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Site Name: Lough Carra/Mask Complex SAC 
 
Site Code: 001774 
 
 
This site is dominated by two large lakes, Lough Mask and Lough Carra, and 
includes the smaller Cloon Lough. Most of the site is in Co. Mayo, with a small 
portion in Co. Galway. On the western side, the site is overlooked by the Partry 
Mountains, while to the east the landscape is largely low-lying agricultural land. The 
nearest large town is Ballinrobe which is about 4 km east of Lough Mask. The general 
geological character of the area is Carboniferous limestones, with some shales and 
sandstones on the western side of Lough Mask. The underlying geology results in a 
great diversity of habitats, which support many scarce and rare plants and animals. 
 
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): 
 

[3110] Oligotrophic Waters containing very few minerals 
[3130] Oligotrophic to Mesotrophic Standing Waters 
[3140] Hard Water Lakes 
[4030] Dry Heath 
[6210] Orchid-rich Calcareous Grassland* 
[7210] Cladium Fens* 
[7230] Alkaline Fens 
[8240] Limestone Pavement* 
[91E0] Alluvial Forests* 
 
[1303] Lesser Horseshoe Bat (Rhinolophus hipposideros) 
[1355] Otter (Lutra lutra) 
[1393] Slender Green Feather-moss (Drepanocladus vernicosus) 

 
Lough Mask, at over 8,000 ha, is the sixth largest lake in the country and with a 
maximum depth of 58 m it is one of the deepest. It is an excellent example of an 
oligotrophic lake. Aquatic and wetland plant species present which are characteristic 
of this habitat include several pondweed species (Potamogeton spp.), Water Lobelia 
(Lobelia dortmanna) and Shoreweed (Littorella uniflora). The eastern part of the lake is 
shallow and is edged by a lowlying shoreline which is subject to winter flooding. An 
intricate mixture of plant communities has developed on the limestone, with bare 
pavement, scrub-dominated pavement, dry grassland and heath. A variety of 
wetland habitats are also present, along with significant amounts of deciduous 
woodland along the eastern and southern shores. The western shoreline is less 
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diverse and lacks the limestone communities. However, the fast flowing Owenbrin 
River has created at its mouth an interesting delta of coarse sandy sediment.  
 
Lough Carra, which is hydrologically linked to Mask, is one of the best examples in 
Ireland of a hard water marl lake. It is a shallow (mostly less than 2 m), 
predominantly spring fed, lake with only a few streams flowing into it. Its well-
known pellucid green colour is due to calcareous encrustations. It has well 
developed stonewort communities in the submerged zones, with Chara curta, C. 
desmacantha, C. rudis and C. contraria recorded. Lough Carra, like the eastern and 
southern shores of Mask, is fringed by a diverse complex of limestone and wetland 
habitats.  
 
The limestone pavement within this site represents the northern limit of the 
limestones of Clare and Galway. The limestone is variable in character, from open 
bare pavement to areas covered with dense scrub. Associated with the pavement are 
areas of dry calcareous grassland and dry heath. Characteristic species of the rocky, 
limestone formations where soil may only occur in pockets include Bloody Crane's-
bill (Geranium sanguineum), Yellow-wort (Blackstonia perfoliata), Blue Fleabane 
(Erigeron acer), Wild Madder (Rubia peregrina) and Rustyback (Ceterach officinarum).  
 
Areas of calcareous grassland, often orchid-rich, occur interspersed amongst the 
limestone. These grasslands support species such as Carline Thistle (Carlina vulgaris), 
Quaking-grass (Briza media), Blue Moor-grass (Sesleria albicans), Sweet Vernal-grass 
(Anthoxanthum odoratum), Cowslip (Primula veris), Common Knapweed (Centaurea 
nigra), Fairy Flax (Linum catharticum), Lady’s Bedstraw (Galium verum) and Wild 
Thyme (Thymus praecox). A good diversity of orchid species have been recorded from 
these grasslands, including Pyramidal Orchid (Anacamptis pyramidalis), Early-purple 
Orchid (Orchis mascula), Bee Orchid (Ophrys apifera), Fragrant Orchid (Gymnodenia 
conopsea) and Dense-flowered Orchid (Neotinea maculata). Several of these species, 
notably Dense-flowered Orchid and Spring Gentian (Gentiana verna), are typical 
Burren species and occur here towards the northern end of their distribution. 
 
The scrub vegetation is variable in character, with extensive areas dominated by 
Hazel (Corylus avellana) and Hawthorn (Crataegus monogyna), with Buckthorn 
(Rhamnus catharticus), Alder Buckthorn (Frangula alnus), Spindle (Euonymus 
europaeus) and Ash (Fraxinus excelsior).  
 
The dry heath is well developed in places and is characterised by Gorse (Ulex 
europaeus), Bell Heather (Erica cinerea), Heather (Calluna vulgaris) and St. Dabeoc's 
Heath (Dabeocia cantabrica). The diminutive orchid Lesser Twayblade (Listera cordata) 
occurs within the heath communities.  
 
