SITE SYNOPSIS
Site Name: Wicklow Mountains SAC
Site Code: 002122
Wicklow Mountains SAC is a complex of upland areas in Counties Wicklow and
Dublin, flanked by the Blessington reservoir to the west and Vartry reservoir in the
east, Cruagh Mountain in the north and Lybagh Mountain in the south. Most of the
site is over 300 m, with much ground over 600 m. The highest peak is 925 m at
Lugnaquilla. The Wicklow uplands comprise a core of granites flanked by
Ordovician schists, mudstones and volcanics. The form of the Wicklow Glens is due
to glacial erosion. The topography is typical of a mountain chain, showing the effects
of more than one cycle of erosion. The massive granite has weathered
characteristically into broad domes. Most of the western part of the site consists of an
elevated moorland, covered by peat. The surrounding schists have assumed more
diverse outlines, forming prominent peaks and rocky foothills with deep glens. The
dominant topographical features are the products of glaciation. High corrie lakes,
deep valleys and moraines are common features of this area. The substrate over
much of the area is peat, usually less than 2 m deep. Poor mineral soil covers the
slopes, and rock outcrops are frequent. The Wicklow Mountains are drained by
several major rivers including the Dargle, Liffey, Dodder, Slaney and Avonmore. The
river water in the mountain areas is often peaty, especially during floods.
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
[3160] Dystrophic Lakes
[4010] Wet Heath
[4030] Dry Heath
[4060] Alpine and Subalpine Heaths
[6130] Calaminarian Grassland
[6230] Species-rich Nardus Grassland*
[7130] Blanket Bogs (Active)*
[8110] Siliceous Scree
[8210] Calcareous Rocky Slopes
[8220] Siliceous Rocky Slopes
[91A0] Old Oak Woodlands
[1355] Otter (Lutra lutra)
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The vegetation over most of Wicklow Mountains SAC is a mosaic of heath, blanket
bog and upland grassland (mostly on peaty soil, though some on mineral soil),
stands of dense Bracken (Pteridium aquilinum), and small woodlands mainly along
the rivers. Mountain loughs and corrie lakes are scattered throughout the site.
The two dominant vegetation communities in the area are heath and blanket bog.
Heath vegetation, with both wet and dry heath well represented, occurs in
association with blanket bog, upland acid grassland and rocky habitats. The wet
heath is characterised by species such as Heather (Calluna vulgaris), Cross-leaved
Heath (Erica tetralix), cottongrasses (Eriophorum spp.), Tormentil (Potentilla erecta),
Mat-grass (Nardus stricta), bent grasses (Agrostis spp.) and bog mosses (Sphagnum
spp.). In places the wet heath occurs in conjunction with flush communities and
streamside vegetation, and here species such as Heath Rush (Juncus squarrosus) and
sedges (Carex spp.) are found. Dry heath at this site is confined to shallow peaty soils
on steep slopes where drainage is better and particularly in sheltered conditions. It is
characterised by species such as Heather, gorse (Ulex spp.), Bell Heather (Erica
cinerea), Bilberry (Vaccinium myrtillus), Purple Moor-grass (Molinia caerulea) and
lichens (Cladonia spp.). In places the heath grades into upland grassland on mineral
soil.
Blanket bog is usually dominated by cottongrasses, Heather and bog mosses. On
steeper slopes there is some flushing and here Purple Moor-grass, Heath Rush and
certain Sphagnum species become more common. The Liffey Head blanket bog is
among the best of its kind in eastern Ireland, with deep peat formations and an
extensive system of dystrophic pools developed among the hummocks and hollows
on the bog surface. The vegetation is largely dominated by Heather and Cross-leaved
Heath, with cottongrasses (Eriophorum vaginatum and E. angustifolium), Deergrass
(Scirpus cespitosus) and Bog Asphodel (Narthecium ossifragum). In drier areas, Bilberry
and Cowberry (Vaccinium vitis-idaea) are common, while the scarce Bog-rosemary
(Andromeda polifolia) is also found. Blanket bog occurs over extensive areas of deeper
peat on the plateau and also on gentle slopes at high altitudes.
Due to the underlying rock strata, the water of the rivers and streams is acid rather
than alkaline. The water is generally oligotrophic and free from enrichment. The
lakes within the area range from the high altitude lakes of Lough Firrib and Three
Lakes, to the lower pater-noster lakes of Glendalough, Lough Tay and Lough Dan.
