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Bannow Bay SAC is a relatively large estuarine site, approximately 14 km long, on
the south coast of Co. Wexford. Small rivers and streams to the north and south-west
flow into the bay and their sub-estuaries from part of the site. The bay contains large
areas of mud and sand, and the underlying geology is mainly of Ordovician slates
with the exception of the areas to the east of Bannow Island which are underlain by
Cambrian slates.

The site is a Special Area of Conservation (SAC) selected for the following habitats
and/or species listed on Annex I /Il 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
[1310] Salicornia Mud

[1330] Atlantic Salt Meadows

[1410] Mediterranean Salt Meadows
[1420] Halophilous Scrub

[2110] Embryonic Shifting Dunes

[2120] Marram Dunes (White Dunes)
[2130] Fixed Dunes (Grey Dunes)*

The estuary, including the saltmarshes, makes up just over 80% of the site. At low
tide up to three-quarters of the substrate is exposed. There are mudflats in the
narrow northern part and also in the south-west and south-east. The sediments of the
inner estuary associated with the Corock and Owenduff Rivers are generally black
anoxic mud, with some fine sand and broken shell. Mats of green algae
(Enteromorpha spp.) are present and seaweeds (Fucus spp.) have colonised stony
substrates, particularly further south.

Saltmarshes of exceptional species diversity are found above the sand and mudflats,
particularly at the south of the site. Communities associated with cord-grass (Spartina
sp.) and glassworts (Salicornia spp.) occur in the saltmarsh and on its fringes. A
diverse range of glassworts has been recorded, including Salicornia pusilla, S.
ramosissima, S. europaea, S. fragilis and S. dolichostachya.




The main areas of saltmarsh are on the islands at Clonmines, at the mouth of the
tributary at Clonmines, at the mouth of the tributary at Taulaght, close to Saint
Kieran’s House, at the north-west of Big Burrow, at the south-east of Bannow Island
and at the west of Rabbit Burrow in Fethard Bay. Very small fragmented linear strips
of saltmarsh occur in the upper estuary as far north as the confluence of the Corock
and Owenduff Rivers and along the other tributaries. The main type of saltmarsh
present is Atlantic salt meadow, although the Mediterranean type is also found.
Typical species of the former include Common Saltmarsh-grass (Puccinellia maritima),
Sea Aster (Aster tripolium), Thrift (Armeria maritima), Sea Plantain (Plantago maritima),
Red Fescue (Festuca rubra), Creeping Bent (Agrostis stolonifera), Saltmarsh Rush
(Juncus gerardi), Sea Arrowgrass (Triglochin maritima) and Sea Beet (Beta vulgaris
subsp. maritima). An abundance of Sea Purslane (Halimione portulacoides) is found in
Fethard and in part of the Taulaght saltmarshes. In the larger areas of saltmarsh Sea
Rush (Juncus maritimus), a species more typical of Mediterranean salt meadows, is
found. Other plants recorded are Lax-flowered Sea-lavender (Limonium humile) and
Common Scurvygrass (Cochlearia officinalis).

Good conditions for the community ‘annual vegetation of drift lines” exist on the
seaward side of dune systems at this site. Typical species which have been recorded
include Sea Rocket (Cakile maritima), mayweed (Matricaria sp.), Sea Spurge (Euphorbia
paralias), Sea-holly (Eryngium maritimum), orache species (Atriplex spp.), Polygonum
spp- and Sea Beet (Beta vulgaris subsp. maritima). Areas of habitat which are likely to
be suitable for the development of the community “perennial vegetation of stony
banks’ exist at this site, but are small in area.

Also linked with saltmarshes in places are stony beaches and reedbeds. Narrow
shingle beaches up to 30 m wide occur in places along the edge of the estuary. The
fringing reed communities are mainly confined to the tributaries and are relatively
small in extent. They support Sea Club-rush (Scirpus maritimus), Grey Club-rush (S.
tabernaemontani), Hemlock Water-dropwort (Oenanthe crocata) and abundant
Common Reed (Phragmites australis). Halophilous scrub occurs in four of the larger
saltmarsh areas. It is characterised by the presence of the legally protected (Flora
(Protection) Order, 1999) and Red Data Book-listed plant Perennial Glasswort
(Arthrocnemum perenne), which occurs in only a few sites in the country.

A mosaic of sand dune habitats occurs in three areas at the edge of the estuary.
Embryonic shifting dunes and white dunes are characterised by the presence of
Lyme-grass (Leymus arenarius), Marram (Ammophila arenaria), Sea Spurge and Sea-
holly in both Big Burrow and to the south east of Bannow Island.

