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Site Name: Castlemaine Harbour SAC 
 
Site Code: 000343 
 
 
This is a large site located on the south-east corner of the Dingle Peninsula, 
Co. Kerry. It consists of the whole inner section of Dingle Bay, i.e. Castlemaine 
Harbour, the spits of Inch and White Strand/Rosbehy and a little of the coastline to 
the west. The River Maine, almost to Castlemaine, and much of the River Laune 
catchment, including the Gaddagh, Gweestion, Glanooragh, Cottoner’s River and the 
River Loe, are also included within the 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): 
 

[1130] Estuaries 
[1140] Tidal Mudflats and Sandflats 
[1210] Annual Vegetation of Drift Lines 
[1220] Perennial Vegetation of Stony Banks 
[1230] Vegetated sea cliffs of the Atlantic and Baltic coasts 
[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)* 
[2170] Dunes with Creeping Willow 
[2190] Humid Dune Slacks 
[91E0] Alluvial Forests* 
 
[1095] Sea Lamprey (Petromyzon marinus) 
[1099] River Lamprey (Lampetra fluviatilis) 
[1106] Atlantic Salmon (Salmo salar) 
[1355] Otter (Lutra lutra) 
[1395] Petalwort (Petalophyllum ralfsii) 

 
Inch Spit holds a fine sand dune system. It is one of the largest and best remaining 
dune systems in the country. Fore dunes are found on the western side of Rosbehy 
and Inch. In these younger, mobile dunes, Marram (Ammophila arenaria) is common, 
with Groundsel (Senecio vulgaris), Sea Rocket (Cakile maritima) and Dandelion 
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(Taraxacum agg.) also present. Other characteristic species include Sand Couch 
(Elymus farctus), Lyme-grass (Leymus arenarius) and Sea Spurge (Euphorbia paralias). 
Fixed dune, a priority habitat under the E.U. Habitats Directive, is well-represented 
at the site, and in particular towards the tip of Inch Spit. Such areas support species 
such as Lady’s Bedstraw (Galium verum), Common Bird’s-foot-trefoil (Lotus 
corniculatus), Wild Thyme (Thymus praecox), Kidney Vetch (Anthyllis vulneraria), Wild 
Pansy (Viola tricolor), Biting Stonecrop (Sedum acre), Common Centuary (Centaurium 
erythraea), Thyme-leaved Sandwort (Arenaria serpyllifolia) and Common 
Whitlowgrass (Erophila verna), among others. There is also a rich lichen and 
bryophyte flora. The slightly damper conditions which prevail in dune slacks 
support Creeping Bent (Agrostis stolonifera), Crested Dog’s-tail (Cynosurus cristatus), 
Glaucous Sedge (Carex flacca), Creeping Willow (Salix repens) and Jointed Rush 
(Juncus articulatus). The rare bryophyte Petalwort (Petalophyllum ralfsii), which is 
listed on Annex II of the E.U. Habitats Directive, has been recorded in this system. A 
smaller spit, with a similar diversity of dune types, occurs at Rosbehy on the 
southern shore, from where Yellow Centaury (Cicendia filiformis) and Knotted 
Pearlwort (Sagina nodosa) have been recorded from a dune slack along with other, 
more common, species. 
 
The sand spits, and also the Coomore peninsula, are underlain by shingle and in 
places the shingle is exposed and supports a characteristic flora. Species present 
include Lyme-grass and Sea Sandwort (Honkenya peploides). Strandline communities 
are well-developed along Inch spit, with the exception of the north-western end 
where recreational pressure is high. Typical species of the strandline include Prickly 
Saltwort (Salsola kali), Sea Rocket, oraches (Atriplex spp.) and Sea Sandwort. Two Red 
Data Book plants, Sea Pea (Lathyrus japonicus subsp. maritimus) and Sea-kale (Crambe 
maritima), are found associated with the shingle and strandline communities. 
 
The coastline is fringed in many places by saltmarsh. The vegetation here includes 
Thrift (Armeria maritima), Common Saltmarsh-grass (Puccinellia maritima), Sea Aster 
(Aster tripolium), Sea Rush (Juncus maritimus) and Sea Plantain (Plantago maritima). 
Upper saltmarsh communities extend inland, along estuarine channels, where they 
are mixed with freshwater communities. Sea Club-rush (Scirpus maritimus) and 
Common Reed (Phragmites australis) occur at these locations. Common Cord-grass 
(Spartina anglica) has colonised the lower part of the saltmarsh at Inch and extends 
out onto the open mudflat. Glassworts (Salicornia spp.) occur in association with 
saltmarsh.  
 
