An Roinn
"/ Ealaion, Oidhreachta agus Gaeltachta

Department of

Arts, Heritage and the Gaeltacht SITE SYNO PSIS

Site Name: Slaney River Valley SAC
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This site comprises the freshwater stretches of the River Slaney as far as the Wicklow
Mountains; a number of tributaries, the larger of which include the Bann, Boro,
Glasha, Clody, Derry, Derreen, Douglas and Carrigower Rivers; the estuary at
Ferrycarrig; and Wexford Harbour. The site flows through the Counties of Wicklow,
Wexford and Carlow. Towns along the site but not within it include Baltinglass,
Hacketstown, Tinahely, Tullow, Bunclody, Camolin, Enniscorthy and Wexford. The
river is up to 100 m wide in places and is tidal at the southern end from Edermine
Bridge below Enniscorthy. In the upper and central regions almost as far as the
confluence with the Derry River the geology consists of granite. Above Kilcarry
Bridge, the Slaney has cut a gorge into the granite plain. The Derry and Bann Rivers
are bounded by a narrow line of uplands which corresponds to schist outcrops.
Where these tributaries cut through this belt of hard rocks they have carved deep
gorges, more than two miles long at Tinahely and Shillelagh. South of Kildavin the
Slaney flows through an area of Ordovician slates and grits.

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

1330] Atlantic salt meadows (Glauco-Puccinellietalia maritimae)

[
[
[
[1410] Mediterranean salt meadows (Juncetalia maritimi)
[3260] Floating River Vegetation

[91A0] Old Oak Woodlands

[91E0] Alluvial Forests*

1029] Freshwater Pearl Mussel (Margaritifera margaritifera)
1095] Sea Lamprey (Petromyzon marinus)

1096] Brook Lamprey (Lampetra planeri)

1099] River Lamprey (Lampetra fluviatilis)

1103] Twaite Shad (Alosa fallax)

1106] Atlantic Salmon (Salmo salar)

1355] Otter (Lutra lutra)

[
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[1365] Common (Harbour) Seal (Phoca vitulina)




Floating river vegetation is found along much of the freshwater stretches within the
site. Species present here include Pond Water-crowfoot (Ranunculus peltatus), other
water-crowfoot species, Canadian Pondweed (Elodea canadensis), Broad-leaved
Pondweed (Potamogeton natans), water-milfoils (Myriophyllum spp.), Common Club-
rush (Scirpus lacustris), water-starworts (Callitriche spp.), Hemlock Water-dropwort
(Oenanthe crocata), Fine-leaved Water-dropwort (O. aquatica), Common Duckweed
(Lemna minor), Yellow Water-lily (Nuphar lutea), Unbranched Bur-reed (Sparganium
emersum) and the moss Fontinalis antipyretica. Two rare aquatic plant species which
are legally protected under the Flora (Protection) Order, 2015, have been recorded in
this site: Short-leaved Water-starwort (Callitriche truncata), a very rare, small aquatic
herb found nowhere else in Ireland, and Opposite-leaved Pondweed (Groenlandia
densa).

Good examples of wet woodland are found associated with Macmine marshes, along
the banks of the Slaney and its tributaries, and within reedswamps. Rusty Willow
(Salix cinerea subsp. oleifolia) scrub and pockets of wet woodland dominated by Alder
(Alnus glutinosa) have become established in places. Ash (Fraxinus excelsior) and
Downy Birch (Betula pubescens) are common in the latter and the ground flora is
typical of wet woodland, with Meadowsweet (Filipendula ulmaria), Wild Angelica
(Angelica sylvestris), Yellow Iris (Iris pseudacorus), horsetails (Equisetum spp.) and
occasional tussocks of Greater Tussock-sedge (Carex paniculata). These woodlands
have been described as two types: one is quite eutrophic, dominated by willow and
subject to a tidal influence; while the other is flushed or spring-fed, subject to
waterlogging but not to flooding, and dominated by Alder and Ash.

