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Site Name: Lough Gill SAC 
 
Site Code: 001976 
 
 
This site includes Lough Gill, Doon Lough to the north-east, the Bonet River (as far 
as, but not including, Glenade Lough), and a stretch of the Owenmore River near 
Manorhamilton in Co. Leitrim. Lough Gill itself, 2 km east of Sligo town, lies at a 
geological junction of ancient metamorphic rocks which produce acid groundwater, 
and limestone which dissolves in the groundwater.  
 
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): 
 

[3150] Natural Eutrophic Lakes 
[6210] Orchid-rich Calcareous Grassland* 
[91A0] Old Oak Woodlands 
[91E0] Alluvial Forests* 
[1092] White-clawed Crayfish (Austropotamobius pallipes) 
[1095] Sea Lamprey (Petromyzon marinus) 
[1096] Brook Lamprey (Lampetra planeri) 
[1099] River Lamprey (Lampetra fluviatilis) 
[1106] Atlantic Salmon (Salmo salar) 
[1355] Otter (Lutra lutra) 

 
Lough Gill is a large lake, being 8 km long, and has steep limestone shores and 
underwater cliffs. It is over 20 m deep in places. The lake appears to be naturally 
eutrophic. The aquatic macrophyte flora is very limited, probably due to the rapid 
increase in depth around most of the margin. Species such as pondweeds 
(Potamogeton spp.) are present, as well as Shoreweed (Littorella uniflora). Where the 
lake shore has a shallow gradient, some swamp vegetation occurs, mainly dominated 
by Common Reed (Phragmites australis), with Common Club-rush (Scirpus lacustris) 
and sedges (Carex spp.). 
 
The Old Oak Woodlands within this site are dominated by oak (Quercus spp.), 
Rowan (Sorbus aucuparia) and willows (Salix spp.). A number of interesting tree 
species occur. Strawberry Tree (Arbutus unedo) is found in its most northerly site in 
the world. Yew (Taxus baccata) occurs in abundance. Bird Cherry (Prunus padus), a 
Red Data Book species, is also found, as is the nationally scarce Rock Whitebeam 
(Sorbus rupicola). Some areas of conifer plantation occur in association with these 
woodlands.  
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There is a fringe of deciduous woodland along most of the length of the Garvoge 
River. In parts it is dense and impenetrable, with a very wet marshy underlayer. 
Some areas are dominated by Rusty Willow (Salix cinerea subsp. oleifolia), with Alder 
(Alnus glutinosa) also occurring commonly. Other tree species present include Goat 
Willow (Salix caprea), Hazel (Corylus avellana), Rhododendron (Rhododendron 
ponticum) and Cherry Laurel (Prunus laurocerasus). Both of the latter species are 
invasive aliens. In the understorey, species such as Guelder-rose (Viburnum opulus), 
Gipsywort (Lycopus europaeus) and Skullcap (Scutellaria galericulata) are found. 
Reedswamp is also common along the river. Another area of alluvial wet woodland 
is found at the mouth of the Bonet River. Here there is dense willow (Salix sp.) scrub, 
along with Reed Canary-grass (Phalaris arundinacea), and also areas where Alder and 
Goat Willow are dominant.  
 
Areas of unimproved wet and dry grassland also occur within the site, the former 
particularly by the lake and the latter well developed in the north-east of the site and 
in the vicinity of O’Rourke’s Table. Orchid-rich Calcareous Grassland, a priority 
habitat listed on Annex I of the E.U. Habitats Directive, has been reported from 
Clogher Beg, according to the Irish Semi-natural Grasslands Survey, 2010. Heath-
covered hillsides above the woods are dominated by Heather (Calluna vulgaris).  
 
The site also supports several rare plant species, including Yellow Bird's-nest 
(Monotropa hypopitys), the lady’s-mantle species Alchemilla glaucescens, Ivy Broomrape 
(Orobanche hederae), Black Bryony (Tamus communis), Intermediate Wintergreen 
(Pyrola media) and Bird's-nest Orchid (Neottia nidus-avis). There is also an 
unconfirmed record for Melancholy Thistle (Cirsium helenioides) from the eastern side 
of the site. 
 
Both the woods and the mountains are used by a large herd of Fallow Deer.  
The site is of considerable importance for the presence of four Red Data Book fish 
species that are listed on Annex II of the E.U. Habitats Directive - Brook Lamprey 
(Lampetra planeri), River Lamprey (Lampetra fluviatilis), Sea Lamprey (Petromyzon 
marinus) and Atlantic Salmon (Salmo salar). The Lough Gill system gets a very early 
run of spring salmon, while the Bonet holds stocks of salmon from spring right 
through to the end of the season. White-clawed Crayfish (Austropotamobius pallipes), 
Otter and Pine Marten are well established on this site, the first two are both Annex 
II species. The woodlands have a fauna which includes several rare snail species. 
 
Lough Gill supports low numbers of wintering waterfowl, mostly Mallard (<150), 
Tufted Duck (20-30) and Goldeneye (<20). A small colony of Common Tern breed on 
the islands (20 pairs in 1993), while Kingfisher are found on the lake and rivers. Both 
of these species are listed on Annex I of the E.U. Birds Directive. A colony of Black-
headed Gulls (63 pairs in 1992) occurs with the terns. The woods support a good 
diversity of bird species including Jay, Woodcock and Blackcap. 
 
The site is of importance for four habitats listed on Annex I of the E.U. Habitats 
Directive, including two with priority status. It is also noted for the high number of 
rare or scarce animal and plant species.  


