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Site Name: The Murrough Wetlands SAC 
 
Site Code: 002249 
 
 
The Murrough is a coastal wetland complex which stretches for 15 km from 
Ballygannon to north of Wicklow town, and in parts, extends inland for up to 1 km. 
A shingle ridge stretches the length of the site and carries the mainline Dublin-
Wexford railway. 
 
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): 
 

[1210] Annual Vegetation of Drift Lines 
[1220] Perennial Vegetation of Stony Banks 
[1330] Atlantic Salt Meadows 
[1410] Mediterranean Salt Meadows 
[7210] Cladium Fens* 
[7230] Alkaline Fens 

 
On the seaward side of the shingle bank which runs along The Murrough Wetlands 
SAC site drift line vegetation includes species such as Sea Rocket (Cakile maritima), 
Sea Sandwort (Honkenya peploides), Sea-holly (Eryngium maritimum) and Yellow 
Horned-poppy (Glaucium flavum). The rare and legally protected Oysterplant 
(Mertensia maritima) (Flora (Protection) Order, 1999) has been recorded on the 
gravelly shore in the past but is now considered to be extinct from this locality.  
 
Low sand hills occur at Kilcoole, with Marram (Ammophila arenaria) and Lyme-grass 
(Leymus arenarius). In other areas and further inland a rich grassy sward, which is 
most extensive at the south of the site, has developed. Typical species include Sweet 
Vernal-grass (Anthoxanthum odoratum), Crested Dog’s-tail (Cynosurus cristatus), 
Common Bird’s-foot-trefoil (Lotus corniculatus), Burnet Rose (Rosa pimpinellifolia) and 
Pyramidal Orchid (Anacamptis pyramidalis). A community dominated by Silverweed 
(Potentilla anserina) and Strawberry Clover (Trifolium fragiferum) occurs in some of the 
wetter, grassy areas. In some places, particularly at the south of the site, a gorse (Ulex 
sp.) heath has developed on the stony ridge.  
 
Saltmarsh is present within the site in two distinct areas. At the southern end of the 
site is found Broad Lough. This is a brackish, partly tidal lake, and has a well 
developed saltmarsh community which includes Saltmarsh Rush (Juncus gerardi), 
Common Saltmarsh-grass (Puccinellia maritima), Sea Aster (Aster tripolium), Sea 
Purslane (Halimione portulacoides) and Common Scurvygrass (Cochlearia officinalis). 
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Common Reed (Phragmites australis) is abundant along the western shore, along with 
some Sea Club-rush (Scirpus maritimus). Saltmarsh is also present in the northern end 
of the site in the vicinity of The Breaches. Though this has been greatly affected by 
drainage in the late 1980s and early 1990s, localised Sea Couch (Elymus pycnanthus) 
still occurs. The grassland which was created and improved as a result of the 
drainage is now influenced by seepage and flooding of saline waters.  
 
Fen vegetation is well developed in the Murrough wetlands, with both alkaline and 
calcareous fen with Great Fen-sedge (Cladium mariscus) represented. The fens occur 
mostly between Five Mile Point and Six Mile Point, especially in the townland of 
Blackditch and also in the Leamore and Grange areas. The alkaline fen is dominated 
by Black Bog-rush (Schoenus nigricans), with Marsh Pennywort (Hydrocotyle vulgaris), 
Purple Moor-grass (Molinia caerulea), Devil’s-bit Scabious (Succisa pratensis), Heather 
(Calluna vulgaris), Cross-leaved heath (Erica tetralix), and a wide variety of orchids 
also present. The rare, Narrow-leaved Marsh-orchid (Dactylorhiza traunsteineri) has 
also been recorded here. Great Fen-sedge occurs in mosaic with several vegetational 
elements but chiefly with alkaline fen. Its many forms can range from pure stands of 
Great Fen-sedge, through to occurring as a dominant with Greater Tussock-sedge 
(Carex paniculata) and Blunt-flowered Rush (Juncus subnodulosus). Cladium fen also 
occurs at Blackditch within stretches of swamp woodland or fen carr dominated by 
Rusty Willow (Salix cinerea subsp. oleifolia) and Downy Birch (Betula pubescens). 
 