Old oak woodlands are best represented at Tomnafinnoge, though patches are
present throughout the site. At Tomnafinnoge the wood is dominated by mature,
widely spaced Sessile Oak (Quercus petraea), which were planted around 1700, with
some further planting in 1810. There is now a varied age structure with over-mature,
mature and young trees. The open canopy permits light to reach the forest floor and
encourages natural regeneration of Sessile Oak. As well as Sessile Oak, the wood
includes occasional Beech (Fagus sylvatica), birch (Betula sp.), Rowan (Sorbus
aucuparia) and Scots Pine (Pinus sylvestris).

The shrub layer is well-developed with Hazel (Corylus avellana) and Holly (Ilex
aquifolium) occurring. The ground layer consists of Great Wood-rush (Luzula
sylvatica) and Bilberry (Vaccinium myrtillus), with some Bracken (Pteridium aquilinum)
and Bramble (Rubus fruticosus agg.). Herbaceous species in the ground layer include
Primrose (Primula vulgaris), Wood-sorrel (Oxalis acetosella), Common Cow-wheat
(Melampyrum pratense) and Bluebell (Hyacinthoides non-scripta). Many of the trees
carry an epiphytic flora of mosses, Polypody (Polypodium vulgare), and lichens such
as Usnea comosa, Evernia prunastri, Ramalina spp. and Parmelia spp.

Tomnafinnoge Wood is a remnant of the ancient Shillelagh oak woods, and it
appears that woodland has always been present on the site. In the past, the wood
was managed as a Hazel coppice with Oak standards, a common form of woodland
management in England but not widely practised in Ireland. The importance of the




woodland lies in the size of the trees, their capacity to regenerate, their genetic
continuity with ancient woodland and their historic interest. The nearest comparable
stands are at Abbeyleix, Co. Laois and Portlaw, Co. Waterford.

Below Enniscorthy there are several areas of woodland with a mixed canopy of oak,
Beech, Sycamore (Acer pseudoplatanus), Ash and generally a good diverse ground
flora. Near the mouth of the river at Ferrycarrig is a steep south facing slope covered
with oak woodland. Holly and Hazel are the main species in the shrub layer and a
species-rich ground flora typical of this type of oak woodland has abundant ferns
(Dryopteris filix-mas, Polystichum setiferum and Phyllitis scolopendrium) and mosses
(Thuidium tamariscinum, Mnium hornum and Eurynchium praelongum). North of
Bunclody, the river valley still has a number of dry woodlands though these have
mostly been managed by the estates, with the introduction of Beech and occasional
conifers. The steeper sides are covered in a thick scrub from which taller trees
protrude.

At the southern end of the site, the Red Data Book species Yellow Archangel
(Lamiastrum galeobdolon) occurs. Three more Red Data Book species have also been
recorded from the site: Blue Fleabane (Erigeron acer), Basil Thyme (Acinos arvensis),
and Small Cudweed (Logfia minima). Basil Thyme and Small Cudweed are protected
under the Flora (Protection) Order, 2015. A nationally rare species, Summer
Snowflake (Leucojum aestivum), is also found within the site.

Mixed woodlands occur at Carrickduff and Coolaphuca in Bunclody. Oak trees,
which make up the greater part of the canopy, were originally planted and at the
present time are not regenerating actively. In time, if permitted, the woodland will
probably become dominated by Beech. A fair number of Yew (Taxus baccata) trees
have also reached a large size and these, together with Holly, give to the site some of
the appearance of a south-western oak wood.

