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Site Name: Lough Swilly SAC 
 
Site Code: 002287 
 
 
This large site, situated in the northern part of Co. Donegal, comprises the inner part 

of Lough Swilly. It extends from below Letterkenny to just north of Buncrana. Lough 

Swilly is a long sea lough, cutting through a variety of metamorphic rocks on the 

west side of Inishowen. The main rivers flowing into the site are the Swilly, Lennan 

and Crana. At low tide, extensive sand and mudflats are exposed, especially at the 

mouths of the Swilly and Lennan rivers. The site is estuarine in character, with 

shallow water and intertidal sand and mudflats being the dominant habitats.  

 

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 

[1150] Coastal Lagoons* 

[1330] Atlantic Salt Meadows 

[6410] Molinia Meadows 

[91A0] Old Oak Woodlands 

[1355] Otter (Lutra lutra) 

[1351] Harbour Porpoise (Phocoena phocoena) 

 

Ecological communities present in the intertidal sediments at Lough Swilly SAC 

include fine sand community complexes, intertidal mixed sediment communities 

with polychaetes, subtidal mixed sediment communities with polychaetes and 

bivalves, muddy fine sand communities with Thyasira flexuosa, muddy community 

complexes and Ostrea edulis dominated communities. Bivalves and polychaete 

worms are well represented in the macro-invertebrate fauna, with species such as 

Cockles (Cerastoderma edule), Mussels (Mytilus edulis), Baltic Tellin (Macoma balthica), 

Ragworm (Nereis diversicolor) and Sand Mason (Lanice conchilega) being common. 

Common Cord-grass (Spartina anglica) is well established on parts of the intertidal 

flats. The shoreline above the flats varies from bedrock shore to shingle or cobbles, 

and here is found a scattering of salt tolerant plants such as Common Scurvygrass 

(Cochlearia officinalis), Sea-milkwort (Glaux maritima) and Red Fescue (Festuca rubra).  

 

Saltmarshes are well represented in the inner sheltered areas of the site, with good 

examples in the Ramelton area. The marshes are the Atlantic salt meadow type, and 

are characterised by such species as Thrift (Armeria maritima), Sea-milkwort, Sea 

Aster (Aster tripolium), Sea Arrowgrass (Triglochin maritima) and Red Fescue.  
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Lakes which are lagoonal in character occur at Inch and Blanket Nook. Inch Lough is 

a good example of a large, shallow lagoon with very low salinity in most of the 

lagoon. Less information is available for Blanket Nook but it is of a higher salinity 

and adds to the richness of the habitat within the site as a whole. The vegetation in 

Inch is diverse and typically lagoonal, with well-developed charophyte communities, 

including a large population of Chara canescens (a Red Data Book species). It also 

supports Horned Pondweed (Zannichellia palustris) and a mixed Pondweed/ 

Tassleweed community (Potamogeton pectinatus/Ruppia maritima). The green alga 

Chaetomorpha linum occurs at Blanket Nook. The aquatic fauna at Inch is rich and 

diverse and includes a range of lagoonal specialists and species that are apparently 

rare. These include Lekanesphaera hookeri (Order Isopoda), Palaemonetes varians (Order 

Decapoda), Conopeum seurati (a bryozoan), Sigara stagnalis (Order Hemiptera), S. 

concinna (Order Hemiptera), Jaera nordmanni (Order Isopoda), Neomysis integer (Order 

Mysida) and Cordylophora caspia (a hydrozoan). Less information is available on the 

aquatic fauna at Blanket Nook, though several lagoonal specialists have been 

recorded, including Jaera ischiosetosa (Order Isopoda), which appears to be a rare 

species in Ireland. Inch Lough is regarded as being of significant conservation value 

for ecotonal Coleoptera, with several species indicative of well-developed shoreline 

habitats including two that are apparently rare: Bembidion bipunctatum, a halo-

tolerant shore species, and Bembidion aeneum, a stenotopic halobiont species. 

Although artificial in origin, the lagoon habitat in this site is one of the largest and 

best examples of a shallow, low salinity lagoon habitat in the country. 

 

Over 11 hectares of Molinia Meadows, a habitat listed on Annex I of the E.U. Habitats 

Directive, are reported to occur at Inch Level, according to the Irish Semi-natural 

Grasslands Survey, 2010. 

 

Two woodlands occur adjacent to the north-western shore of Lough Swilly. These 

are Rathmullen and Carradoan Woods, the former being a Nature Reserve. They are 

dominated by Sessile Oak (Quercus petraea) and Downy Birch (Betula pubescens), but 

many other species are present including exotics such as Beech (Fagus sylvatica). 

Alder (Alnus glutinosa) and willows (Salix spp.) occur in the wetter parts. An area of 

wet heath, dominated by Heather (Calluna vulgaris), occurs on the hill above 

Carradoran Wood. These woodlands display a generally intact structure and support 

a range of breeding birds, including Woodcock.  

 

A further area of woodland, scrub and heath occurs above the north-east shore at 

Crockacashel and at Porthaw. Oak/Hazel (Corylus avellana) scrub is frequent, and 

there is a well-developed ground flora with species such as Wood-sorrel (Oxalis 

acetosella), Herb-Robert (Geranium robertianum), Lady-fern (Athyrium filix-femina) and 

Broad Buckler Fern (Dryopteris dilatata). The heath vegetation includes Heather, 

Gorse (Ulex europaeus), Wood Sage (Teucrium scorodonia) and Tormentil (Potentilla 

erecta). In the wetter areas, Purple Moor-grass (Molinia caerulea) and Cross-leaved 

Heath (Erica tetralix) occur.  

 

The site supports a population of Otter, a species listed on Annex II of the E.U. 

Habitats Directive. 
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Lough Swilly is an important site for waterfowl in autumn and winter. The shallow 

waters provide suitable habitat for grebes and diving duck, while the intertidal flats 

are used by an excellent diversity of wildfowl and waders. At high tide, the duck and 

wader species roost on the saltmarshes and shorelines, with some species moving to 

the adjacent pasture and arable fields. In the three winters 1994/95 to 1996/97, 16 

species occurred in nationally important numbers as follows (figures are average 

maximum counts for the 3 winters): Great Crested Grebe (274), Shelduck (646), 

Wigeon (1,673), Teal (1,381), Mallard (1,155), Shoveler (58), Scaup (143), Goldeneye 

(169), Red-breasted Merganser (103), Coot (335), Oystercatcher (1,459), Knot (327), 

Dunlin (7,995), Curlew (1,716), Redshank (1,080) and Greenshank (30). Other species 

which occur in regionally or locally important numbers, and at times may exceed the 

threshold for national importance, include Brent Goose, Pochard, Tufted Duck, 

Lapwing, Ringed Plover, Grey Plover, Bar-tailed Godwit and Turnstone. The site is 

also an important area for the Great Northern Diver and the rare Slavonian Grebe. 

 

The adjacent pasture and arable polders at Inch, Big Isle and Blanket Nook support 

internationally important populations of Whooper Swans, Greenland White-fronted 

Goose and Greylag Goose. Inch Lough is an important roosting area for these birds 

and at times they utilise other parts of Lough Swilly for roosting.  

 

This site is of conservation importance as it contains good examples of at least five 

habitats listed on Annex I of the E.U. Habitats Directive (estuaries, lagoons, Atlantic 

salt meadows, Molinia meadows, old oak woods) and supports a population of Otter. 

In addition, it is of high ornithological importance for wintering waterfowl, with 16 

species occurring regularly in numbers of national importance, plus three species 

occurring within the site and on adjacent polders in numbers of international 

importance. 

 


