
  SITE SYNOPSIS 

 

Version date: 19.07.2023 1 of 5 002137_rev23.doc 
 

 
 
Site Name: Lower River Suir SAC 
 
Site Code: 002137 
 
 

Lower River Suir SAC consists of the freshwater stretches of the River Suir 

immediately south of Thurles, the tidal stretches as far as the confluence with the 

Barrow/Nore immediately east of Cheekpoint in Co. Waterford, and many tributaries 

including the Clodiagh in Co. Waterford, the Lingaun, Anner, Nier, Tar, Aherlow, 

Multeen and Clodiagh in Co. Tipperary. The Suir and its tributaries flow through the 

counties of Tipperary, Kilkenny and Waterford.  

 

Upstream of Waterford city, the swinging meanders of the Suir criss-cross the 

Devonian sandstone rim of hard rocks no less than three times as they leave the 

limestone-floored downfold below Carrick-on-Suir. In the vicinity of Carrick-on-Suir 

the river follows the limestone floor of the Carrick Syncline. Upstream of Clonmel 

the river and its tributaries traverse Upper Palaeozoic Rocks, mainly the Lower 

Carboniferous Visean and Tournaisian. The freshwater stretches of the Clodiagh 

River in Co. Waterford traverse Silurian rocks, through narrow bands of Old Red 

Sandstone and Lower Avonian Shales, before reaching the carboniferous limestone 

close to its confluence with the Suir. The Aherlow River flows through a 

Carboniferous limestone valley, with outcrops of Old Red Sandstone forming the 

Galtee Mountains to the south and the Slievenamuck range to the north. Glacial 

deposits of sands and gravels are common along the valley bottom, flanking the 

present-day river course. 

 

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): 

 

[1330] Atlantic Salt Meadows 

[3260] Floating River Vegetation 

[6430] Hydrophilous Tall Herb Communities 

[91A0] Old Oak Woodlands 

[91E0] Alluvial Forests* 

[91J0] Yew Woodlands* 

 

[1029] Freshwater Pearl Mussel (Margaritifera margaritifera) 

[1092] White-clawed Crayfish (Austropotamobius pallipes) 

[1095] Sea Lamprey (Petromyzon marinus) 

[1096] Brook Lamprey (Lampetra planeri) 

[1099] River Lamprey (Lampetra fluviatilis) 
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[1103] Twaite Shad (Alosa fallax) 

[1106] Atlantic Salmon (Salmo salar) 

[1355] Otter (Lutra lutra) 

 

Alluvial wet woodland is a declining habitat type in Europe as a result of drainage 

and reclamation. The best examples of this type of woodland in the site are found on 

the islands just below Carrick-on-Suir and at Fiddown Island. Species occurring here 

include Almond Willow (Salix triandra), White Willow (S. alba), Rusty Willow (S. 

cinerea subsp. oleifolia), Osier (S. viminalis), with Yellow Iris (Iris pseudacorus), 

Hemlock Water-dropwort (Oenanthe crocata), Wild Angelica (Angelica sylvestris), 

Pendulous Sedge (Carex pendula), Meadowsweet (Filipendula ulmaria) and Common 

Valerian (Valeriana officinalis). The terrain is littered with dead trunks and branches 

and intersected with small channels which carry small streams to the river.  The 

bryophyte and lichen floras appear to be rich. A small plot is currently being 

coppiced and managed by the National Parks and Wildlife Service. In the drier areas 

species such as Ash (Fraxinus excelsior), Hazel (Corylus avellana), Hawthorn (Crataegus 

monogyna) and Blackthorn (Prunus spinosa) occur.  

 

Eutrophic tall herb vegetation occurs in association with the various areas of alluvial 

forest and elsewhere where the floodplain of the river is intact. Characteristic species 

of the habitat include Meadowsweet, Purple Loosestrife (Lythrum salicaria), Marsh 

Ragwort (Senecio aquaticus), Ground Ivy (Glechoma hederacea) and Hedge Bindweed 

(Calystegia sepium ). 

