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Site Name: Boyne Coast and Estuary SAC 
 
Site Code: 001957 
 
 
Boyne Coast and Estuary SAC is a coastal site which includes most of the tidal 
sections of the River Boyne, intertidal sand- and mudflats, saltmarshes, marginal 
grassland, and the stretch of coast from Bettystown to Termonfeckin that includes 
the Mornington and Baltray sand dune systems.  
 
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 
[1210] Annual vegetation of drift lines 
[1310] Salicornia Mud 
[1330] Atlantic Salt Meadows 
[2110] Embryonic Shifting Dunes 
[2120] Marram Dunes (White Dunes) 
[2130] Fixed Dunes (Grey Dunes)* 

 
The Boyne River channel, which is navigable and dredged, is defined by training 
walls, these being breached in places. Intertidal flats occur on the sides of the 
channelled river. The sediments vary from fine muds in the sheltered areas to sandy 
muds or sands towards the river mouth. The linear stretches of intertidal flats to the 
north and south of the river mouth are mainly composed of sand. One or more 
species of eelgrass (Zostera spp.) occur in the estuary. 
 
Parts of the intertidal areas are fringed by saltmarshes, most of which are of the 
Atlantic type, and dominated by Sea-purslane (Halimione portulacoides). Other species 
present include Common Saltmarsh-grass (Puccinellia maritima), Sea Plantain 
(Plantago maritima), Lax-flowered Sea-lavender (Limonium humile) and glassworts 
(Salicornia spp.). Common Cord-grass (Spartina anglica) occurs frequently on the flats 
and saltmarshes.  
 
The two sand dune systems in the site, at Baltray and Mornington, are of 
conservation value, despite the restricted distribution of the intact areas and the high 
recreational pressure to which they are subjected. A gradient from embryonic dunes 
to Marram (Ammophila arenaria) dunes and then fixed dunes is shown at both 
systems.  
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The largest area of annual vegetation of drift lines within this SAC is located at 
Baltray, north of the estuary. The vegetation is highly representative of the habitat 
type, which is limited to a small number of highly specialised species that are 
capable of coping with harsh environmental conditions including high salinity, wind 
exposure, and unstable substrate and lack of soil moisture. Species present include 
oraches (Atriplex spp.), Sea Rocket (Cakile maritima), Prickly Saltwort (Salsola kali) and 
Sea Sandwort (Honkenya peploides). Embryonic dunes are particularly well-developed 
at Baltray where there is active accretion. Species present include Sand Couch 
(Elymus farctus), Lyme-grass (Leymus arenarius), Marram, Sea Sandwort and Prickly 
Saltwort. The embryonic dunes grade into a narrow band of shifting Marram dunes. 
Marram is dominant, though there are also such species as Cat’s-ear (Hypochoeris 
radicata), Mouse-ear Hawkweed (Hieracium pilosella) and Dandelion (Taraxacum agg.). 
The areas of fixed dunes on the site have a typical diversity of species, including 
Marram, Red Fescue (Festuca rubra), Wild Carrot (Daucus carota), Common Bird’s-
foot-trefoil (Lotus corniculatus), Common Restharrow (Ononis repens), Wild Thyme 
(Thymus praecox), Lady’s Bedstraw (Galium verum) and Wild Pansy (Viola tricolor). 
Vegetation dominated by bryophytes and lichens is limited, though such species as 
Brachythecium albicans, Hypnum cupressiforme, Peltigera canina and Cladonia spp. occur. 
Some dune slacks may still occur at the site. A number of scarce plants such as 
Viper’s-bugloss (Echium vulgare), Adder’s-tongue (Ophioglossum vulgatum), 
Variegated Horsetail (Equisetum variegatum) and Wild Clary/Sage (Salvia verbenaca) 
have been recorded from the site in the past. The last-named species is of particular 
note as it is a Red Data Book species at its most northerly known Irish station.  
 
The Boyne is the second most important estuary for wintering birds on the Louth-
Meath coastline. From a recent wetland survey carried out over 4 seasons (1994/95-
97/98), it is known that this site supports nationally important numbers of Shelduck 
(176 individuals), Golden Plover (5,338), Lapwing (4,755), Knot (1,559), Black-tailed 
Godwit (414), Redshank (539), Turnstone (104), Oystercatcher (922), Grey Plover 
(112) and Sanderling (93).  
 
Other species of regional or local importance include Brent Goose (142), Wigeon 
(485), Teal (185), Mallard (160), Dunlin (627), Curlew (352) and Ringed Plover 
(approx. 100). An area of shingle at Baltray Dunes is also an important breeding site 
for Little Tern, with 14 pairs recorded in 1995. Little Tern is the rarest Irish tern 
species, and is listed on Annex I of the E.U. Birds Directive. Part of the estuary is a 
Wildfowl Sanctuary and has been designated a Special Protection Area under the 
E.U. Birds Directive. 
 
This site has been somewhat modified by human activities. The river is regularly 
dredged to accommodate cargo ships, which causes disturbance to the bird, fish and 
invertebrate communities in the estuary. Several factories operate upstream from the 
estuary and pollution and disturbance associated with them has had an impact on 
the ecology of the area. There is a proposal to create a deep water facility at the north 
end of Mornington Dunes on the mouth of the Boyne estuary.  
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The site is of considerable conservation interest as a coastal complex that supports 
good examples of eight habitats that are listed on Annex I of the E.U. Habitats 
Directive, including one which is listed with priority status, and for the important 
bird populations that it supports. 