West of Inch, cliffs of glacial drift occur, which support such plants as Ivy (Hedera 
helix), Red Fescue (Festuca rubra), Heather (Calluna vulgaris), Thrift, Sea Plantain, Sea 
Mayweed (Matricaria maritima), Kidney Vetch and Honeysuckle (Lonicera 
periclymenum). Along the cliff-tops there is coastal grassland with species such as 
Sweet Vernal-grass (Anthoxanthum odoratum), Cock’s-foot (Dactylis glomerata) and 
Wood Sage (Teucrium scorodonia). 
 
Much of the site consists of intertidal sand and mudflats, supporting a number of soft 
sediment communities, including beds of eelgrass (mostly Zostera noltii) in some 
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places. A subtidal mixed sediment community complex is also present in the channel 
between Rossbehy Point and Inch Point. 
 
The rivers and their associated habitats also make up a considerable portion of the 
site. These associated habitats include wet grassland, woodland, scrub and 
bog/heath. In the valley up-river of Killorglin, is an interesting area of alluvial wet 
woodland, dominated by Alder (Alnus glutinosa) and willows (Salix spp.). The 
vegetation is quite diverse, and there are spectacular tussocks of Greater Tussock-
sedge (Carex paniculata). Other species which occur include Ash (Fraxinus excelsior), 
Wild Angelica (Angelica sylvestris), Cuckooflower (Cardamine pratensis), 
Meadowsweet (Filipendula ulmaria), Common Nettle (Urtica dioica), Remote Sedge 
(Carex remota) and a range of bryophytes. While small in area, this is one of the few 
examples in Ireland of woodland on riverine alluvium dominated by native tree 
species.  
 
Five plants listed in the Irish Red Data Book have been recorded at this site: Sea-kale, 
Corn Cockle (Agrostemma githago), Sea Pea, Pennyroyal (Mentha pulegium) and Irish 
Lady's-tresses (Spiranthes romanzoffiana). The three last-named are legally protected 
under the Flora (Protection) Order, 1999, as is the rare bryophyte, Petalwort. Other 
scarce species which occur here are Yellow Bartsia (Parentucellia viscosa), Lax-
flowered Sea-lavender (Limonium humile) and Blue-eyed-grass (Sisyrinchium 
bermudiana). 
 
The vicinity of Castlemaine Harbour is also important as one of few areas in Ireland 
(all of which are in Co. Kerry) where the Natterjack Toad naturally occurs. This 
amphibian is listed in the Irish Red Data Book and on Annex IV of the E.U. Habitats 
Directive. 
 
The site also supports a small colony of Common Seal, while two Lamprey species 
have been recorded in the Laune river catchment. The Laune catchment is used by 
Otter and is also an important Salmon system with nurseries, riffles pools and glides.  
 
Castlemaine Harbour is a very important site for passage and wintering waterfowl. 
The following figures are derived from counts between 1994/5 and 1996/7. One 
species occurs here in internationally important numbers - Brent Goose (734) - with 
16 species having populations of national importance: Cormorant (215), Shelduck 
(129), Pintail (167), Scaup (138), Wigeon (3,513), Red-breasted Merganser (51), 
Oystercatcher (1,539), Ringed Plover (330), Golden Plover (1,940), Grey Plover (122), 
Knot (347), Sanderling (207), Dunlin (1,360), Redshank (299), Greenshank (26) and 
Turnstone (296). 
 
Castlemaine Harbour is of major ecological importance. It contains a range of coastal 
habitats of excellent quality, including many that are listed on Annex I of the E.U. 
Habitats Directive, and two which are listed with priority status (fixed dunes and 
alluvial forests). It also includes long stretches of river and stream which are 
excellent habitats for Salmon, Lamprey and Otter. Inch dunes are recognised as 
among the finest in the country, with particularly well-developed dune slacks. The 
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site supports internationally important waterfowl populations, rare plant species, the 
rare Natterjack Toad, as well as populations of several animal species that are listed 
on Annex II of the E.U. Habitats Directive. Part of the site is designated a Special 
Protection Area (SPA) and is listed as a site under the Ramsar Convention. Part of 
Castlemaine Harbour is a Statutory Nature Reserve, while Inch and Rosbehy are 
Wildfowl Sanctuaries. 
 