 

Old oak woodlands are also of importance at the site. The best examples are seen in 

Portlaw Wood which lies on both sides of the Clodiagh River. On the south-facing 

side the stand is more open and the oaks (mainly Pedunculate Oak, Quercus robur) 

are well grown and spreading. Ivy (Hedera helix) and Bramble (Rubus fruticosus agg.) 

are common on the ground, indicating relatively high light conditions. Oak 

regeneration is dense, varying in age from 0-40 years and Holly (Ilex aquifolium ) is 

fairly common but mostly quite young. Across the valley, by contrast, the trees are 

much more closely spaced and though taller, are poorly grown on average. There are 

no clearings; large oaks extend to the boundary wall. In the darker conditions, Ivy is 

much rarer and Holly much more frequent, forming a closed canopy in places.  Oak 

regeneration is uncommon since there are as yet few natural clearings.  The 

shallowness of the soil on the north-facing slope probably contributes to the poor 

tree growth there. The acid nature of the substrate has induced a ‘mountain’ type 

oakwood community to develop. The site is quite species-rich throughout, including 

an abundance of mosses, liverworts and lichens. The rare lichen Lobaria pulmonaria, 

an indicator of ancient woodlands, is found here.  

 

Inchinsquillib Wood consists of three small separate sloping blocks of woodland in a 

valley cut by the young Multeen River and its tributaries through acidic Old Red 

Sandstone and Silurian rocks. Two blocks, both with an eastern aspect, located to the 

north of the road, are predominantly of Sessile Oak (Quercus petraea) and Hazel, with 

Downy Birch (Betula pubescens), Ash and Holly. The ground flora is quite mixed with, 
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for example, Wood-sedge (Carex sylvatica), Bluebell (Hyacinthoides non-scripta), 

Primrose (Primula vulgaris), Wood-sorrel (Oxalis acetosella), Pignut (Conopodium 

majus) and Hard Fern (Blechnum spicant). The base poor nature of the underlying rock 

is to some extent masked by the overlying drift. The third block, to the south of the 

road, and with a northern aspect, is a similar although less mature mixture of Sessile 

Oak, Birch and Holly. Here the influence of the drift is more marked, with the 

occurrence of Wood Anemone (Anemone nemorosa) amongst the ground flora.  

 

Two stands of Yew (Taxus baccata) woods, a rare habitat in Ireland and the E.U., 

occur within the site. These are on limestone ridges at Shanbally and Cahir Park. 

Both are in woods planted with non-native species, including conifers. However, the 

area at Cahir Park is fairly substantial in size and includes some relatively 

undisturbed patches of wood and some very old trees. Regeneration of the Yew trees 

is mostly poor, due to competition from species such as Sycamore (Acer 

pseudoplatanus) and, at Shanbally, due to heavy grazing by goats. Other native 

species which occur with the Yew trees include Ash, Pedunculate Oak, Hazel and 

Spindle (Euonymus europaeus). Future prospects for these Yew woods are good as the 

sites are proposed for restoration under a Coillte E.U. LIFE programme.  

 

Floating river vegetation is evident in the freshwater stretches of the River Suir and 

along many of its tributaries. Typical species found include Canadian Pondweed 

(Elodea canadensis), water-milfoils (Myriophyllum spp.), Fennel Pondweed 

(Potamogeton pectinatus), Curled Pondweed (P. crispus), Perfoliate Pondweed (P. 

perfoliatus), Pond Water-crowfoot (Ranunculus peltatus), other crowfoots (Ranunculus 

spp.) and the moss Fontinalis antipyretica. At a couple of locations along the river 

Opposite-leaved Pondweed (Groenlandia densa) occurs. This species is protected 

under the Flora (Protection) Order, 2022. 

