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The River Shannon Callows is a long and diverse site which consists of seasonally
flooded, semi-natural, lowland wet grassland, along and beside the river between the
towns of Athlone and Portumna. It is approximately 50 km long and averages about
0.75 km wide (reaching 1.5 km wide in places). Along much of its length the site is
bordered by raised bogs (many, but not all, of which are subject to large-scale
harvesting), esker ridges and limestone-bedrock hills. The soils grade from silty-
alluvial to peat. This site has a common boundary, and is closely associated, with two
other sites with similar habitats, River Suck Callows and Little Brosna Callows.

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):

[6410] Molinia Meadows

[6510] Lowland Hay Meadows
[8240] Limestone Pavement*
[91E0] Alluvial Forests*

[1355] Otter (Lutra lutra)

The River Shannon Callows is mainly composed of lowland wet grassland. Different
plant communities occur, depending on elevation, and therefore flooding patterns.
Two habitats listed on Annex I of the E.U. Habitats Directive are well-represented
within the site — Molinia meadows and lowland hay meadows. The former is
characterised by the presence of the Meadow Thistle (Cirsium dissectum) and Purple
Moor-grass (Molinia caerulea), while typical species in the latter include Meadow
Fescue (Festuca pratensis), Rough Meadow-grass (Poa trivialis), Downy Oat-grass
(Avenula pubescens), Common Knapweed (Centaurea nigra), Ribwort Plantain
(Plantago lanceolata) and Common Sorrel (Rumex acetosa). In places these two habitats
grade into one another.

Low-lying areas of the callows with more prolonged flooding are characterised by
Floating Sweet-grass (Glyceria fluitans), Marsh Foxtail (Alopecurus geniculatus) and
wetland herbs such as Yellow-cress (Rorippa spp.), Water Forget-me-not (Myosotis
scorpioides) and Common Spike-rush (Eleocharis palustris). Most of the callows consist
of a plant community characterised by Creeping Bent (Agrostis stolonifera), Brown
Sedge (Carex disticha), Common Sedge (Carex nigra), and herbs such as Marsh-
marigold (Caltha palustris) and Marsh Bedstraw (Galium palustre), while the more
elevated and peaty areas are characterised by low-growing sedges, particularly




Yellow Sedge (Carex flava agg.) and Star Sedge (Carex echinata). All these
communities are very diverse in their total number of plant species, and include the
scarce species Meadow-rue (Thalictrum flavum), Summer Snowflake (Leucojum
aestivum) and Marsh Stitchwort (Stellaria palustris).

A further two Annex I habitats, both listed with priority status, have a minor though
important presence within the site. Alluvial forest occurs on a series of alluvial
islands just below the ESB weir near Meelick. Several of the islands are dominated by
well-grown woodland consisting mainly of Ash (Fraxinus excelsior) and Willows
(Salix spp.). The islands are prone to regular flooding from the river.

At Clorhane, an area of limestone pavement represents the only known example in
Co. Offaly. It is predominantly colonised by mature Hazel (Corylus avellana)
woodland, with areas of open limestone and calcareous grassland interspersed. The
open limestone pavement comprises bare or moss -covered rock, or rock with a very
thin calcareous soil cover supporting a short grassy turf. The most notable plant in
the grassy area is a substantial population of Green-winged Orchid (Orchis morio),
which occurs with such species as Sweet Vernal-grass (Anthoxanthum odoratum),
Quaking-grass (Briza media), sedges (Carex caryophyllea, C. flacca), Common Bird’s-
foot-trefoil (Lotus corniculatus), Common Knapweed (Centaurea nigra), and Ribwort
Plantain (Plantago lanceolata). Ferns associated with the cracks in the pavement
include Asplenium trichomanes, A. ruta-muraria, A. adiantum-nigrum and Polypodium
australe. Bryophytes include Grimmia apocarpa and Orthotrichum cf. anomalum.
Anthills are common within the open grassland. The Hazel wood is well-developed
and has herbaceous species such as Primrose (Primula vulgaris), Common Dog-violet
(Viola riviniana), Wood-sorrel (Oxalis acetosella) and Herb-Robert (Geranium
robertianum). The wood is noted for its luxuriant growth of epiphytic mosses and
liverworts, with such species as Neckera crispa and Hylocomium brevirostre. Yew (Taxus
baccata) occurs in one area.

Other habitats of smaller area but also of importance within the site are lowland dry
grassland, drainage ditches, freshwater marshes and reedbeds. The dry grassland
areas, especially where they exist within hay meadows, are species-rich, and of two
main types: calcareous grassland on glacial material, and dry grassland on levees of
river alluvium. The former can contain many orchid species, Cowslip (Primula veris),
abundant Adder's-tongue (Ophioglossum vulgatum) and Spring-sedge (Carex
caryophyllea), and both contain an unusually wide variety of grasses, including False
Oat-grass (Arrhenatherum elatius), Yellow Oat-grass (Trisetum flavescens), Meadow
Foxtail (Alopecurus pratense), and Meadow Brome (Bromus commutatus). In places
Summer Snowflake also occurs.

