
SITE SYNOPSIS 
 
 
SITE NAME:  SOUTH DUBLIN BAY AND RIVER TOLKA ESTUARY SPA  
 
SITE CODE:  004024 
 
 
The South Dublin Bay and River Tolka Estuary SPA comprises a substantial part of 
Dublin Bay.  It includes the intertidal area between the River Liffey and Dun 
Laoghaire, and the estuary of the River Tolka to the north of the River Liffey, as well 
as Booterstown Marsh.  A portion of the shallow marine waters of the bay is also 
included. 
 
In the south bay, the intertidal flats extend for almost 3 km at their widest.  The 
sediments are predominantly well-aerated sands.  Several permanent channels exist, 
the largest being Cockle Lake.  A small sandy beach occurs at Merrion Gates, while 
some bedrock shore occurs near Dun Laoghaire.  The landward boundary is now 
almost entirely artificially embanked.  There is a bed of Dwarf Eelgrass (Zostera 
noltii) below Merrion Gates which is the largest stand on the east coast.  Green algae 
(Ulva spp.) are distributed throughout the area at a low density.  The macro-
invertebrate fauna is well-developed, and is characterised by annelids such as 
Lugworm (Arenicola marina), Nephthys spp. and Sand Mason (Lanice conchilega), 
and bivalves, especially Cockle (Cerastoderma edule) and Baltic Tellin (Macoma 
balthica).  The small gastropod Spire Shell (Hydrobia ulvae) occurs on the muddy 
sands off Merrion Gates, along with the crustacean Corophium volutator.  Sediments 
in the Tolka Estuary vary from soft thixotrophic muds with a high organic content in 
the inner estuary to exposed, well-aerated sands off the Bull Wall.  The site includes 
Booterstown Marsh, an enclosed area of saltmarsh and muds that is cut off from the 
sea by the Dublin/Wexford railway line, being linked only by a channel to the east, 
the Nutley stream.  Sea water incursions into the marsh occur along this stream at 
high tide.  An area of grassland at Poolbeg, north of Irishtown Nature Park, is also 
included in the site. 
 
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, 
Oystercatcher, Ringed Plover, Grey Plover, Knot, Sanderling, Dunlin, Bar-tailed 
Godwit, Redshank, Black-headed Gull, Roseate Tern, Common Tern and Arctic Tern.  
The E.U. Birds Directive pays particular attention to wetlands, and as these form part 
of the SPA, the site and its associated waterbirds are of special conservation interest 
for Wetland & Waterbirds. 
 
The site is an important site for wintering waterfowl, being an integral part of the 
internationally important Dublin Bay complex – all counts for wintering waterbirds 
are five year mean peaks for the period 1995/96 to 1999/2000.  Although birds 
regularly commute between the south bay and the north bay, recent studies have 
shown that certain populations which occur in the south bay spend most of their time 
there.  An internationally important population of Light-bellied Brent Goose (368) 
occurs regularly and newly arrived birds in the autumn feed on the Eelgrass bed at 



Merrion.  At the time of designation the site supported nationally important numbers 
of a further nine species: Oystercatcher (1,145), Ringed Plover (161), Grey Plover 
(45), Knot (548), Sanderling (321), Dunlin (1,923), Bar-tailed Godwit (766), 
Redshank (260) and Black-headed Gull (3,040).  Other species occurring in smaller 
numbers include Great Crested Grebe (21), Curlew (127) and Turnstone (52).  Little 
Egret, a species which has recently colonised Ireland, also occurs at this site. 
 
South Dublin Bay is a significant site for wintering gulls, with a nationally important 
population of Black-headed Gull, but also Common Gull (330) and Herring Gull 
(348).  Mediterranean Gull is also recorded from here, occurring through much of the 
year, but especially in late winter/spring and again in late summer into winter. 
 
Both Common Tern and Arctic Tern breed in Dublin Docks, on a man-made mooring 
structure known as the E.S.B. dolphin – this is included within the site.  Small 
numbers of Common Tern and Arctic Tern were recorded nesting on this dolphin in 
the 1980s.  A survey in 1995 recorded nationally important numbers of Common Tern 
nesting here (52 pairs).  The breeding population of Common Tern at this site has 
increased, with 216 pairs recorded in 2000.  This increase was largely due to the 
ongoing management of the site for breeding terns.  More recent data highlights this 
site as one of the most important Common Tern sites in the country with over 400 
pairs recorded here in 2007. 
  
South Dublin Bay is an important staging/passage site for a number of tern species in 
the autumn (mostly late July to September).  The origin of many of the birds is likely 
to be the Dublin breeding sites (Rockabill and the Dublin Docks) though numbers 
suggest that the site is also used by birds from other sites, perhaps outside the state.  
This site is selected for designation for its autumn tern populations: Roseate Tern 
(2,000 in 1999), Common Tern (5,000 in 1999) and Arctic Tern (20,000 in 1996). 
 
The South Dublin Bay and River Tolka Estuary SPA is of ornithological importance 
as it supports an internationally important population of Light-bellied Brent Goose 
and nationally important populations of  a further nine wintering species.  
Furthermore, the site supports a nationally important colony of breeding Common 
Tern and is an internationally important passage/staging site for three tern species.  It 
is of note that four of the species that regularly occur at this site are listed on Annex I 
of the E.U. Birds Directive, i.e. Bar-tailed Godwit, Common Tern, Arctic Tern and 
Roseate Tern.  Sandymount Strand/Tolka Estuary is also a Ramsar Convention site.  
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