 

The Aherlow River is fast flowing and mostly follows a natural unmodified river 

channel. Submerged vegetation includes the aquatic moss Fontinalis antipyretica and 

Stream Water-crowfoot (R. pencillatus), while shallow areas support species such as 

Reed Canary-grass (Phalaris arundinacea), Brooklime (Veronica beccabunga) and Water 

Mint (Mentha aquatica). The river bank is fringed in places with Alder (Alnus 

glutinosa) and willows (Salix spp.). 

 

The Multeen River is fast flowing, mostly gravel-bottomed and appears to follow a 

natural unmodified river channel. Water-crowfoots occur in abundance and the 

aquatic moss Fontinalis antipyretica is also common. In sheltered shallows, species 

such as Water-cress (Nasturtium officinale) and water-starworts (Callitriche spp.) occur. 

The river channel is fringed for most of its length with Alder, Willow and a narrow 

strip of marshy vegetation. 

 

Salt meadows occur below Waterford City in old meadows where the embankment 

is absent, or has been breached, and along the tidal stretches of some of the in-

flowing rivers below Little Island. There are very narrow, non-continuous bands of 

this habitat along both banks. More extensive areas are also seen along the south 

bank at Ballynakill, the east side of Little Island, and in three large salt meadows 
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between Ballynakill and Cheekpoint. The Atlantic sub-type occurs, with an extensive 

species list which includes Red Fescue (Festuca rubra), oraches (Atriplex spp.), Sea 

Aster (Aster tripolium ), Sea Couch (Elymus pycnanthus), frequent Sea Milkwort (Glaux 

maritima), occasional Wild Celery (Apium graveolens), Parsley Water-dropwort 

(Oenanthe lachenalii), English Scurvygrass (Cochlearia anglica) and Sea Arrowgrass 

(Triglochin maritima). Common Cord-grass (Spartina anglica), is rather frequent along 

the main channel edge and up the internal channels. The legally protected (Flora 

(Protection) Order, 2022) Meadow Barley (Hordeum secalinum ) grows at the landward 

transition of the saltmarsh. 

 

Other habitats at the site include wet and dry grassland, marsh, reedswamp, 

improved grassland, coniferous plantations, deciduous woodland, scrub, tidal river, 

stony shore and mudflats. The most dominant habitat adjoining the river is 

improved grassland, although there are wet fields with species such as Yellow Iris, 

Meadowsweet, rushes (Juncus spp.), Meadow Buttercup (Ranunculus acris) and 

Cuckooflower (Cardamine pratensis).  

 

Cabragh marshes, just below Thurles, lie in a low-lying tributary valley into which 

the main river floods in winter. Here there is an extensive area of Common Reed 

(Phragmites australis) with associated marshland and peaty fen. The transition 

between vegetation types is often well displayed. A number of wetland plants of 

interest occur, in particular the Narrow-leaved Bulrush (Typha angustifolia), Bottle 

Sedge (Carex rostrata) and Blunt-flowered Rush (Juncus subnodulosus). The marsh is 

naturally eutrophic but it has also the nutritional legacy of the former sugar factory 

which discharged into it through a number of holding lagoons, now removed. 

Production is high, which is seen in the size of such species as Celery-leaved 

Buttercup (Ranunculus sceleratus), as well as in the reeds themselves.  

 

Throughout the Lower River Suir site are small areas of woodland other than those 

described above. These tend to be a mixture of native and non-native species, 

although there are some areas of semi-natural wet woodland with species such as 

Ash and willow. Cahir Park Woodlands is a narrow tract of mixed deciduous 

woodland lying on the flat-lying floodplain of the River Suir. This estate woodland 

was planted over one hundred years ago and it contains a large component of exotic 

tree species. However, due to original planting and natural regeneration there is now 

a good mix of native and exotic species. About 5 km north-west of Cashel, Ardmayle 

pond is a long, possibly artificial water body running parallel to the River Suir. It is 

partly shaded by planted Lime (Tilia hybrids), Sycamore and the native Alder. 

