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The Protected Area and its most endangered Zone – the Transition Zone 
 

 

This map illustrates the Cultural Landscape of Sintra, a UNESCO World Heritage site. The green area 
represents the Core Zone, while the pink denotes the Buffer Zone. The orange area, identified as 
the Transition Zone, largely overlaps with the Sintra-Cascais Natural Park (PNSC). Our report will 
concentrate on the Transition Zone (in orange) just north of the black line (Ribeira de Colares), 
which marks the boundary with the Buffer Zone (in pink). It is crucial to highlight that the reported 
instances of negligence and serious violations of PNSC regulations and UNESCO guidelines are 
occurring in close proximity to the Core of this Cultural Landscape, posing significant threats to its 
integrity. The three zones should not be considered in isolation but rather as an unbreakable unit. 
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Widespread cases of illegal deforestation within this doubly protected area  
(Natural Park and UNESCO’s Cultural Landscape) 

 
 
We are highlighting just a few of the numerous situations affecting this now ravaged area. In one 
particular case 100% of the trees on a plot of approximately 30,000 square metres were cut down 
in a single operation. These situations normally unfold like this: nearby residents report to the 
Parish Council who call the Municipal Police. Upon the Police’s arrival, they are shown a “license”, 
presumably for land clearing, and the authorities do not verify whether the activity taking place 
actually corresponds to a land clearing. 
 
Now, “clearing” or “cleaning” does not imply the cutting down of 100% of the existing trees in a 
certain location, where the leftovers (precisely what was supposed to be “cleaned”) were 
abandoned.  
 
Rua da Vinha d’Água (38.817344, -9.442693) as it used to be, seen from above in Google maps and 
as it has become after all (100%) of the trees, most of them protected umbrella pines, have been 
chopped down. The property, once in the middle of the forest, is now in the middle of a barren 
land, all the forest around it is gone. This occurred in April and May of 2024. The authorities were 
informed and summoned to the scene, where they found the perpetrators in action but did 
nothing. 
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Rua Diamantino Tojal (38.82132, -9.46364489) as it used to be, seen from above in Google maps 
and as it has become after all but one of the protected trees (umbrella pines) have been chopped 
down. This occurred in May and June of 2023. The authorities were informed and summoned to 
the scene, where they found the perpetrators in action but did nothing. 
 

 

 
 

 

Rua de S. Luís (38.813011, -9.451223) as it used to be, seen from Street View on Google Maps, 
where a land lot lost 100% of its trees under the pretext of a construction license. Under the rules 
of the Sintra-Cascais Natural Park (PNSC), this would have required pre-authorization from its 
services. Building in a protected landscape and natural park cannot mean the removal of ALL 
existing trees on a given plot of land. 
This occurred on the 26th August of 2024. The authorities were informed and summoned to the 
scene, where they found the perpetrators in action but did nothing. 
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Google Maps images (both aerial and ground-level views) show how the area around Fonte das 
Damas (38.785964, -9.440059 – a former spring water bottling site, densely forested) used to look. 
Currently (3rd photo), all this vegetation has been cleared so that the existing ruin now has a direct 
sea view.  
 
Why does a ruin need a sea view? The owner reportedly told some people that he only removed 
invasive species, a claim that the Google Maps images categorically refute. This is happening right 
in the Core Zone of the Cultural Landscape of Sintra, protected by UNESCO, where surveillance is 
supposedly stricter. Imagine what it must be like in the more peripheral areas of this Landscape..." 
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Forest area deep in the heart of the Serra de Sintra (38.791932, -9.443746), located on the 
boundary between the Core and Buffer Zones of the Cultural Landscape of Sintra, just half a mile 
from the Convento dos Capuchos. This is how it appeared in 2016, as seen on aerial views, and how 
it was left just three years later. And then again between 2023 and 2024. The process is now 
accelerating. Soon, there may be little left. 
 