Spectacular corrie lakes, such as Loughs Bray (Upper and Lower), Ouler, Cleevaun,
Arts, Kellys and Nahanagan, exhibit fine sequences of moraine stages. The deep
lakes are characteristically species-poor, but hold some interesting plants including
an unusual form of Quillwort (Isoetes lacustris var. morei), a stonewort (Nitella sp.) and
Floating Bur-reed (Sparganium angustifolium).
Alpine vegetation occurs on some of the mountain tops, notably in the Lugnaquilla
area, and also on exposed cliffs and scree slopes elsewhere in the site. Here alpine
heath vegetation is represented with heath species such as Crowberry (Empetrum
nigrum) and Cowberry, and others such as Dwarf Willow (Salix herbacea), the greygreen moss Racomitrium lanuginosum, and scarce species such as Mountain Clubmoss
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(Diphasiastrum alpinum), Firmoss (Huperzia selago), and Starry Saxifrage (Saxifraga
stellaris). Some rare arctic-alpine species have been recorded, including Alpine
Lady’s-mantle (Alchemilla alpina) and Alpine Saw-wort (Saussurea alpina).
Old lead mine workings at Glendasan support an estimated 3.6 hectares of
Calaminarian Grassland, with a suite of rare metallophyte (metal-loving)
bryophytes, including the moss Ditrichum plumbicola and the liverworts Cephaloziella
massalongi and C. nicholsonii.
Small areas of old oakwood (Blechno-Quercetum petraeae type) occur on the slopes
of Glendalough and Glenmalure, near Lough Tay and Lough Dan, with native
Sessile Oak (Quercus petraea) trees, many of which are 100-120 years old. On wetter
areas, wet broadleaved semi-natural woodlands occur which are dominated by
Downy Birch (Betula pubescens). Mixed woodland with non-native tree species also
occurs.
The site supports a range of rare plant species. Parsley Fern (Cryptogramma crispa),
Marsh Clubmoss (Lycopodiella inundata), Lanceolate Spleenwort (Asplenium billotii),
Small-white Orchid (Pseudorchis albida) and Bog Orchid (Hammarbya paludosa) are all
legally protected under the Flora (Protection) Order, 2015. Greater Broomrape
(Orobanche rapum-genistae), Alpine Saw-wort and Alpine Lady's-mantle are listed in
the Irish Red Data Book. The rare Myxomycete fungus Echinostelium colliculosum has
been recorded from the Military Road.
The Red Data Book fish species Arctic Char has been recorded from Lough Dan, but
this population may now have died out.
Mammals and birds which occur are typical of the uplands. Deer are abundant,
mainly hybrids between Red and Sika Deer. Other mammals include Hare, Badger
and Otter, the latter being a species listed on Annex II of the E.U. Habitats Directive.
Pine Marten has recently been confirmed as occurring within the site. Among the
birds, Meadow Pipit, Skylark, Raven and Red Grouse are resident throughout the
site. Wheatear, Whinchat and the scarce Ring Ouzel are summer visitors. Wood
Warbler and Redstarts are rare breeding species of the woodlands. Dipper and Grey
Wagtail are typical riparian species. Merlin and Peregrine, both Annex I species of
the E.U. Birds Directive, breed within the site. Recently, Goosander has become
established as a breeding species.
Large areas of the site are owned by the National Parks and Wildlife Service (NPWS)
and are managed for nature conservation based on traditional land uses of upland
areas. The most common land use is traditional sheep grazing, but others include
turf cutting, mostly hand-cutting but some machine-cutting also occurs. These
activities are largely confined to the Military Road, where there is easy access. Large
areas which had been previously hand-cut and are now abandoned are regenerating.
In the last 40 years, forestry has become an important land use in the uplands, and
has affected both the wildlife and the hydrology of the area. Amenity use is very
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high, with Dublin city close to the site. Peat erosion is frequent on the peaks. This
may be a natural process, but is likely to be accelerated by activities such as grazing.
Wicklow Mountains is important as a complex, extensive upland site. It shows great
diversity from a geomorphological and a topographical point of view. The vegetation
provides examples of the typical upland habitats with heath, blanket bog and upland
grassland covering large, relatively undisturbed areas. In all, twelve habitats listed
on Annex I of the E.U. Habitats Directive are found within the site. Several rare or
protected plant and animal species occur, adding further to its value.
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