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Site Name: North Dublin Bay SAC 
 
Site Code: 000206 
 
 
This site covers the inner part of north Dublin Bay, the seaward boundary extending 
from the Bull Wall lighthouse across to the Martello Tower at Howth Head. The 
North Bull Island is the focal point of this site. 
 
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 
[1210] Annual Vegetation of Drift Lines 
[1310] Salicornia Mud 
[1330] Atlantic Salt Meadows 
[1410] Mediterranean Salt Meadows 
[2110] Embryonic Shifting Dunes 
[2120] Marram Dunes (White Dunes) 
[2130] Fixed Dunes (Grey Dunes)* 
[2190] Humid Dune Slacks 
[1395] Petalwort (Petalophyllum ralfsii) 

 
North Bull Island is a sandy spit which formed after the building of the South Wall 
and Bull Wall in the 18th and 19th centuries. It now extends for about 5 km in length 
and is up to 1 km wide in places. A well-developed and dynamic dune system 
stretches along the seaward side of the island. Various types of dunes occur, from 
fixed dune grassland to pioneer communities on foredunes. Marram Grass 
(Ammophila arenaria) is dominant on the outer dune ridges, with Lyme-grass (Leymus 
arenarius) and Sand Couch (Elymus farctus) on the foredunes. Behind the first dune 
ridge, plant diversity increases with the appearance of such species as Wild Pansy 
(Viola tricolor), Kidney Vetch (Anthyllis vulneraria), Common Bird's-foot-trefoil (Lotus 
corniculatus), Common Restharrow (Ononis repens), Yellow-rattle (Rhinanthus minor) 
and Pyramidal Orchid (Anacamptis pyramidalis). In these grassy areas and slacks, the 
scarce Bee Orchid (Ophrys apifera) occurs. 
 
About 1 km from the tip of the island, a large dune slack with a rich flora occurs, 
usually referred to as the 'Alder Marsh' because of the presence of Alder trees (Alnus 
glutinosa). The water table is very near the surface and is only slightly brackish. 
Saltmarsh Rush (Juncus maritimus) is the dominant species, with Meadowsweet 
(Filipendula ulmaria) and Devil's-bit Scabious (Succisa pratensis) being frequent. The 
orchid flora is notable and includes Marsh Helleborine (Epipactis palustris), Common 
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Twayblade (Listera ovata), Autumn Lady's-tresses (Spiranthes spiralis) and Marsh 
Orchids (Dactylorhiza spp.).  
 
Saltmarsh extends along the length of the landward side of the island. The edge of 
the marsh is marked by an eroding edge which varies from 20 cm to 60 cm high. The 
marsh can be zoned into different levels according to the vegetation types present. 
On the lower marsh, Glasswort (Salicornia europaea), Common Saltmarsh-grass 
(Puccinellia maritima), Annual Sea-blite (Suaeda maritima) and Greater Sea-spurrey 
(Spergularia media) are the main species. Higher up in the middle marsh Sea Plantain 
(Plantago maritima), Sea Aster (Aster tripolium), Sea Arrowgrass (Triglochin maritima) 
and Thrift (Armeria maritima) appear. Above the mark of the normal high tide, 
species such as Common Scurvygrass (Cochlearia officinalis) and Sea Milkwort (Glaux 
maritima) are found, while on the extreme upper marsh, the rushes Juncus maritimus 
and J. gerardi are dominant. Towards the tip of the island, the saltmarsh grades 
naturally into fixed dune vegetation. 
 
The habitat ‘annual vegetation of drift lines’ is found in places, along the length of 
Dollymount Strand, with species such as Sea Rocket (Cakile maritima), Oraches 
(Atriplex spp.) and Prickly Saltwort (Salsola kali).  
 