The priority habitat fixed grey dune is also present. Typical species here include
Common Bird’s-foot-trefoil (Lotus corniculatus), Kidney Vetch (Anthyllis vulneraria),
Wild Thyme (Thymus praecox), stork’s-bill species (Erodium spp.), Ribwort Plantain
(Plantago lanceolata), Common Restharrow (Ononis repens), Mouse-ear Hawkweed
(Hieracium pilosella), Field Wood-rush (Luzula campestris) and Wild Carrot (Daucus
carota). Some areas of this dune type contain a carpet of the moss Tortula ruraliformis
and lichens (Cladonia sp.). There is some gorse (Ulex sp.) present beside the mossy




area at the south-east of the site. Bee Orchid (Ophrys apifera) and Pyramidal Orchid
(Anacamptis pyramidalis) have also been recorded. Sharp Rush (Juncus acutus) occurs
in a dune slack associated with the grey dunes at Big Burrow. At the west of the
system, east of Bannow Island, the dunes are quite high, reaching almost 15m. Non-
native plant species, including Tree Mallow (Lavatera arborea), occur in several parts
of the site.

Some freshwater habitats occur at the northern end of the site. These consist mainly
of a mosaic of marsh, reedbed and willows (Salix spp.). Species present include
Common Reed, with young willows scattered throughout and Hemlock Water-
dropwort abundant in the ground layer. In other areas the wetland vegetation
consists of a mosaic of Phragmites reedbed, patches of Hard Rush (Juncus inflexus),
Meadowsweet (Filipendula ulmaria), Creeping Buttercup (Ranunculus repens), Marsh
Bedstraw (Galium palustre), Greater Tussock-sedge (Carex paniculata), Marsh-
marigold (Caltha palustris) and occasional Bulrush (Typha latifolia), along some old
drains. The wetland areas generally merge into a narrow band of dense scrub
dominated by Blackthorn (Prunus spinosa) and Hawthorn (Crataegus monogyna), with
some Ash (Fraxinus excelsior), willow and gorse.

Most of the estuary has been designated a Special Protection Area (SPA) under the
E.U. Birds Directive because of its significant bird interest, particularly during the
winter. Parts of this area have also been designated a Wildfowl Sanctuary. Large
numbers of wintering wildfowl and waders feed on the mudflats and sandflats, and
use the fringing vegetation of reedbed and saltmarsh for roosting and feeding.
Populations present include internationally important numbers of Light-bellied
Brent Goose (819), and nationally important numbers of Shelduck (475), Pintail (85),
Golden Plover (3,144) - a species listed on Annex I of the E.U. Birds Directive,
Lapwing (2,000), Knot (508), Dunlin (3,850), Black-tailed Godwit (697), Bar-tailed
Godwit (334) and Redshank (377) (all figures mean peaks 1994/95 to 1997/98).

Important breeding populations found within the site include two species listed on
Annex I of the E.U. Birds Directive (Little Tern and Kingfisher), a colony of Sand
Martins in the cliffs at the west of the site and a heronry with approximately 15
breeding pairs. The rare Reed Warbler may also breed in the area.

Otter and Common Seal occur within the site.

Land use at the site consists mainly of shellfish farming; approximately 20 ha of the
intertidal area is under cultivation. Current annual production of oysters is
approximately 100 tonnes, concentrated mainly on three farms. There are other
farms, but these are in the initial stages of cultivation and current production is
negligible. There is evidence of poor farm management in some locations. There are
numerous abandoned trestles in the intertidal zone and along the top of the shore.
Grading equipment is permanently left on the shore and some areas of saltmarsh are
being used as a grading area for oysters. In some areas damage is caused to the
shingle vegetation and to the substrate by tractors accessing the aquaculture farms.
Any further increase in aquaculture poses a threat.




Other land uses include shooting, bird-watching, conservation management, grazing
in some of the dune areas, horse-riding on the beach and Big Burrow sand dunes,
picnicing, swimming, sailboarding, jet-skiing, line fishing and bait digging. The
removal of sand and beach material also occurs at the site.

The site is of considerable conservation significance for the large number of E.U.
Habitats Directive Annex I habitats that it contains, including the priority habitat
fixed grey dune. The legally protected and Red Data Book plant species Perennial
Glasswort also occurs. The site is also an SPA because of the important numbers of
wintering wildfowl it supports, including an internationally important population of
Light-bellied Brent Goose.