Good quality habitats on the edge of the callows included in the site are wet
broadleaved semi-natural woodland dominated by both Downy Birch (Betula
pubescens) and Alder (Alnus glutinosa), and dry broadleaved woodland dominated by
Hazel. There are also areas of raised bog, fen on old cut-away bog with Black Bog-
rush (Schoenus nigricans), and a 'petrifying stream' with associated species-rich




calcareous flush which supports Yellow Sedge (Carex lepidocarpa), Blunt-flowered
Rush (Juncus subnodulosus) and Stoneworts (Chara spp.).

Two species which are legally protected under the Flora (Protection) Order, 1999,
occur in the site - Opposite-leaved Pondweed (Groenlandia densa) in drainage ditches,
and Meadow Barley (Hordeum secalinum) on dry alluvial grassland. This is one of
only two known inland sites for Meadow Barley in Ireland. The Red Data Book plant
Green-winged Orchid is known from dry calcareous grasslands within the site, while
the site also supports a healthy population of Marsh Pea (Lathyrus palustris).

The site is of international importance for wintering waterfowl as numbers regularly
exceed the 20,000 threshold (mean of 34,985 for five winters 1994/94-1998/99). Of
particular note is an internationally important population of Whooper Swans (287).
A further five species have populations of national importance (all figures are means
for five winters 1995/96-1999/00): Mute Swan (349), Wigeon (2972), Golden Plover
(4254), Lapwing (11578) and Black-tailed Godwit (388). Species which occur in
numbers of regional or local importance include Bewick’s Swan, Tufted Duck,
Dunlin, Curlew and Redshank. The population of Dunlin is notable as it is one of the
few regular inland flocks in Ireland. Small flocks of Greenland White-fronted Goose
use the Shannon Callows; these are generally associated with larger flocks which
occur on the adjacent Little Brosna Callows and River Suck Callows.

Shoveler (an estimated 12 pairs in 1987) and Black-tailed Godwit (Icelandic race) (one
or two pairs in 1987) breed within this site. These species are listed in the Red Data
Book as being threatened in Ireland. The scarce bird Quail is also known to breed
within the area. The callows has at times held over 40% of the Irish population of the
globally endangered Corncrake, although numbers have declined in recent years. A
total of 66 calling birds were recorded in 1999, but numbers have dropped
significantly since then. The total population of breeding waders (Lapwing,
Redshank, Snipe and Curlew) in 1987 was one of three major concentrations in
Ireland and Britain. The population of breeding Redshank in the site was estimated
to be 10% of the Irish population, making it nationally significant. Also, the Annex I
species Merlin and Hen Harrier are regularly reported hunting over the callows
during the breeding season and in autumn and winter.

This site holds a population of Otter, a species listed on Annex II of the E.U. Habitats
Directive, while the Irish Hare, which is listed in the Irish Red Data Book, is a
common sight on the callows.

The Shannon Callows are used for summer dry-stock grazing (mostly cattle, with
some sheep and a few horses), and permanent hay meadow. About 30 ha is a nature
reserve owned by voluntary conservation bodies. The River Shannon is used
increasingly for recreational purposes with coarse angling and boating accounting
for much of the visitor numbers. Intermittent and scattered damage to the habitats
has occurred due to over-deepening of drains and peat silt deposition, water-skiing,
ploughing and neglect of hay meadow (or reversion to pasture). However, none of
these damaging activities can yet be said to be having a serious impact. Threats to the




quality of the site may come from the siting of boating marinas in areas away from
centres of population, fertilising of botanically-rich fields, the use of herbicides,
reversion of hay meadow to pasture, neglect of pasture and hay meadow,
disturbance of birds by boaters, anglers, birdwatchers and the general tourist. The
maintenance of generally high water levels in winter and spring benefits all aspects
of the flora and fauna, but in this regard, summer flooding is a threat to breeding
birds, and may cause neglect of farming.

The Shannon Callows has by far the largest area of lowland semi-natural grassland
and associated aquatic habitats in Ireland, and one in which there is least disturbance
of natural wetland processes. Botanically, it is extremely diverse with two legally
protected species of plants and many scarce species. Excellent examples of two
habitats listed on Annex I of the E.U. Habitats Directive occur within the site —
Molinia meadows and lowland hay meadows with good examples of a further two
Annex habitats (both with priority status). In winter the site is internationally
important for numbers and species of waterfowl. In spring it feeds large numbers of
birds on migration, and in summer it holds very large numbers of breeding waders,
rare breeding birds and the endangered Corncrake, as well as a very wide variety of
more common grassland and wetland birds. The presence of Otter, an Annex II
species, adds further importance to the site.