Most of the times this intense deforestation is carried out by a company operating in close 
collaboration with Parques de Sintra Monte da Lua, the public company that acts as the 
intermediary between Portuguese authorities and UNESCO regarding this territory. 
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Public Scandal and Media Attention 
 
 
The public scandal was so clamorous and blatant that it drew the attention of the media who 
arrived on the scene and proceeded to question the authorities governing this protected area who 
are the Institute for the Conservation of Nature and Forests (ICNF) and the Sintra City Council. Link: 
https://sicnoticias.pt/pais/2024-08-06-video-moradores-acusam-abate-de-arvores-ilegal-no-parque-

natural-sintra-cascais-

6f201cee?fbclid=IwY2xjawEfb81leHRuA2FlbQIxMAABHaZclcl5EikOHKWWz2nGv5e_8O1jnVL

gZYSR78BkjIhyACeTWymiWyV3Yw_aem_EEdW2XdMKQhkbkAFcAMNHA 

 

 
 
 
 

https://sicnoticias.pt/pais/2024-08-06-video-moradores-acusam-abate-de-arvores-ilegal-no-parque-natural-sintra-cascais-6f201cee?fbclid=IwY2xjawEfb81leHRuA2FlbQIxMAABHaZclcl5EikOHKWWz2nGv5e_8O1jnVLgZYSR78BkjIhyACeTWymiWyV3Yw_aem_EEdW2XdMKQhkbkAFcAMNHA
https://sicnoticias.pt/pais/2024-08-06-video-moradores-acusam-abate-de-arvores-ilegal-no-parque-natural-sintra-cascais-6f201cee?fbclid=IwY2xjawEfb81leHRuA2FlbQIxMAABHaZclcl5EikOHKWWz2nGv5e_8O1jnVLgZYSR78BkjIhyACeTWymiWyV3Yw_aem_EEdW2XdMKQhkbkAFcAMNHA
https://sicnoticias.pt/pais/2024-08-06-video-moradores-acusam-abate-de-arvores-ilegal-no-parque-natural-sintra-cascais-6f201cee?fbclid=IwY2xjawEfb81leHRuA2FlbQIxMAABHaZclcl5EikOHKWWz2nGv5e_8O1jnVLgZYSR78BkjIhyACeTWymiWyV3Yw_aem_EEdW2XdMKQhkbkAFcAMNHA
https://sicnoticias.pt/pais/2024-08-06-video-moradores-acusam-abate-de-arvores-ilegal-no-parque-natural-sintra-cascais-6f201cee?fbclid=IwY2xjawEfb81leHRuA2FlbQIxMAABHaZclcl5EikOHKWWz2nGv5e_8O1jnVLgZYSR78BkjIhyACeTWymiWyV3Yw_aem_EEdW2XdMKQhkbkAFcAMNHA
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In a statement made to SIC TV reporter Marta Tuna in August 2024, officials of the Sintra City 
Council ended up admitting that these licenses were illegal. They also stated that they were 
surprised by the reported events but were quickly caught in a contradiction as the reporter 
reminded them of a council meeting several months before (on the 23rd April) when these 
situations of deforestation were brought to the attention of the Council by councillor Ricardo 
Baptista Leite, whose observation was recorded in the meeting minutes (below). The Mayor has 
been recorded saying “We shall see, but it is impossible, those trees are protected and they 
cannot be cut down without permission from a higher body.” 
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Several newspapers, both at national and local level, started referring to the ongoing attack on the 
protected area… 
 

 
 

 

 
 



9 

 

The population rose up and organized vigils and protests. Banners were placed in some of the most 
threatened locations. 
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Then, at the beginning of November this year, the loggers' attacks on what remained of the forest 
became so intense that the local population rose up again, this time directly confronting the loggers 
and demanding action from the police force, which had remained completely inactive for years, 
passively observing environmental crimes without ever addressing them as such. 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 