A fine wet woodland occurs at Blackditch. Downy Birch is the dominant species, 
with some Alder (Alnus glutinosa), willows (Salix spp.) and Ash (Fraxinus excelsior) 
also present. The ground flora of this wooded area is often quite dense. This wood 
also contains a rich invertebrate community with at least eight rare or notable species 
of fly (Order Diptera) occurring, including Syntormon setosus, a species unknown 
elsewhere in Britain or Ireland. 
 
A wide range of freshwater and brackish marsh habitats occur within the site. These 
vary from reed-marsh dominated by reeds and rushes (Juncus spp.), to those of 
sedges (Carex spp.), with other areas supporting a mixture of sedges and Yellow Iris 
(Iris pseudacorus). A wide variety of grasses and herbs are also found. These include 
Meadowsweet (Filipendula ulmaria), Silverweed and Common Spike-rush (Eleocharis 
palustris). The scarce Red Data Book species Marsh Pea (Lathyrus palustris) occurs in 
one area. The marshes merge into wet grassland in many areas. Where grazing 
pressure is low, a herb-rich sward occurs with species such as Ragged-Robin (Lychnis 
flos-cuculi), Cuckooflower (Cardamine pratensis), Meadowsweet and Heath Spotted-
orchid (Dactylorhiza maculata) occurring. Sedges are abundant in the wetter areas. 
Where drains have been cut, there are many other species such as Greater Spearwort 
(Ranunculus lingua), Bogbean (Menyanthes trifoliata) and the scarce Reed Sweet-grass 
(Glyceria maxima).  
 
The Murrough is an important site for wintering waterfowl and breeding birds. 
Species listed on Annex I of the E.U. Birds Directive include Little Egret, Whooper 
Swan, Greenland White-fronted Goose, Golden Plover, Kingfisher and Little Tern. 
Average peak winter counts from 1994/95 - 1997/98 showed the site to have an 
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internationally important population of Brent Goose (1,318, higher than in the early 
1990s), nationally important populations of Wigeon (1,518), Teal (772) and Lapwing 
(3,140), and regionally or locally important populations of Whooper Swan (80), Little 
Grebe (22), Shelduck (95), Gadwall (9), Mallard (391), Shoveler (22), Golden Plover 
(615), Curlew (605) and Redshank (181). Greylag Goose numbers were nationally 
important in the early 1990s but these numbers have dropped off. The average peak 
is now 213. 
 
Little Tern breed on the shingle beach near The Breaches and this is the largest 
colony on the east coast (approx. 50 pairs in 1993, an average of 37 pairs over the ten 
year period 1988-1998 ). Redshank, Oystercatcher, Ringed Plover and Water Rail also 
breed. The reedbeds at Broad Lough provide habitat for Reed Warbler and the rare 
Bearded Tit has bred here.  
 
Otter has been reported regularly from the Murrough. This is a Red Data Book 
Species, and is also listed on Annex II of the Habitats Directive.  
 
Recent farming and drainage practices and afforestation have greatly reduced the 
area and quality of the wetlands habitats - the area between Kilcoole and Newcastle 
is particularly affected. In 1997 there was some levelling of the sand hills below 
Killoughter station. Pollution, reclamation and further drainage would adversely 
affect this site. A section of the wetlands at Blackditch, which includes alkaline and 
Cladium fen, has been acquired by BirdWatch Ireland and is being managed for 
nature conservation.  
 
This site is of importance as it is the largest coastal wetland complex on the east coast 
of Ireland. Although much affected by drainage, it still contains a wide range of 
coastal and freshwater habitats, including six listed on Annex I of the E.U. Habitats 
Directive, some of which contain threatened plants. Areas on the site contain a rich 
invertebrate fauna, including several rarities. It is an important site for both 
wintering and breeding birds and supports a variety of species listed on Annex I of 
the E.U. Birds Directive. 
 


