
 

 

SITE SYNOPSIS 
 
 
SITE NAME:  INNER GALWAY BAY SPA 
 
SITE CODE:  004031 
 
 
Inner Galway Bay SPA is a very large, marine-dominated site situated on the west 
coast of Ireland.  The inner bay is protected from exposure to Atlantic swells by the 
Aran Islands and Black Head.  Subsidiary bays and inlets (e.g. Poulnaclough, 
Aughinish and Kinvarra Bays) add texture to the patterns of water movement and 
sediment deposition, which lends variety to the marine habitats and communities.  
The terraced Carboniferous (Viséan) limestone platform of the Burren sweeps down 
to the shore and into the sublittoral.  The long shoreline is noted for its diversity, and 
comprises complex mixtures of bedrock shore, shingle beach, sandy beach and 
fringing salt marshes.   Intertidal sand and mud flats occur around much of the 
shoreline, with the largest areas being found on the sheltered eastern coast between 
Oranmore Bay and Kinvarra Bay.  A number of small islands and rocky islets in the 
Bay are included within the site. 
 
The site is a Special Protection Area (SPA) under the E.U. Birds Directive, of special 
conservation interest for the following species: Black-throated Diver, Great Northern 
Diver, Cormorant, Grey Heron, Light-bellied Brent Goose, Wigeon, Teal, Red-
breasted Merganser, Ringed Plover, Golden Plover, Lapwing, Dunlin, Bar-tailed 
Godwit, Curlew, Redshank, Turnstone, Black-headed Gull, Common Gull, Sandwich 
Tern and Common Tern.  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. 
 
Inner Galway Bay supports an excellent diversity of wintering wetland birds, with 
divers, grebes, cormorants, dabbling duck, sea duck and waders all well represented.  
There are internationally important wintering populations of Great Northern Diver 
(88) and Light-Bellied Brent Goose (676) and nationally important wintering 
populations of an additional sixteen species  i.e. Black-throated Diver (36), Cormorant 
(266), Grey Heron (102), Wigeon (1,168), Teal (700), Red-breasted Merganser (249), 
Ringed Plover (335), Golden Plover (2,030), Lapwing (3,969), Dunlin (2,155), Bar-
tailed Godwit (447), Curlew (697), Redshank (505), Turnstone (182), Black-headed 
Gull (1,941) and Common Gull (1,066) - all figures given are five year mean peaks 
for the seasons 1995/96 to 1999/2000.  Of note is that the populations of Red-breasted 
Merganser and Ringed Plover represent 6.8% and 2.3% of the respective all-Ireland 
totals.  Other species which occur in notable numbers include Little Grebe (35), Long-
tailed Duck (21), Scaup (44) and Herring Gull (216).  In addition, the following 
species also use the site: Great Crested Grebe (16), Mallard (200), Common Scoter 
(87), Oystercatcher (576), Grey Plover (60), Black-tailed Godwit (46), Mute Swan 
(150) and Great Black-backed Gull (129).  The site provides both feeding and roost 
sites for most of the species.  Little Egret, a species which has recently colonised 
Ireland, also occurs at this site. 
 



 

 

The site has several important populations of breeding birds, most notably colonies of 
Sandwich Tern (81 pairs in 1995) and Common Tern (98 pairs in 1995 on Green 
Island and 46 pairs in 2001 on Mutton Island).  A large Cormorant colony occurs on 
Deer Island - this had 200 pairs in 1985 and 300 pairs in 1989. 
 
Inner Galway Bay SPA is of high ornithological importance with two wintering 
species having populations of international importance and a further sixteen wintering 
species having populations of national importance.  The breeding colonies of 
Sandwich Tern, Common Tern and Cormorant are also of national importance.  Also 
of note is that six of the regularly occurring species are listed on Annex I of the E.U. 
Birds Directive, i.e. Black-throated Diver, Great Northern Diver, Golden Plover, Bar-
tailed Godwit, Sandwich Tern and Common Tern.  Inner Galway Bay is a Ramsar 
Convention site and part of the Inner Galway Bay SPA is a Wildfowl Sanctuary. 
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