Media coverage was extensive. Protesters gave interviews to major national radio stations, such as 
TSF and Renascença, as well as to several newspapers and TV channels, including RTP and SIC. 
Some national news outlets covered the issue in great detail (link below), while others reported live 
from the ground, where police officers were surrounded by local protesters. This process is still 
ongoing, and the public outcry this time appears to be enduring. Under strong public and media 
pressure, the Sintra municipality and ICNF were finally compelled to send staff to the site and issue 
press releases claiming they were closely monitoring the situation—claims that are, of course, 
entirely untrue. 
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https://sicnoticias.pt/pais/2024-11-13-video-moradores-denunciam-corte-ilegal-de-arvores-no-

parque-natural-sintra-cascais-97a3add7 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://sicnoticias.pt/pais/2024-11-13-video-moradores-denunciam-corte-ilegal-de-arvores-no-parque-natural-sintra-cascais-97a3add7
https://sicnoticias.pt/pais/2024-11-13-video-moradores-denunciam-corte-ilegal-de-arvores-no-parque-natural-sintra-cascais-97a3add7
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Decharacterization of architecture within the Cultural Landscape  
protected by UNESCO 

(in contradiction with what is stipulated in the Regulation of Natural Park Sintra-
Cascais (PNSC) and in various Urban Rehabilitation Areas of the Sintra City Council). 

 

 

The Sintra City Council states, in the text that frames its ARUs (Urban Rehabilitation Areas), that it 
intends to "raise awareness among the population, entrepreneurs, and technicians for the defense 
of the values of vernacular architecture, estates, and manor houses in the preservation of the 
classified landscape and its specificity, avoiding the disappearance of heritage values in the 
rehabilitation/alteration/construction of buildings and the dequalification of a territory."  
This is what it claims. Let's examine what it approves: 
 
 

 
 

Moreover, the Sintra Town Council declares that it promotes “Chalet architecture, summer houses, 
wine cellars, and Modernist architecture,” as well as “qualifying Avenida do Atlântico, the tram 
route, and the cycling and pedestrian path,” and “supporting the maintenance and conservation of 
buildings with architectural value.” Let's see how it implements this “conservation of values” and 
this “qualification” in practice:  
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It allows the demolition of typical houses of traditional summer architecture in this area (houses 
that are now around 100 years old) to make way for four or five buildings in the space previously 
occupied by one, in a process of urban densification that is, in itself, an irreparable destruction of 
the values that the Sintra Town Council claims it wants to preserve. Even historical houses like this 
one, which once hosted a spring from a renowned mineral water brand, have been replaced by... a 
supermarket. 
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The nature monitoring apparatus has been dismantled 

 

In a context that is already one of social alarm and public vigilance against the rampant attack on 
what remains of the pine forest within the Cultural Landscape of Sintra, two identified citizens on 
the 26th August 2024, around 2.30 p.m., attempted for about 40 minutes to contact the phone 
numbers listed on the websites of various public entities to report yet another illegal tree felling 
while this operation was underway on Rua do Marco, in the parish of Colares.  

They called the numbers indicated for SOS Ambiente, PNSC (various), SEPNA, and ICNF (various). 
None were answered, and some of them had a recording saying, “this number is not assigned,” 
even though it was published on the website of some of these institutions. Finally, they managed to 
get the general number for ICNF (Algés), answered by a receptionist who kindly offered to try to call 
some of the desired numbers herself… and she, too, could not get through! The lady then 
redirected them to the GNR general command, from where they requested to be transferred to 
SEPNA. After a few minutes of waiting, the GNR informed them that they could not establish a 
connection with… the GNR! 

This episode is shocking and revealing that the environmental monitoring and protection apparatus 
has been completely deactivated. Residents in the heart of the Sintra-Cascais Natural Park report 
having seen a Nature Guard (Vigilante da Natureza) pass by for the last time about five years ago. 
Others, who have lived there since 2017, claim to have never seen one. At the beginning of 
September this year, an identified citizen tried to call PNSC to find out how to obtain the respective 
regulation. All PNSC links are redirected to ICNF, meaning that PNSC has been institutionally 
swallowed. The same is true for the phone numbers, as previously reported. From the Sintra City 
Council pages it was impossible to connect with the PNSC. From the Cascais City Council two phone 
numbers appeared: one with the usual recording of an inactive number and another, finally 
answered (219 247 200). However, when calling this PNSC number, someone answered saying, 
“ICNF, good morning.” Thus, PNSC has disappeared; it has been erased from an operational and 
even institutional perspective. 

