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Site Name: Dundalk Bay SAC 
 
Site Code: 000455 
 
 
Dundalk Bay, Co. Louth, is a very large open, shallow sea bay with extensive 
saltmarshes and intertidal sand/mudflats, extending some 16 km from Castletown 
River on the Cooley Peninsula in the north, to Annagassan/Salterstown in the south. 
The bay encompasses the mouths and estuaries of the Rivers Dee, Glyde, Fane, 
Castletown and Flurry.  
 
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 
[1220] Perennial Vegetation of Stony Banks 
[1310] Salicornia Mud 
[1330] Atlantic Salt Meadows 
[1410] Mediterranean Salt Meadows 

 
Saltmarsh vegetation occurs in four main areas: at Lurgangreen, Marsh South, 
Dundalk Harbour and Bellurgan. Two types are represented – Atlantic and 
Mediterranean salt meadows. The Atlantic salt meadows are commonest and are 
characterised by Sea-purslane (Halimione portulacoides) (often as a dominant band), 
along with Common Saltmarsh-grass (Puccinellia maritima), Thrift (Armeria maritima), 
Red Fescue (Festuca rubra), Common Scurvygrass (Cochlearia officinalis), Sea Plantain 
(Plantago maritima) and Sea Rush (Juncus gerardi). Common Cord-grass (Spartina 
anglica) is frequent and often dominant over substantial areas. Glassworts (Salicornia 
spp.) occur on the lower zones of the saltmarshes, and in places extend out onto the 
sandflats. Mediterranean salt meadows are mostly confined to the upper levels of the 
saltmarshes or along stream sides where they merge with grassland habitats (though 
the transitional zone is now absent in many places). The habitat contains Sea Rush 
(Juncus maritimus), Sea Arrowgrass (Triglochin maritima) and Sea Aster (Aster 
tripolium). The saltmarshes at Lurgangreen and Marsh South are partially fenced and 
grazed by sheep.  
 
Shingle beaches are particularly well represented in Dundalk Bay, occurring more or 
less continuously from Salterstown to Lurgan White House in the south bay, and 
from Jenkinstown to east of Giles Quay in the north bay. The shingle is mostly stable, 
occurring on post-glacial raised beaches. The shingle often occurs in association with 
intertidal shingle, saltmarsh and or shingle-based grassland. The shingle supports 
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species such as Spear-leaved Orache (Atriplex prostrata), Sea Mayweed (Matricaria 
maritima), Sea Beet (Beta vulgaris subsp. maritima), Sea Rocket (Cakile maritima), Wild 
Carrot (Daucus carota), Sea-holly (Eryngium maritimum), Sea Sandwort (Honkenya 
peploides) and Sea Radish (Raphanus raphanistrum subsp. maritimus). Yellow Horned-
poppy (Glaucium flavum) and Lyme-grass (Leymus arenarius) occur here at their most 
northern locality on the east coast, while the Red Data Book species Sea-kale (Crambe 
maritima) has recently been recorded.  
 
The extensive sandflats and mudflats (over 4,000 ha) occur and are comprised of 
ecological communities such as muddy fine sand communities and fine sand 
community complexes. In the centre of Dundalk Bay there is a gravel community 
dominated by polychaetes. These habitats host a rich fauna of bivalves molluscs, 
marine worms and crustaceans and are the main food resource of the tens of 
thousands of waterfowl (including waders and gulls) which feed in the intertidal 
area of Dundalk Bay. The saltmarshes are used as high-tide roosts by all of these 
species, while the grazing birds (notably Brent Goose and Wigeon) feed on the 
saltmarsh grasses, areas of Zostera and other grassland vegetation. Brent Goose also 
feed on the mats of green algae on the mudflats. At night the wintering Greylag and 
Greenland White-fronted Goose, and Whooper Swans, from Stabannan/Braganstown 
(inland from Castlebellingham) roost in Dundalk Bay.  
 
The site is internationally important for waterfowl (numbers in brackets refers to the 
average maximum over the period 1994/95 to 1997/98) because it regularly holds 
over 20,000 birds (up to 57,000 have been recorded) and supports over 1% of the 
North-West European/East Atlantic Flyway populations of Brent Goose (366), Bar-
tailed Godwit (2,312) and Knot (11,948). Additionally, it is nationally important for 
Golden Plover (4,266), Great Crested Grebe (193), Greylag Goose (312), Shelduck 
(463), Mallard (657), Pintail (100), Red-breasted Merganser (148), Oystercatcher 
(6,940), Grey Plover (218), Ringed Plover (133), Wigeon (565), Dunlin (9,112), Black-
tailed Godwit (754), Curlew (1,593), Lapwing (4,822), Greenshank (20) and Redshank 
(1,455). Both Golden Plover and Bar-tailed Godwit are Annex I species. The site has 
been designated a Special Protection Area (SPA) under the E.U. Birds Directive and it 
is also a designated Ramsar site.  
 
This is a site of significant conservation value because it supports good examples of a 
range of coastal habitats listed on Annex I of the E.U. Habitats Directive, as well as 
large numbers of bird species, some of which are listed in the Birds Directive.  