The site is considered to contain a very good example of the extreme upper reaches
of an estuary. Tidal reedbeds with wet woodland are present in places. The fringing
reed communities support Sea Club-rush (Scirpus maritimus), Grey Club-rush (S.
tabernaemontani) and abundant Common Reed (Phragmites australis). Other species
occurring are Bulrush (Typha latifolia), Reed Canary-grass (Phalaris arundinacea) and
Branched Bur-reed (Sparganium erectum). The reedswamp is extensive around
Macmine, where the river widens and there are islands with swamp and marsh
vegetation. Further south of Macmine are expanses of intertidal mudflats and
sandflats and shingle shore often fringed with a narrow band of saltmarsh and
brackish vegetation. Narrow shingle beaches up to 10 m wide occur in places along
the river banks and are exposed at low tide. Upslope the shingle is sometimes
colonised by Saltmarsh Rush (Juncus gerardii), Townsend’s Cord-grass (Spartina
townsendii), Common Saltmarsh-grass (Puccinellia maritima), Sea Aster (Aster
tripolium), Hemlock Water-dropwort and the non-native and invasive Himalayan
Balsam (Impatiens glandulifera).




The salt marsh at Castlebridge is dominated by Mediterranean salt meadows. The
main community is characterized by the presence of Sea Rush (Juncus maritimus).
Red Fescue (Festuca rubra) and Creeping Bent-grass (Agrostis stolonifera) are both
abundant within this vegetation type. Other species present include Autumn
Hawkbit (Leontodon autumnalis), Sea Milkwort (Glaux maritima), Silverweed (Potentilla
anserina), Long-bracted Sedge (Carex extensa), Parsley Water-dropwort (Oenanthe
lachenalii), Curled Dock (Rumex crispus), Sea Arrowgrass (Trigolchin maritima),
Smooth Sow-thistle (Sonchus oleraceus), Sea Plantain (Plantago maritima), Wild Celery
(Apium graveolens), Spear-leaved Orache (Atriplex prostrata), White Clover (Trifolium
repens), Sea Aster and Saltmarsh Rush. These species vary in cover values and Salt
marsh Rush may occasionally be dominant. Species such as Hard-grass (Parapholis
strigosa) and Common Saltmarsh-grass are found along some of the tracks, while
Common Saltmarsh-grass is also more common around the mouths of the creeks and
along some of the drainage channels.

The marsh is perched on ground that is bisected by a number of channels which
extend a considerable distance inland. The site is notable for the presence of Borrer’s
Saltmarsh-grass (Puccinnellia fasciculata), which is found along the cattle tracks of the
marsh. Another notable feature is the transition from saltmarsh to brackish marsh
communities, which is quite extensive and diverse. The marsh is generally in good
condition.

A significant area of Atlantic salt meadows also occurs at Castlebridge. This habitat
is characterised by the presence of grassy upper saltmarsh vegetation communities
dominated by Red Fescue and/or Creeping Bent-grass. Other species present include
Saltmarsh Rush, Sea Milkwort (Glaux maritima), Sea Aster, Sea Arrowgrass
(Triglochin maritimum), Sea Plantain, Common Scurvygrass (Cochlearia officinalis), and
Curled Dock (Rumex crispus). Sea Rush may be present in this habitat and has cover
values between 0-10%.

Wexford Harbour is an extensive, shallow estuary which dries out considerably at
low tide exposing large expanses of mudflats and sandflats. Within these habitats
four biological community complexes have been recorded: estuarine muds
dominated by polychaetes and crustaceans community complex; sand dominated by
polychaetes community complex; mixed sediment community complex; and fine
sand with Spiophanes bombyx community complex. The harbour is largely sheltered
by the Raven Point to the north and Rosslare Point in the south.

Other habitats present within the site include species-rich marsh in which sedges
such as Carex disticha, Carex riparia and Carex vesicaria are common. Among the other
species found in this habitat are Yellow Iris, Water Mint (Mentha aquatica), Purple
Loosestrife (Lythrum salicaria) and Soft Rush (Juncus effusus). Extensive marshes occur
to the west of Castlebridge associated with the tidal areas of the River Sow.

