
SITE SYNOPSIS 
 
 
SITE NAME:  POULAPHOUCA RESERVOIR SPA 
 
SITE CODE:  004063 
 
 
Poulaphouca Reservoir SPA, located in the western foothills of the Wicklow 
Mountains, was created in 1944 by damming of the River Liffey for the purpose of 
generating electricity from hydropower.  The reservoir covers an area of 
approximately 20 square kilometres and is the largest inland water body in the mid-
east and south-east regions.  The reservoir receives water from two main sources, the 
River Liffey at the northern end, and the Kings River at the southern end.  The exit is 
into the River Liffey gorge at the western end.  Underlying the reservoir are sands and 
gravels deposited during the last glaciation.  The shores of the lake are mostly sandy.  
When water levels are low the exposed lake muds are colonised by an ephemeral flora 
of annual plant species.  Wet grassland areas occur in sheltered bays around the lake 
but especially in the northern part.  Reed Canary-grass (Phalaris arundinacea) is the 
main grass species present, but other plant species characteristic of wet grasslands 
occur, including Creeping Bent (Agrostis stolonifera), Meadowsweet (Filipendula 
ulmaria), Yellow Iris (Iris pseudacorus) and Water Mint (Mentha aquatica).  Sedges 
(Carex spp.) are locally common, while Rusty Willow (Salix cinerea subsp. oleifolia) 
scrub is often found associated with the wet grassland.  In some places the water 
washes against grassy banks which are generally less than a metre high, and in a few 
places there are steep sand and clay cliffs, up to 15 m high - these are remnants of the 
old River Liffey channel.   In many places the banks are actively eroding, and a strip 
of conifers has been planted around much of the perimeter of the reservoir in an 
attempt to stabilize the banks. 
 
The site is a Special Protection Area (SPA) under the E.U. Birds Directive, of special 
conservation interest for the following species: Greylag Goose and Lesser Black-
backed Gull. 
 
Poulaphouca Reservoir is of national importance for its Greylag Goose population, 
which is one of the largest in the country.   The site provides the main roost for the 
birds, with feeding occurring mostly on improved grassland outside of the site.  A 
mean peak of 701 individuals occurred during the five seasons 1995/96 to 1999/2000.  
Other waterfowl species occur in relatively low numbers, including Whooper Swan 
(22), Wigeon (180), Teal (107), Mallard (186), Goldeneye (22), Cormorant (11), 
Great Crested Grebe (8), Curlew (86) and Mute Swan (11).  The site is also used by 
Grey Heron (6). 
 
The reservoir attracts roosting gulls during winter, most notably a large population of 
Lesser Black-backed Gull (651), which in Ireland is rare in winter away from the 
south coast.  Black-headed Gull (915) and Common Gull (183) also occur. 
 
Breeding birds at the site include Great Crested Grebe (several pairs), which is 
localised in its distribution in eastern Ireland, as well as Snipe and Lapwing.     



 
The principal interest of the site is the Greylag Goose population, which is of national 
importance.  A range of other wildfowl species also occurs, including Whooper Swan, 
a species that is listed on Annex I of the E.U. Birds Directive.  The site is also notable 
as a winter roost for gulls, especially Lesser Black-backed Gull.  Part of Poulaphouca 
Reservoir SPA is a Wildfowl Sanctuary. 
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