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Introduction
Coastal archaeological heritage is increasingly threatened by the combined
effects of climate change and human activity.
In Portugal, coastal erosion, sea-level rise, and extreme weather events are
accelerating the degradation of archaeological sites.
Despite growing international concern, no comprehensive and systematic
assessment of coastal archaeological vulnerability has yet been conducted at
the national scale.
The COASTLINE project aims to address this gap by integrating environmental
and archaeological data to support heritage management strategies.
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Study area

The study focuses on the Portuguese coastline, considering archaeological
sites located within 100 metres of the shoreline.

A total of 486 sites were identified through national databases, spanning from
the Palaeolithic to the contemporary period.

The coastline was divided into four regions: North, Centre, Alentejo, and
Algarve, reflecting geomorphological and archaeological diversity.
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The COASTLINE project identified, in its first phase:

288 archaeological sites (excluding the Algarve region)
located within 100 metres of the Portuguese coastline.

220 sites are at risk (76%) of which 204 in high risk.

More than half are prehistoric sites, and 137 are classified
s “open-air stations”, a category largely reflecting a lack of

detailed archaeological studies.

Case study: Forte de Milreu, Ericeira, Portugal. ‘
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underestimation of risk, reinforcing the need for systematic field validation.

In its second phase, the project aims to deliver the following results:
Validation of geolocation accuracy of coastal archaeological records and
estimation of the real proportion of sites at imminent risk, together with
the production of 3D documentation for the most threatened sites
Development of the first national systematic assessment of preservation
status, along with a replicable vulnerability assessment grid as a
decision-support tool
Proposal of a national protocol for the revision of coastal archaeological
records (PC-IP), supported by policy recommendations and Priority
Intervention Sheets (PIS) for national and municipal institutions

Discussion

The results highlight a critical level of vulnerability affecting Portuguese
coastal archaeological heritage.

The high proportion of sites at risk (76%) suggests an urgent need for
intervention, although this figure is likely underestimated due to geolocation
inaccuracies and incomplete records.

These limitations reveal a major issue: current heritage databases are
insufficient for effective risk assessment and decision-making.

The project therefore demonstrates the necessity of:

+  field validation

+ improved data accuracy

+  standardised assessment tools

More broadly, it underlines the importance of integrating climate change into
heritage management strategies, and of strengthening collaboration between
scientific research and public institutions.

Conclusion
Portuguese coastal archaeological heritage is facing a critical and potentially
underestimated risk of loss under the combined effects of climate change
and human pressure.
The COASTLINE project provides new data, validated methodologies, and
operational tools to support more effective heritage management.
By bridging the gap between scientific research and decision-making, it
contributes to the development of proactive and sustainable strategies for
coastal heritage preservation.
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