A wide range of wetland habitats occur around Lough Carra and along parts of the 
eastern and southern shores of Lough Mask, including Cladium fen and alkaline fen. 
Great Fen-sedge (Cladium mariscus) occurs as pure stands in places but also grades 
into areas of alkaline fen, where it is intermixed with Black Bog-rush (Schoenus 
nigricans), Common Club-rush (Scirpus lacustris), Common Reed (Phragmites australis) 
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and a number of sedge species (Carex spp.). The areas of alkaline fen are more 
extensive than the Cladium fens, and here Black Bog-rush is generally the dominant 
species. A rich diversity of flowering plant occurs in the fen communities. In addition 
to the fen habitats, there are sparse but widespread reed swamps, wet grassland and 
some freshwater marsh communities around the lake shores.  
 
Broadleaved deciduous woodland occurs fairly frequently around much of the 
shores of the lakes and on some of the islands. This is often scrub-type woodland, 
which may be either dry (dominated by Hazel, Hawthorn and Ash) or wet. In the 
case of the latter, dominant species include birches (Betula spp.), willows (Salix spp.) 
and Alder (Alnus glutinosa). The wet areas of woodland flood seasonally and 
represent alluvial woodland, a habitat that is listed with priority status on Annex I of 
the E.U. Habitats Directive. These are particularly well developed in the Ballykine 
and Clonbur areas of Lough Mask. In some places the woodlands contain Sessile Oak 
(Quercus petraea), Holly (Ilex aquifolium) and Rowan (Sorbus aucuparia). 
 
A high concentration of rare plants is found at this site. Five species protected under 
the Flora (Protection) Order, 2015, occur: Irish St. John's-wort (Hypericum canadense), 
Chives (Allium schoenoprasum), Pillwort (Pilularia globulifera), Irish Lady's-tresses 
(Spiranthes romanzoffiana), and Small Cudweed (Logfia minima). Two other Red Data 
Book plants, Alder Buckthorn and Bird's-nest Orchid (Neottia nidus-avis), also occur, 
along with two Red Data Book stonewort species, Chara curta and C. rudis.  
 
The Owenbrin area of the site supports a population of the rare bryophyte 
Drepanocladus vernicosus, a species listed on Annex II of the E.U. Habitats Directive. 
This is the only known lake shore site for the species, which is usually found in 
upland flushes in association with blanket bog.  
 
A large loft in the stable block of Curramore House provides a summer breeding site 
of the Lesser Horseshoe Bat, a species listed on Annex II of the E.U. Habitats 
Directive. The bats gain access to the loft through windows that extend from the 
ground floor to the loft area. The building is surrounded by mixed woods and is 
close to the shores of Lough Mask; both of these habitats provide ideal foraging 
habitat for the bats. In 1993 more than 100 bats were counted at this site, which 
makes it of international importance. A second internationally important summer 
roost of Lesser Horseshoe Bats occurs within the site at Ballykyne, near Clonbur. 
Over 150 bats have been counted at this site in recent years. 
 
The site provide excellent habitat for Otter, also an Annex II species, and the area has 
Pine Marten (Martes martes), a species listed in the Irish Red Data Book.  
 
The site has important bird interests, both in winter and summer. It provides feeding 
areas for part of the Erriff/Derrycraff population of Greenland White-fronted Goose. 
This flock has declined somewhat in recent years but is still of national importance, 
with an average spring peak from 1989-94 of 124 birds. The following count figures 
are the averages from surveys in January 1995 and January 1996: Wigeon 167, 
Mallard 397, Shoveler 57, Pochard 91, Tufted Duck 757, Goldeneye 158, Lapwing 233 
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and Curlew 118. Also, 68 Whooper Swan and 25 Gadwall were recorded in January 
1996. The Shoveler, Tufted Duck and Goldeneye populations are of national 
importance. Both lakes are traditional sites for breeding gulls and terns. In 1995, 44 
pairs of Common Tern nested at Lough Mask, while in 1992 a census of gulls at both 
lakes resulted in the following counts: Black-headed Gull 1,451 pairs, Common Gull 
407 pairs and Lesser Black-backed Gull 361 pairs. The Common Gull colony 
represents 11.3% of the national total, and the Lesser Black-backed Gull colony is 
6.9% of the total.  
 
The deep waters of Lough Mask are home to a population of the glacial relict fish 
species Arctic Char (Salvelinus alpinus), and a rare shrimp (Niphargus spp.) is also 
found in these waters. Lough Mask is a very important Brown Trout fishery. White-
clawed Crayfish (Austropotamobius pallipes), a species listed on Annex II of the E.U. 
Habitats Directive, has been recorded from Lough Carra. 
 
This site is of considerable conservation importance as it has good examples of nine 
habitats listed on Annex I of the E.U. Habitats Directive, four of which are listed with 
priority status. Some of these habitats are amongst the best examples of their kind in 
the country. It is also selected for two Annex II mammal species and an Annex II 
moss. The site is of ornithological importance for both wintering and breeding birds. 
A relatively large number of rare or localised plant and animal species occur, 
including the glacial relict Arctic Char. 


