there, you have to drive more than
13 km along an excellent track that crosses huge rice fields and marshes that are more or less flooded at this time of year. It was there that | had the opportunity to
observe a very large wintering population of the Glossy Ibis. The birds, which are very mobile, fed in groups of several hundred, taking advantage of the grains of
rice left behind after the harvest. They were accompanied by a cohort of other waterbirds - White Storks, Eurasian Spoonbills, Lesser Black-backed Gulls, Black-headed
Gulls, Black-winged Stilts, Northern Lapwings, as well as other waders in smaller numbers. On the section | crossed, | estimate that at least 5,000 glossy ibises were
observed (a video is available on YouTube).

Glossy Ibis, Tagus estuary, Portugal, November 2025 (© Philippe J. Dubois)
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Glossy Ibis on the Iberian Peninsula...

Until the early 1990s, Glossy Ibis did not breed in Portugal, where it remained a rare sight (Costa 1993). And in 2005, the year in which the first breeding case in the
country was reported, a maximum of seven birds only were recorded in winter. Since then, the species has become very common in winter, with 8,320 individuals
counted in 2015, for example, while the breeding population numbered 600-700 pairs in 2016 (Encarnagao 2019).

In Spain, Glossy Ibis was recorded as breeding as early as the 18th century, but it disappeared at the beginning of the 20th century, only to reappear in 1973 near
Valencia, then in 1996 in the Ebro Delta (Catalonia) and the Guadalquivir Delta (Andalusia), mainly in the Dofiana National Park (Jones 2022). The population growth
of the species has been extremely rapid, reaching 10,000 pairs in 2017 (Mafiez et al. 2019).

Glossy Ibis, Tagus estuary, Portugal, November 2025 (© Philippe J. Dubois)

...and in Europe

This development on the Iberian Peninsula is a result of the situation in Europe, where, after a long period of decline in the second half of the 20th century, the popu-
lation of Glossy Ibis began to grow and expand its range westward and northward in the 1970s (Shurulinkov & Chesmedzhiev 2020) . The European population was
estimated at 60,200-120,000 mature individuals, and 30,100-59,700 breeding pairs in 2021 (BirdLife International 2025).

fig. 1. Distribution of breeding Glossy Ibises in Europe during the period 2013-2017 fig. 2. Changes in the distribution of Glossy Ibis in Europe from 1985-1988 to 2013-2017

In France, the population has been steadily increasing since the first contemporary reproductions in 1988 in the Aude (Heinzel & Martinoles 1988) and in the 1990s
in the Camargue (Pineau et al. 1992, Kayser et al. 1996). Breeding cases became regular at the beginning of the 21st century in the Rhdne delta, where numbers
exploded, rising from 14 pairs in 2006 to 45 in 2007, 96 in 2008 and 254 in 2009 (Kayser et al. 2009). Since then, the species has spread throughout France, in small
numbers until now, particularly along the Atlantic coast, first in Loire-Atlantique in 2011 (Reeber 2011) and then in Charente-Maritime in 2014 (Caupenne 2015).The
French population of Glossy Ibis numbered 3,500 pairs in 2022 (Kayser & Champagnon 2024). In January 2025, the wintering population numbered 4,786 indivi-
duals, almost all of them in the south of France, from the Landes to the Camargue, where three-quarters of the population was found (Quaintenne 2025). Recaptures
of ringed birds showed that the breeders that settled in France (and Italy) came from Spain (Kayser et al. 2009, Shurulinkov & Chesmedzhiev op. cit.).
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Glossy Ibis Influx in autumn 2025

At the beginning of September 2025, a remarkable influx of Glossy Ibis was reported in Great Britain, where a record 605 birds were recorded (Jones 2025). At the
same time, numerous groups were reported here and there in France, as far as the islands of Sein and Ouessant, as well as in northern Brittany, where a flock of 45 indi-
viduals was noted in mid-September in Goulven, Finistére, probably the largest number ever recorded in Brittany. It appears that a significant movement of Glossy Ibis
towards the north-west occurred in the autumn of 2025. Apart from the Mediterranean coast, the most frequented regions were the Atlantic coast, quite markedly, but
also the major river valleys (Rhdne, Garonne, Loire, Seine).

Glossy Ibis, Ouessant, Brittany, October 2015 (© Fabrice Jallu) fig. 3. Distribution of Glossy Ibis records in France from mid-September to mid-November 2025

Conclusion

It has not been possible to find information after 2022 on the numbers of breeding and wintering birds on the Iberian Peninsula, but the numbers recorded in
November in the Tagus estuary in Portugal alone demonstrate the importance and rapidity of the dynamics of this species on the peninsula, with the Tagus not being
the region most populated by the species. The recent development of rice cultivation in Spain and Portugal has greatly contributed to this dynamic (Toral et al. 2012).
All this explains the extremely strong and rapid increase in sightings in France and north-western Europe. And it is likely that, like the cattle egret, the glossy ibis will
soon be a regular and common sight in the French ornithological landscape throughout the country.

Glossy Ibis, Tagus estuary, Portugal, November 2025 (© Elise Rousseau)
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