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Site Name: Split Hills and Long Hill Esker SAC 
 
Site Code: 001831 
 
 
Split Hills and Long Hill Esker is a 5 km long site which crosses the main Galway-
Dublin road mid-way between Kilbeggan and Tyrrellspass in Co. Westmeath. It is a 
prominent feature on the local landscape. 
 
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): 
 

[6210] Orchid-rich Calcareous Grassland* 

 
The main habitat at this site is semi-natural woodland dominated by Hazel (Corylus 
avellana), Ash (Fraxinus excelsior) and Hawthorn (Crataegus monogyna). Pedunculate 
Oak (Quercus robur), Wych Elm (Ulmus glabra) and Irish Whitebeam (Sorbus hibernica) 
are other important constituents. There are very fine examples of these trees 
throughout the site, with some of the Hazel trees, in particular, being impressive. The 
ground flora is species-rich and includes Primrose (Primula vulgaris), Enchanter's-
nightshade (Circaea lutetiana), Golden-saxifrage (Chrysosplenium oppositifolium), 
Bluebell (Hyacinthoides non-scripta), Ground-ivy (Glechoma hederacea), Sanicle (Sanicula 
europaea) and other typical woodland plants. The scarce woodland grass, Wood 
Fescue (Festuca altissima), is present, and the scarce Bird's-nest Orchid (Neottia nidus-
avis) has also been recorded here. The presence of Wych Elm is interesting in view of 
its decline due to Dutch elm disease. 
 
Several areas of species-rich calcareous grassland occur, with typical calcicole species 
such as Yellow-wort (Blackstonia perfoliata), Carline Thistle (Carlina vulgaris), 
Mountain Everlasting (Antennaria dioica) and Early-purple Orchid (Orchis mascula). 
These occur on unstable old and active quarry faces, and on cleared woodland areas.  
 
Areas of scrub with Blackthorn (Prunus spinosa) and Gorse (Ulex europaeus) occur, 
and regenerating Hazel scrub exists in some areas where woodland has been cleared. 
Other habitats in the site include a small lake and freshwater marsh with Slender 
Sedge (Carex lasiocarpa). 
 
Narrow-leaved Bitter-cress (Cardamine impatiens) occurs among the woodland flora at 
this site. It is an annual or biennial, whose populations are known to 'disappear' in 
some years only to 'reappear' again. The species is protected under the Flora 
(Protection) Order, 1999, and this is its only known location in Ireland. Another 
legally protected species, Red Hemp-nettle (Galeopsis angustifolia), occurs on more 
open ground on the esker. 
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The main threat to the esker is quarrying for sand and gravel. This activity already 
occurs on the site at several locations. Grazing is a critical factor affecting esker 
habitats, and getting a balance right is important. The presence of too many grazers 
causes damage to the ground vegetation in both woodlands and grasslands and 
prevents regeneration of woody species. However, if the grazing level is too low, 
grasslands are vulnerable to the encroachment of scrub at the expense of species 
which require open conditions. Fertiliser application, associated with agricultural 
improvement, also leads to a reduction in species-richness of grasslands. 
 
Split Hill and Long Hill Esker is one of the finest and longest wooded eskers in the 
country. It is also one of the few woodlands in the area and a fine geomorphological 
feature of great scenic value. The trees are particularly well-grown and impressive, 
and much of the woodland has developed naturally on its steep slopes. The presence 
of a species-rich ground flora, which includes a rare and legally protected plant 
species at its only known Irish location, makes this site of great botanical and 
ecological importance. The site also supports some excellent examples of calcareous 
grassland which is rich in orchids. The increasing rarity of this habitat (due to 
agricultural intensification) is recognised in that it is awarded priority status on 
Annex I of the E.U. Habitats Directive. 