The island shelters two intertidal lagoons which are divided by a solid causeway. 
The sediments of the lagoons are mainly sands with a small and varying mixture of 
silt and clay. The north lagoon has an area known as the "Salicornia flat", which is 
dominated by Salicornia dolichostachya, a pioneer glasswort species, and covers about 
25 ha. Beaked Tasselweed (Ruppia maritima) occurs in this area, along with some 
Narrow-leaved Eelgrass (Zostera angustifolia). Dwarf Eelgrass (Z. noltii) also occurs in 
Sutton Creek. Common Cordgrass (Spartina anglica) occurs in places but its growth is 
controlled by management. Green algal mats (Enteromorpha spp., Ulva lactuca) cover 
large areas of the flats during summer. These sediments have a rich macrofauna, 
with high densities of Lugworms (Arenicola marina) in parts of the north lagoon. 
Mussels (Mytilus edulis) occur in places, along with bivalves such as Cerastoderma 
edule, Macoma balthica and Scrobicularia plana. The small gastropod Hydrobia ulvae 
occurs in high densities in places, while the crustaceans Corophium volutator and 
Carcinus maenas are common. The sediments on the seaward side of North Bull 
Island are mostly sands. The site extends below the low spring tide mark to include 
an area of the sublittoral zone.  
 
Three rare plant species which are legally protected under the Flora (Protection) 
Order, 1999 have been recorded on the North Bull Island. These are Lesser Centaury 
(Centaurium pulchellum), Red Hemp-nettle (Galeopsis angustifolia) and Meadow 
Saxifrage (Saxifraga granulata). Two further species listed as threatened in the Red 
Data Book, Wild Clary/Sage (Salvia verbenaca) and Spring Vetch (Vicia lathyroides), 
have also been recorded. A rare liverwort, Petalophyllum ralfsii, was first recorded 
from the North Bull Island in 1874 and has recently been confirmed as still present. 
This species is of high conservation value as it is listed on Annex II of the E.U. 
Habitats Directive. The North Bull is the only known extant site for the species in 
Ireland away from the western seaboard. 
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North Dublin Bay is of international importance for waterfowl. During the 1994/95 to 
1996/97 period the following species occurred in internationally important numbers 
(figures are average maxima): Brent Goose 2,333; Knot 4,423; Bar-tailed Godwit 1,586. 
A further 14 species occurred in nationally important concentrations - Shelduck 1505; 
Wigeon 1,166; Teal 1,512; Pintail 334; Shoveler 239; Oystercatcher 2,190; Ringed 
Plover 346; Grey Plover 816; Sanderling 357; Dunlin 6,238; Black-tailed Godwit 156; 
Curlew 1,193; Turnstone 197 and Redshank 1,175. Some of these species frequent 
South Dublin Bay and the River Tolka Estuary for feeding and/or roosting purposes 
(mostly Brent Goose, Oystercatcher, Ringed Plover, Sanderling and Dunlin).  
 
The tip of the North Bull Island is a traditional nesting site for Little Tern. A high 
total of 88 pairs nested in 1987. However, nesting attempts have not been successful 
since the early 1990s. Ringed Plover, Shelduck, Mallard, Skylark, Meadow Pipit and 
Stonechat also nest. A well-known population of Irish Hare is resident on the island 
 
The invertebrates of the North Bull Island have been studied and the island has been 
shown to contain at least seven species of regional or national importance in Ireland 
(from the Orders Diptera, Hymenoptera and Hemiptera).  
 
The main land uses of this site are amenity activities and nature conservation. The 
North Bull Island is the main recreational beach in Co. Dublin and is used 
throughout the year. Much of the land surface of the island is taken up by two golf 
courses. Two separate Statutory Nature Reserves cover much of the island east of the 
Bull Wall and the surrrounding intertidal flats. The site is used regularly for 
educational purposes. North Bull Island has been designated a Special Protection 
Area under the E.U. Birds Directive and it is also a statutory Wildfowl Sanctuary, a 
Ramsar Convention site, a Biogenetic Reserve, a Biosphere Reserve and a Special 
Area Amenity Order site.  
 
This site is an excellent example of a coastal site with all the main habitats 
represented. The site holds good examples of nine habitats that are listed on Annex I 
of the E.U. Habitats Directive; one of these is listed with priority status. Several of the 
wintering bird species have populations of international importance, while some of 
the invertebrates are of national importance. The site contains a numbers of rare and 
scarce plants including some which are legally protected. Its proximity to the capital 
city makes North Dublin Bay an excellent site for educational studies and research.  


