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Site Name: Malahide Estuary SAC 
 
Site Code: 000205 
 
 
Malahide Estuary is situated immediately north of Malahide and east of Swords in 
Co. Dublin. It is the estuary of the River Broadmeadow. The site is divided by a 
railway viaduct which was built in the 1800s. 
 
The site is a Special Area of Conservation (SAC) selected for the following habitats 
and/or species listed on Annex I / II of the E.U. Habitats Directive (* = priority; 
numbers in brackets are Natura 2000 codes): 
 

[1140] Tidal Mudflats and Sandflats 
[1310] Salicornia Mud 
[1330] Atlantic Salt Meadows 
[1410] Mediterranean Salt Meadows 
[2120] Marram Dunes (White Dunes) 
[2130] Fixed Dunes (Grey Dunes)* 

 
The outer part of the estuary is mostly cut off from the sea by a large sand spit, 
known as ‘the island’. The outer estuary drains almost completely at low tide, 
exposing sand and mud flats. There is a large bed of Eelgrass (Dwarf Eelgrass, 
Zostera noltii, and Narrow-leaved Eelgrass, Z. angustifolia) in the north section of the 
outer estuary, along with Beaked Tasselweed (Ruppia maritima) and extensive mats of 
green algae (Enteromorpha spp., Ulva lactuca). Common Cord-grass (Spartina anglica) 
is also widespread in this sheltered part of the estuary.  
 
The dune spit has a well developed outer dune ridge dominated by Marram Grass 
(Ammophila arenaria). The dry areas of the stabilised dunes have a dense covering of 
Burnet Rose (Rosa pimpinellifolia), Red Fescue (Festuca rubra) and species such as 
Yellow-wort (Blackstonia perfoliata), Autumn Gentian (Gentianella amarella), Hound's-
tongue (Cynoglossum officinale), Carline Thistle (Carlina vulgaris) and Pyramidal 
Orchid (Anacamptis pyramidalis). Much of the interior of the spit is taken up by a golf 
course. The inner stony shore has frequent Sea-holly (Eryngium maritimum). Well-
developed saltmarshes occur at the tip of the spit. Atlantic salt meadow is the 
principle type and is characterised by species such as Sea-purslane (Halimoine 
portulacoides), Sea Aster (Aster tripolium), Thrift (Armeria maritima), Sea Arrowgrass 
(Triglochin maritima) and Common Saltmarsh-grass (Puccinellia maritima). Elsewhere 
in the outer estuary, a small area of Mediterranean salt meadow occurs which is 
characterised by the presence of Sea Rush (Juncus maritimus). Below the salt marshes 
there are good examples of pioneering glasswort (Salicornia spp.) swards and other 
annual species, typified by S. dolichostachya and Annual Sea-blite (Suaeda maritima).  
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The inner estuary does not drain at low tide apart from the extreme inner part. Here, 
patches of saltmarsh and salt meadows occur, with Sea Aster, Sea Plantain (Plantago 
maritima) and Sea Club-rush (Scirpus maritimus). Beaked Tasselweed occurs in one of 
the channels.  
 
The site includes a fine area of rocky shore south-east of Malahide and extending 
towards Portmarnock. This represents the only continuous section through the 
fossiliferous Lower Carboniferous rocks in the Dublin Basin, and is the type locality 
for several species of fossil coral.  
 
The estuary is an important wintering bird site and holds an internationally 
important population of Brent Goose and nationally important populations of a 
further 15 species. Average maximum counts during the 1995/96-1997/98 period 
were: Brent Goose 1217; Great Crested Grebe 52; Mute Swan 106; Shelduck 471; 
Pochard 200; Goldeneye 333; Red-breasted Merganser 116; Oystercatcher 1228; 
Golden Plover 2123; Grey Plover 190; Redshank 454; Wigeon 50; Teal 78; Ringed 
Plover 106; Knot 858; Dunlin 1474; Greenshank 38; Pintail 53; Black-tailed Godwit 
345; Bar-tailed Godwit 99. The high numbers of diving birds reflects the lagoon-type 
nature of the inner estuary. 
 
The estuary also attracts migrant species such as Ruff, Curlew Sandpiper, Spotted 
Redshank and Little Stint. Breeding birds of the site include Ringed Plover, Shelduck 
and Mallard. Up to the 1950s there was a major tern colony at the southern end of the 
island and the habitat remains suitable for these birds. 
 
The inner part of the estuary is heavily used for water sports. A section of the outer 
estuary has recently been infilled for a marina and housing development.  
 
This site is a fine example of an estuarine system with all the main habitats 
represented. The site is important ornithologically, with a population of Brent Goose 
of international significance. 
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