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The salinas of the Rhône delta, their role in nature conservation: The 

case of the greater flamingo 

1-Short description of the area 

Name Salinas of Giraud,  Etang du Fangassier  

Municipality  Arles 

Département (county)   Bouches du Rhône 

Ecosystem type   Salinas 

Management authority :  Conservatoire du Littoral et des rivages lacustres 

  

Salinas are biologically rich in spite of them being artificial habitats. This is partially because they are 

shallow wetlands, but also because human interventions ensure the circulation of water. The Salinas 

of Giraud, a complex of 12 000 ha, represent a feeding and nesting area for many water birds 

including the emblematic Greater Flamingo. Over the years, various actions have been taken in 

ŦŀǾƻǳǊ ƻŦ ŦƭŀƳƛƴƎƻǎ ŀƴŘ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǿŀǘŜǊōƛǊŘǎ ¢ƘŜ 9ǘŀƴƎ Řǳ CŀƴƎŀǎǎƛŜǊ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŦƭŀƳƛƴƎƻΩǎ 

preferred haunts in the Camargue for decades. This lagoon became part of the Salins de Giraud in the 

мфслΩǎ ǿƘŜƴ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ŘƛǾƛŘŜŘ ƛƴǘƻ ǘǿƻ ŜǾŀǇƻǊŀǘƻǊǎ ōȅ ŀ ŘƛƪŜΦ  ¢ƘŜ ǊŜǎǘƻǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŀ ōǊŜŜŘƛƴƎ ǎƛǘŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 

мфтлΩǎ ōƻƻǎǘŜŘ CƭŀƳƛƴƎƻ  ōǊŜŜŘƛƴƎ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ ǿƘƻƭŜ aŜŘƛǘŜǊǊŀƴŜŀƴ ǊŜƎƛƻƴΦ ¢ƻŘŀȅ ǿƛǘƘ  ŀ ŘǊŀǎǘƛŎ 

decrease of salt production new questions arise concerning conservation and restoration of this area.    

2-Ecological characteristics  

The Camargue, a deltaic plain created by the sediments from the Rhône River, is one of the largest 

wetland areas in Western Europe. Human activities such as grazing, rice growing and salt production 

have largely shaped this mosaic of habitats influencing the rich biodiversity, especially the avifauna 

Salinas are relatively simple habitats made up of shallow lagoons and pans. They provide a gradient 

of salinity and a degree of artificialisation. The pans are separated from one another by dykes, yet 

remain interconnected via sluices.  

Among the animal and plant communities which characterize salinas and which can tolerate the 

gradients of salinity, two groups stand out by their productivity: unicellular organisms and aquatic 

invertebrates. They are essential elements of the food chain which provide high densities of food for 

of a wide range of birds.   
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In the Mediterranean, the distribution of flamingos coincides closely with that of Salinas because 

flamingos are clearly adapted to this habitat. The Salinas which are not dried out  harbour 

invertebrates all year round, so there is ample food for flamingos and other species without there 

being competition. In winter, when the brine shrimps disappear, the flamingos in the north of the 

Mediterranean use the pans of medium salinity to feed on chironomid larvae, tubificid worms, small 

mollusks and cysts of brine shrimps.  

Nearly all the nesting colonies of flamingos in the Mediterranean basin have been established in 

active Salinas (Salinas of Giraud, Trinitat in the Ebro delta, Camalti near Izmir) or inactive ones 

(Molantargius, Sardinia). The  inland lagoon of Fuente de Piedra (Andalucia),  formerly also managed 

as a salina, is the second most important site for flamingos in the Mediterranean 

3-Excursion Area history /context 

In the Camargue, both the Rhône river and the sea have been contained by dykes since the mid-

1800s, and the natural process of island creation ceased long ago. In the mid-1960s, it was feared 

that no new suitable  nesting  island  would re-emerge naturally and that the greater flamingo might 

not breed again in the Camargue. Restoration of the existing but eroded site was considered but 

rejected because another location, sheltered by a dike, would provide much better  protection from 

wind and erosion. Unlike the original site, it would also dry up in winter, enabling heavy machinery to 

be used for island-building and future restorations. 

A new island was built in 1969-1970 and decoy nests built in subsequent years  in order to attract the 

flamingos to this site. The main reasons behind the decision to built an artificial site where that: 

. unless some active management was undertaken, there would be nowhere for the flamingos to 

nest and they would be lost to the Camargue, 

. restoration of the existing site would have been impractical (e.g. soft mud prevents access for 

bulldozers) and ineffective in the long term due to continuing erosion 

The flamingos occupied their new site in 1974, and this island has been used every year since. 

The old site used until 1975 was subsequently abandoned by the birds.  

The construction of the breeding island at Fangassier has been a conservation action 

widely appraised. The preservation of the Flamingo population in the Camargue led to 

the development of alternative sites in the Mediterranean region which seems to 

guarantee population stability on the long term. In recent years, however, the 

CƭŀƳƛƴƎƻΩǎ ōŜƘaviour has changed. Their fear of humans, thanks to protection, 

decreased so much that they begun feeding in rice fields in 1978, generating a 

conflict with rice farming.  Conservation efforts had to be adjusted to the situation 

and  the potential for breeding in the Camargue  was limited by reducing the size of 

the breeding island. 
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Today, Mediterranean salinas are at a turning point of their history. 

Facing numerous constraints especially ecomomic, some of them, 

such as the Salinas of Giraud, are becoming partially or totally 

inactive . A large part of the Giraud Salinas have been bought  by the 

Conservatoire du Littoral which theoretically guarantees the 

preservation of the Salinas and their biodiversity.  Nevertheless the 

maintenance and /or restoration of salinas and the response to sea-

level rise have to be  remembered.  In order to conserve their 

biological richness, innovative measures must be found in order to 

maintain the dynamics of ad hoc habitats . 

4-Points of interest and discussion during the excursion  

The role of salinas for conservation 

The conservation of the greater flamingo in the Mediterranean and in 

the Camargue 

Restoration vs creation  

The threats for Salinas and conservation, the restoration of former habitats 
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