What followed was even more enlightening. They asked for the PNSC Regulation. The person who 
answered told them to look for it online. They said they had already done so without success. 
Silence… as if to end the conversation. They insisted… and on the other end, they asked for a few 
minutes to seek help from their “back office” colleagues. Minutes later: “The most up-to-date thing 
we have is the Resolution of the Council of Ministers…” They interrupted and completed, “from 
January 8, 2004… we already have it open on the computer.” They continued to insist, saying that 
document is not the Regulation, and that the sanctioning regime refers to legal decrees outside 
that document, which continue to refer to different regulatory regimes. In a word, inconclusive. To 
which, on the other end, they responded: “Well… only a lawyer.” 

It is no wonder that the GNR itself is unaware of the legal framework for acting against the 
environmental crimes committed here. The referred citizens ended up finding the PNSC Regulation 
accidentally, lost (or concealed?) among the various PDM documents of the municipality of Sintra. 
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Disregard of a 50-meter protection zone (minimum) 
Around a Classified National Monument in Praia das Maçãs 

 
 
On a hilltop overlooking the sea at Praia das Maçãs, there is a prehistoric and rather unique 
monument which has been classified as a National Monument, thereby receiving by law an 
automatic 50-meter protection zone.  
 

 
 
From the page of the cultural heritage governing body itself we learn that there are buildings within 
less than 50 meters of this monument. Our own measurements through Google Maps confirm that 
the distance can be as short as just 44 meters. 
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This situation of disregard for cultural heritage would be unfortunate anywhere it occurs, but it is 
especially grave in a site under UNESCO protection 
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How to destroy a Natural Park or a classified area within the law? 
Here’s the mechanism: 

 

 

1. You start by having a good, comprehensive law, designed to protect cultural sites from 
urban developers and other threats. Here is Article 43 of Law 107/2001 
 

 
 

2. Then, after realizing that the key concept is something called a ZEP (Zona Especial de 
Protecção), you investigate what this actually means and discover that “A cultural property 
protection zone corresponds to an administrative easement, where, to issue construction 
licenses, a favourable prior opinion from the relevant cultural heritage administration is 
required. Classified cultural properties, or those in the process of classification, 
automatically benefit from a general protection zone of 50 meters measured from their 
outer boundaries. Additionally, they may also have a special protection zone with more 
restrictive measures (such as non aedificandi areas, where construction is prohibited).  
So far, so good – our cultural heritage is effectively protected. 

 
3. Finally, through a portaria (below) – a decree with less authority than a law – and after 

consultation with the Sintra City Council, your good, original law becomes subverted and 
contradicted, your ZEP shrinks, and the intended protections begin to erode. 
 
Instead of a general protection zone of 50 meters measured from the outer boundaries, 
along with an additional special protection zone with more restrictive measures (such as 
non aedificandi areas), you end up with buildings just 40 meters from the monument’s outer 
boundaries. The non aedificandi areas are no longer an added buffer zone but merely a 
portion of the total protection area. 
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Less and Less Trees, More and More Buildings... But this is a Natural Park! 
 

 

It remains a Natural Park, by law and on paper, but most of it is gone, and what is left is rapidly 
disappearing before everyone's eyes, with the complicity of the authorities." 
 
 

 
 

 

Buildings – new buildings – in every available little corner, and some of them disproportionately 
huge, like this mammoth structure now rising in Praia das Maçãs (pictured on the right). 
 

 

 
 

 
As a result of being classified as Cultural Landscape protected by UNESCO and the ensuing 
restrictions, the area of the Parque Natural Sintra-Cascais (PNSC) became more and more 
expensive. Being so close to the country’s capital city, Lisbon, the demand grew to unbearable 
levels of real estate pressure. The situation is now totally out of control. 
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The population has tripled over the past six years. This increase is evident in traffic and parking 
issues, local retail, housing demand, and many other indirect indicators. Official data do not reflect 
this reality for several well-explained reasons:  

1. A significant portion of new residents are people who used to live in Lisbon and have now 
moved permanently to their summer or weekend residences. This trend accelerated after 
the COVID-19 pandemic and the rise of remote work. These residents remain statistically 
invisible, as they haven’t updated their former electoral records in order not to lose access 
to the National Health Care system which is unable to accept them at their new location. 

