An Roinn
Ealaion, Oidhreachta agus Gaeltachta

Department of

Arts, Heritage and the Gaeltacht SITE SYNO PSIS

Site Name: Rahasane Turlough SAC
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Rahasane Turlough lies in gently undulating land, approximately 2 km west of
Craughwell, Co. Galway. It consists of two basins which are connected at times of
flood but separated as the waters decline. The larger of these, the northern basin,
takes the Dunkellin River westwards.

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):

[3180] Turloughs*

Rahasane Turlough was formerly the natural sink of the Dunkellin River, but now an
artificial channel takes some of the water further downstream. Water escapes the
artificial channel to sweep around the northern basin, and again in the west, where it
flows into an active swallow-hole system. The main swallow-holes here are
constantly changing, but reach 5 m in diameter and 2-3 m deep. Some minor
collapses are found elsewhere in the turlough, as well as a small number of more
permanent pools. Mostly, the edges of the turlough rise gradually into the
surrounding land, but in places, rocks mark a more sudden transition. The southern
basin is an impressive feature, with high rocky sides above an undulating base,
strewn with boulders. There is a low hill on the south side of the main basin, and
another on the north-east, near Shanbally Castle, where smooth limestone pavement
is evident. The major part of the turlough is open, flat and grassy, with occasional
depressions and dry channels. The substrate consists largely of silty clay with shell
fragments, reaching over 3 m in thickness. Locally in the main basin there are signs
of marl, but peat is absent everywhere. Like the southern basin, the eastern end of
the main (northern) basin is distinguished by the presence of large rocks scattered
over the floor.

The vegetation of Rahasane is divided between dry and wet communities. Because of
its large catchment, the turlough is naturally eutrophic and this, together with a lack
of peat, limits the sedges (Carex spp.) which are usually abundant in turlough
vegetation. In places with outcropping limestone, the vegetation is predominantly
dry grassland with Red Fescue (Festuca rubra) and Crested Dog's-tail (Cynosurus
cristatus), among a generally calcicole community. Large areas in the drier parts of
the turlough are covered by a community characterised by an abundance of
Creeping Cinquefoil (Potentilla reptans), with Common Sedge (Carex nigra),
Silverweed (Potentilla anserina) and Creeping Bent (Agrostis stolonifera). Where the soil
is less well-drained, Creeping Cinquefoil disappears from this community and the




rare species, Fen Violet (Viola persicifolia), which is listed in the Irish Red Data Book,
occurs. In these areas, the presence of Common Spike-rush (Eleocharis palustris)
suggests that water is close to the surface.

Wet communities are associated with the river channels and pools. Fully aquatic
communities include such species as Fan-leaved Water Crowfoot (Ranunculus
circinatus), Fennel Pondweed (Potamogeton pectinatus), Lesser Pondweed (P. pusillus),
Fat Duckweed (Lemna gibba), Whorled Water-milfoil (Myriophyllum verticillatum) and
Needle Spike-rush (Eleocharis acicularis). Semi-aquatic communities fringe the main
channel of the river and colonise muddy pools in the basin. Species such as Lesser
Water-parsnip (Berula erecta), Fool's Water-cress (Apium nodiflorum), River Water-
dropwort (Oenanthe fluviatilis) and Amphibious Bistort (Polygonum amphibium) occur,
along with the rare species, Northern Yellow-cress (Rorippa islandica), which is listed
in the Irish Red Data Book. There are also some narrow fields with Yellow Iris (Iris
pseudacorus).

There are small areas of scrub on the southern and north-western sides of the
turlough, but the area of flooded woodland is small. The scrub is made up of
Buckthorn (Rhamnus cathartica), Ash (Fraxinus excelsior) and Hazel (Corylus avellana).
The trees support a range of epiphytic mosses such as Leskea polycarpa, Amblystegium
riparium, Isopterygium elegans, Isothecium myosuroides and Thuidium tamariscinum.

Rahasane Turlough is renowned for its wintering wildfowl populations, but it also
supports nesting waders in summer, which include Lapwing, Redshank, Snipe and
Dunlin. Figures stated in the following account represent mean (and peak) counts
obtained during the three seasons, 1984/85 to 1986/87. Internationally important
numbers of Whooper Swan 179, Golden Plover 17680, Wigeon 7760 and Shoveler 498
are found. The first two species, together with Bewick's Swan, below, are listed on
Annex I of the E.U. Birds Directive. Species recorded in nationally important
numbers are Bewick's Swan 132, Mute Swan 125, Teal 3005, Mallard 777, Pintail 102,
Pochard 356, Tufted Duck 381, Coot 1289, Lapwing 3995, Dunlin 3569 (5653), Black-
tailed Godwit 170 and Curlew 1205. Small numbers of the internationally important
Greenland White-fronted Goose regularly overwinter at Rahasane (average count, as
above, 59), but numbers have been declining over the years.

There is a small run of Atlantic Salmon (Salmo salar) through the Dunkellin River
when it is flowing overground. The fish pass through the turlough but do not use it
for spawning. This species is listed on Annex II of the E.U. Habitats Directive.

The Fairy Shrimp (Tanymastix stagnalis, Class Crustacea) was first recorded in Ireland
from the southern basin at Rahasane, though it has since been recorded elsewhere. It
requires isolation from predators to grow to reproductive age and so cannot occur in
permanent waterbodies.

The turlough is closely grazed by cattle, sheep and horses. Grazing is a critical factor
in maintaining a balance between open swards and woodland development at the
edges of the turlough. Drainage is a major threat to turloughs, but the Dunkellin




River has not been arterially drained. The river was straightened many years ago
where it crosses the turlough, and the artificial channel was dredged again in 1992,
but this does not appear to have affected winter flooding. Some degree of artificial
enrichment of the basin is occurring from the farming areas upstream, and local
enrichment is associated with grazing practices. Eutrophication is among the major
threats to turlough systems in general.

Rahasane Turlough is of major ecological significance as one of only two large
turloughs in the country which still function naturally. It is the most important
turlough in Ireland for birdlife. In a relatively recent national survey, it was also
rated very highly for its vegetation, and supports two rare species listed in the Irish
Red Data Book. Turloughs are a rare habitat type and are given priority status under
Annex I of the E.U. Habitats Directive.




