
SITE SYNOPSIS 
 
 
SITE NAME:  NORTH BULL ISLAND SPA  
 
SITE CODE:  004006 
 
 
This site covers all of the inner part of north Dublin Bay, with the seaward boundary 
extending from the Bull Wall lighthouse across to Drumleck Point at Howth Head.   
The North Bull Island sand spit is a relatively recent depositional feature, formed as a 
result of improvements to Dublin Port during the 18th and 19th centuries.  It is almost 
5 km long and 1 km wide and runs parallel to the coast between Clontarf and Sutton.   
Part of the interior of the island has been converted to golf courses. 
 
Saltmarsh extends along the length of the landward side of the island and provides the 
main roost site for wintering birds in Dublin Bay.  The island shelters two intertidal 
lagoons which are divided by a solid causeway.  These lagoons provide the main 
feeding grounds for the wintering waterfowl.  The sediments of the lagoons are 
mainly sands with a small and varying mixture of silt and clay.  Green algal mats 
(Ulva spp.) are a feature of the flats during summer.  These sediments have a rich 
macro-invertebrate fauna, with high densities of Lugworm (Arenicola marina) and 
Ragworm (Hediste diversicolor). 
 
The site is a Special Protection Area (SPA) under the E.U. Birds Directive, of special 
conservation interest for the following species: Light-bellied Brent Goose, Shelduck, 
Teal, Pintail, Shoveler, Oystercatcher, Golden Plover, Grey Plover, Knot, Sanderling, 
Dunlin, Black-tailed Godwit, Bar-tailed Godwit, Curlew, Redshank, Turnstone and 
Black-headed Gull.  The site is also of special conservation interest for holding an 
assemblage of over 20,000 wintering waterbirds.  The E.U. Birds Directive pays 
particular attention to wetlands and, as these form part of this SPA, the site and its 
associated waterbirds are of special conservation interest for Wetland & Waterbirds. 
 
The North Bull Island SPA is of international importance for waterfowl on the basis 
that it regularly supports in excess of 20,000 waterfowl.  The site supports 
internationally important populations of three species, Light-bellied Brent Goose 
(1,548), Black-tailed Godwit (367) and Bar-tailed Godwit (1,529) - all figures are 
mean peaks for the five winters between 1995/96 and 1999/2000.  The site is one of 
the most important in the country for Light-bellied Brent Goose.  A further 14 species 
have populations of national importance – Shelduck (1,259), Teal (953), Pintail (233), 
Shoveler (141), Oystercatcher (1,784), Grey Plover (517), Golden Plover (2,033), 
Knot (2,837), Sanderling (141), Dunlin (4,146), Curlew (937), Redshank (1,431), 
Turnstone (157) and Black-headed Gull (2,196).  The populations of Pintail and Knot 
are of particular note as they comprise 14% and 10% respectively of the all-Ireland 
population totals.  Other species that occur regularly in winter include Grey Heron, 
Little Egret, Cormorant, Wigeon, Goldeneye, Red-breasted Merganser, Ringed Plover 
and Greenshank.  Gulls are a feature of the site during winter and, along with the 
nationally important population of Black-headed Gull (2,196), other species that 
occur include Common Gull (332) and Herring Gull (331).  While some of the birds 



also frequent South Dublin Bay and the River Tolka Estuary for feeding and/or 
roosting purposes, the majority remain within the site for much of the winter.  The 
wintering bird populations have been monitored more or less continuously since the 
late 1960s and the site is now surveyed each winter as part of the larger Dublin Bay 
complex.   
 
The North Bull Island SPA is a regular site for passage waders, especially Ruff, 
Curlew Sandpiper and Spotted Redshank.  These are mostly observed in single figures 
in autumn but occasionally in spring or winter.   
 
The site formerly had an important colony of Little Tern but breeding has not 
occurred in recent years.  Several pairs of Ringed Plover breed, along with Shelduck 
in some years.  Breeding passerines include Skylark, Meadow Pipit, Stonechat and 
Reed Bunting.  The island is a regular wintering site for Short-eared Owl, with up to 5 
present in some winters.  
 
The North Bull Island SPA is an excellent example of an estuarine complex and is 
one of the top sites in Ireland for wintering waterfowl.  It is of international 
importance on account of both the total number of waterfowl and the individual 
populations of Light-bellied Brent Goose, Black-tailed Godwit and Bar-tailed Godwit 
that use it.  Also of significance is the regular presence of several species that are 
listed on Annex I of the E.U. Birds Directive, notably Golden Plover and Bar-tailed 
Godwit, but also Ruff and Short-eared Owl.  North Bull Island is a Ramsar 
Convention site, and part of the North Bull Island SPA is a Statutory Nature Reserve 
and a Wildfowl Sanctuary. 
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