2. Another large category of new residents consists of foreigners who, again, don’t bother to 
register as local voters and thus remain under the statistical radar. 

 
But the reality shows what is going on:  

a) Local state schools have no vacancies, while a host of new private schools have popped up 
to meet the rapidly increasing demand. 

b) The local National Health Care Centre has no vacancies and refers new applicants to nearby 
districts. 

c) The local cemetery has no vacant space left and sends deceased residents to be buried in 
nearby districts." 
 

Our question is, therefore, a simple one:  
Can a Natural Park survive the tripling of its population over such a short period? 
How could the authorities let it happen? 
 
 

 
 

 

As the trees give way to more and more buildings, the explosive growth of the population leads to 
increased traffic. In response, the authorities project new roads to accommodate this demand, 
such as the so-called 'Variante à Estrada da Várzea,' which is included in the Municipality of Sintra's 
Mobility Plan. That road is like a blade directed at the heart of the Natural Park. At the local level, 
authorities have already publicly referred to the expected continuation of that road to the beaches, 
making this area quickly accessible and more than doubling traffic capacity. We fear that this would 
destroy the protected area beyond repair, in a process very similar to what led the nearby town of 
Ericeira to become a chaotic urban agglomerate. 
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Total Abandon and Neglect  
This is how the Transition Zone of the Cultural Landscape of Sintra, protected by 

UNESCO, looks in the summer of 2024 (38.821,-9.454) 
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Is UNESCO aware of what is going on in the Cultural Landscape of Sintra? 
Have its latest requirements been met? 

 
 
As far as we can understand from UNESCO's own site, the last assessment visit to the Cultural 
Landscape of Sintra dates as far back as 2010, which is surprisingly long ago. Prior to that visit, 
earlier assessments mentioned 

a) Lack of comprehensive management plan; 
b) Lack of conservation of parks and palaces; 
c) Rapid encroachment by urban and infrastructure development; 
d) Tourism pressure; 
e) Lack of institutional coordination. 
 

After its visit in 2010 UNESCO commends the considerable improvement in institutional 
management arrangements, the conservation of buildings, fire protection measures and control of 
urban development achieved through the implementation of the first stage of the management 
plan 2005-2009. It refers, therefore, to the earlier stage of the newly created Cultural Landscape 
and to its Core Zone. Even so, UNESCO remained concerned about 
- Housing 
- Major visitor accommodation and associated infrastructure 
- Management systems/ management plan 
- Other Threats: 
  b) Lack of conservation of parks and palaces 
and in point 7 of its report “Welcomes the timeframe set out to produce a Management Plan 
involving all stakeholders and including objectives and actions scheduled for 2010-2014 for 
submission together with the Interpretation Plan by the end of December 2010 for review by the 
Advisory Bodies;”. 
 
Fourteen years after this demand by UNESCO, we emailed the Comissão Nacional da UNESCO in 
Portugal to request access to the referred Plan but have yet to receive any response. Eventually, we 
located the Plan through Parques de Sintra – Monte da Lua and reviewed it, only to discover that it 
focuses solely on the Core Zone. It contains only two references to the Buffer Zone and seemingly 
none to the Transition Zone, as if it did not exist at all. 
 
We remain mindful that the Cultural Landscape of Sintra is a unified entity, a concept that should 
not be fractured and destroyed piece by piece. The Transition Zone is currently in a shocking state, 
and its condition is deteriorating daily. Alarmingly, the destruction is now spreading rapidly into the 
inner zones, including the Core. 
 
This is why we, the citizens, are deeply concerned about the rapid degradation of our shared 
heritage and urgently appeal to UNESCO to intervene and help us preserve it. 
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Which national laws are being grossly violated? 
(Apart from UNESCO World Heritage Convention itself) 

 
 

Resolution of the Council of Ministers No. 1-A/2004, Title I, Article 2, Point 2, h) and Chapter I, 
Article 8, h) and Article 15, Point 2, c); Law 107/2001, Article 43, among others.

 