Growing beneath the trees are shade tolerant species such as Remote sedge (Carex 

remota). 

 

The site is of particular conservation interest for the presence of a number of Annex 

II animal species, including Freshwater Pearl Mussel (both Margaritifera margaritifera 

and M. margaritifera subsp. durrovensis occur), White-clawed Crayfish, Salmon, 

Twaite Shad (Alosa fallax fallax), three species of Lampreys - Sea Lamprey, Brook 

Lamprey and River Lamprey, and Otter. This is one of only three known spawning 

grounds in the country for Twaite Shad. 
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The site also supports populations of several other animal species. Those which are 

listed in the Irish Red Data Book include Daubenton’s Bat, Nattererer’s Bat, 

Pipistrelle Bat, Pine Marten, Badger, Irish Hare, Smelt and Common Frog. Breeding 

stocks of Carp are found in Kilsheelan Lake. This is one of only two lakes in the 

country which is known to have supported breeding Carp. Carp require unusually 

high summer water temperatures to breed in Ireland. As the site is therefore unusual 

in this regard, it may also support interesting invertebrate populations.  

 

Parts of the site have also been identified as of ornithological importance for a 

number of Annex I (E.U. Birds Directive) bird species, including Greenland White-

fronted Goose (10), Golden Plover (1,490), Whooper Swan (7) and Kingfisher. Figures 

given in brackets are the average maximum counts from four count areas within the 

site for the three winters 1994-1997. Wintering populations of migratory birds use the 

site. Flocks are seen in Coolfinn Marsh and also along the reedbeds and saltmarsh 

areas of the Suir. Coolfinn supports nationally important numbers of Greylag Goose 

on a regular basis, with numbers between 600 and 700 recorded. Other species 

occurring include Mallard (21), Teal (159), Wigeon (26), Tufted Duck (60), Pintail (4), 

Pochard (2), Little Grebe (2), Black-tailed Godwit (20), Oystercatcher (16), Lapwing 

(993), Dunlin (101), Curlew (195), Redshank (28), Greenshank (4) and Green 

Sandpiper (1). Nationally important numbers of Lapwing (2,750) were recorded at 

Faithlegg in the winter of 1996/97. In Cabragh marshes there is abundant food for 

surface feeding wildfowl which total approximately 1,000 in winter. Widgeon, Teal 

and Mallard are numerous, and the latter has a large breeding population, with up to 

400 in summer. In addition, less frequent species like Shoveler and Pintail occur and 

there are records for both Whooper and Bewick's swans. Kingfisher, a species that is 

listed on Annex I of the E.U. Birds Directive, occurs along some of the many 

tributaries throughout the site. 

 

Land use at the site consists mainly of agricultural activities including grazing, silage 

production, fertilising and land reclamation. The grassland is intensively managed 

and the rivers are therefore vulnerable to pollution from run-off of fertilisers and 

slurry. Arable crops are also grown. Fishing is a main tourist attraction on stretches 

of the Suir and some of its tributaries, and there are a number of Angler Associations, 

some with a number of beats. Fishing stands and styles have been erected in places. 

Both commercial and leisure fishing takes place on the rivers. The Aherlow River is a 

designated Salmonid Water under the E.U. Freshwater Fish Directive. Other 

recreational activities such as boating, golfing and walking are also popular. Several 

industrial developments, which discharge into the river, border the site including 

three dairy related operations and a tannery. 

 

The Lower River Suir contains excellent examples of a number of Annex I habitats, 

including the priority habitats alluvial forest and Yew woodland. The site also 

supports populations of several important animals species, some listed on Annex II 

of the Habitats Directive or listed in the Irish Red Data Book. The presence of two 

legally protected plants (Flora (Protection) Order, 2022) and the ornithological 

importance of the site adds further to the ecological interest and importance. 