The site supports populations of several species listed on Annex II of the E.U.
Habitats Directive, including Sea Lamprey, River Lamprey and Brook Lamprey,
Otter, Salmon, small numbers of Freshwater Pearl Mussel, and in the tidal stretches,




Twaite Shad. A survey of the Derreen River in 1995 estimated the population of
Freshwater Pearl Mussel at about 3,000 individuals. This is a significant population,
especially in the context of eastern Ireland. The Slaney is primarily a spring salmon
tishery and is regarded as one of the top rivers in Ireland for early spring fishing. The
upper Slaney and tributary headwaters are very important for spawning. The site
supports regionally significant numbers of Common Seal. This Annex II species
occurs year-round in Wexford Harbour where several sandbanks are used for
breeding, moulting and resting activity. At least 27 Common Seal regularly occur
within the site.

The site is of high ornithological importance also, with internationally important
populations of Mute Swan (300), Light-bellied Brent Goose (200), Bar-tailed Godwit
(1,843) and Black-tailed Godwit (350) occurring — all figures are average peaks for the
five winters, 1995/96-99/2000. There are at least a further 18 species of wintering
waterfowl which occur in numbers of national importance, i.e. Great-crested Grebe
(123), Cormorant (443), Shelduck (903), Teal (800), Scaup (416), Goldeneye (151), Red-
breasted Merganser (226), Oystercatcher (1,800), Golden Plover (3,000), Grey Plover
(1,412), Lapwing (5,000), Knot (566), Sanderling (262), Dunlin (3,037), Curlew (1,300),
Redshank (535), Black-headed Gull (6,136) and Lesser Black-backed Gull (1,036).
Several of the above populations represent substantial proportions of the national
totals, especially Shelduck (6.1%), Scaup (5.9%), Red-breasted Merganser (5.6%),
Grey Plover (18.8%, the top site in the country) and Black-headed Gull (6.1%).

A nesting colony of Little Egret has recently become established within the site (12+
pairs in 2003) and birds are present in the area throughout the year. The sheltered
estuarine habitat to the west of Wexford Bridge is the favoured location. Another
very localised breeding species, Reed Warbler, is well established within the swamp
vegetation along the River Slaney and on the South Slob (estimated as at least 10
pairs). The River Slaney supports typical riparian species, including Dipper and
Kingfisher.

The site supports many of the mammal species occurring in Ireland. Those which are
listed in the Irish Red Data Book include Pine Marten, Badger, Irish Hare and
Daubenton’s Bat. Common Frog (Rana temporaria), another Red Data Book species,
also occurs within the site.

Agriculture is the main land use. Arable crops are important. Improved grassland
and silage account for much of the remainder. The spreading of slurry and fertiliser
poses a threat to the water quality of this salmonid river and to the populations of
E.U. Habitats Directive Annex II animal species within it. Run-off is undoubtedly
occurring, as some of the fields slope steeply directly to the river bank. In addition,
cattle have access to the river bank in places. Fishing is a main tourist attraction
along stretches of the Slaney and its tributaries, and there are a number of Angler
Associations, some with a number of boats. Fishing stands and styles have been
erected in places. Both commercial and leisure fishing takes place. There are some
gravel pits along the river below Bunclody and many of these are active. There is a




large landfill site adjacent to the river close to Hacketstown and at Killurin. Boating,
bait-digging and fishing occur in parts of Wexford Harbour.

Waste water outflows, runoff from intensive agricultural enterprises, a meat factory
at Clohamon, a landfill site adjacent to the river, and further industrial development
upstream in Enniscorthy and in other towns could all have potential adverse impacts
on the water quality unless they are carefully managed. The spread of exotic species
is reducing the quality of the woodlands.

The site supports populations of several species listed on Annex II of the E.U.
Habitats Directive, and habitats listed on Annex I of this Directive, as well as
important numbers of wintering wildfowl including some species listed on Annex I
of the E.U. Birds Directive. The presence of wet and broadleaved woodlands
increases the overall habitat diversity and the occurrence of a number of Red Data
Book plant and animal species adds further importance to the site. Overall it is of
considerable conservation significance.




