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SITE NAME:  MALAHIDE ESTUARY SPA 
 
SITE CODE:  004025             
 
 
Malahide Estuary is situated in north Co. Dublin, between the towns of Malahide and 
Swords.  The site encompasses the estuary, saltmarsh habitats and shallow subtidal 
areas at the mouth of the estuary.  A railway viaduct, built in the 1800s, crosses the 
site and has led to the inner estuary becoming lagoonal in character and only partly 
tidal.  Much of the outer part of the estuary is well-sheltered from the sea by a large 
sand spit, known as “The Island”.  This spit is now mostly converted to golf-course.  
The outer part empties almost completely at low tide and there are extensive intertidal 
flats exposed.  Substantial stands of eelgrass (both Zostera noltii and Z. angustifolia) 
occur in the sheltered part of the outer estuary, along with Tasselweed (Ruppia 
maritima).  Green algae, mostly Ulva spp., are frequent on the sheltered flats.  
Common Cord-grass (Spartina anglica) is well established in the outer estuary and 
also in the innermost part of the site.  The intertidal flats support a typical macro-
invertebrate fauna, with polychaete worms (Arenicola marina and Hediste 
diversicolor), bivalves such as Cerastoderma edule, Macoma balthica and 
Scrobicularia plana, the small gastropod Hydrobia ulvae and the crustacean 
Corophium volutator.  Salt marshes, which provide important roosts during high tide, 
occur in parts of the outer estuary and in the extreme inner part of the inner estuary.   
These are characterised by such species as Sea Purslane (Halimione portulacoides), 
Sea Aster (Aster tripolium), Thrift (Armeria maritima), Sea Arrowgrass (Triglochin 
maritima) and Common Saltmarsh-grass (Puccinellia maritima).   
 
The site is a Special Protection Area (SPA) under the E.U. Birds Directive, of special 
conservation interest for the following species: Great Crested Grebe, Light-bellied 
Brent Goose, Shelduck, Pintail, Goldeneye, Red-breasted Merganser, Oystercatcher, 
Golden Plover, Grey Plover, Knot, Dunlin, Black-tailed Godwit, Bar-tailed Godwit 
and Redshank.  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. 
 
This site is of high importance for wintering waterfowl and supports a particularly 
good diversity of species.  It has internationally important populations of Light-
bellied Brent Goose (1,104 individuals or 5% of the all-Ireland total) and Black-tailed 
Godwit (409 individuals or 2.9% of the all-Ireland total) - figures given here and 
below are mean peaks for the five winters 1995/96-1999/2000.  Furthermore, the site 
supports nationally important populations of an additional 12 species: Great Crested 
Grebe (63), Shelduck (439), Pintail (58), Goldeneye (215), Red-breasted Merganser 
(99), Oystercatcher (1,360), Golden Plover (1,843), Grey Plover (201), Knot (915), 
Dunlin (1,594), Bar-tailed Godwit (156) and Redshank (581).  The high numbers of 
diving ducks reflects the lagoon-type nature of the inner estuary, and this is one of the 
few sites in eastern Ireland where substantial numbers of Goldeneye can be found. 
 



A range of other species occurs, including Mute Swan (37), Pochard (36), Ringed 
Plover (86), Lapwing (1,542), Curlew (548), Greenshank (38) and Turnstone (112). 
 
The estuary also attracts other migrant wader species such as Ruff, Curlew Sandpiper, 
Spotted Redshank and Little Stint.  These occur mainly in autumn, though 
occasionally in spring and winter. 
 
Breeding birds of the site include Ringed Plover, Shelduck and Mallard.  Up to the 
1950s there was a major tern colony at the southern end of Malahide Island.  Grey 
Herons breed nearby and feed regularly within the site. 
 
Malahide Estuary SPA is a fine example of an estuarine system, providing both 
feeding and roosting areas for a range of wintering waterfowl.  The lagoonal nature of 
the inner estuary is of particular value as it increases the diversity of birds which 
occur.  The site is of high conservation importance, with internationally important 
populations of Light-bellied Brent Goose and Black-tailed Godwit, and nationally 
important populations of a further 12 species.  Two of the species which occur 
regularly (Golden Plover and Bar-tailed Godwit) are listed on Annex I of the E.U. 
Birds Directive.  Malahide Estuary (also known as Broadmeadow Estuary) is a 
Ramsar Convention site. 
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