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Lough Swilly is a long sea inlet cut through a variety of metamorphic rocks, situated 
on the west side of the Inishowen Peninsula in north Co. Donegal.  The SPA 
comprises the inner part of Lough Swilly from just east of Letterkenny northwards to 
Killygarvan (c. 2 km north of Rathmullan) on the west side and to c. 2 km south of 
Buncrana on the east side; it includes the adjacent Inch Lough.  Also forming part of 
the site is a series of improved pasture and arable fields on the south side of Lough 
Swilly between Farsetmore and Inch Levels – these are of importance to geese and 
swans.  It includes sections of the estuaries of the River Swilly, the River Leannan 
and the Isle Burn and the predominant habitat is a series of extensive sand and mud 
flats which are exposed at low tide - both estuaries and sand/mud flats are listed on 
Annex I of the E.U. Habitats Directive.  Other habitats represented in the site are salt 
marshes, lagoons (at Inch Lough and Blanket Nook), rivers and streams, sand and 
shingle beaches, lowland wet and dry grasslands, drainage ditches, reedbeds and 
scrub.  Inch Lough, whilst artificial in origin, is one of the largest and best examples 
of a shallow, low salinity lagoon in the country; it supports what is probably the 
largest population in the country of the Red-listed charophyte Chara canescens.  A 
small sandy island, used by nesting terns, swans and gulls, occurs in the southern part 
of the lagoon. 
 
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, Grey Heron, 
Whooper Swan, Greenland White-fronted Goose, Greylag Goose, Shelduck, Wigeon, 
Teal, Mallard, Shoveler, Scaup, Goldeneye, Red-breasted Merganser, Coot, 
Oystercatcher, Knot, Dunlin, Curlew, Redshank, Greenshank, Black-headed Gull, 
Common Gull, Sandwich Tern and Common Tern.  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 site supports an excellent diversity of waterfowl species in autumn and winter as 
well as breeding terns, gulls and ducks.  The shallow waters provide suitable habitat 
for grebes and diving duck, while the intertidal flats are used by an abundance of 
wildfowl and waders.  At high tide, the duck and wader species roost on the salt 
marshes and shorelines, with some species moving to the adjacent pasture and arable 
fields.  The combination within this site of extensive feeding areas and safe resting 
and roosting sites makes this one of the most important wetlands in the north-west of 
the country for wintering waterfowl. 
 
Lough Swilly SPA supports internationally important numbers of Whooper Swan 
(1,673 - mean peak for the five winters 1995/96-1999/2000), Greenland White-



fronted Goose (847 for the Lough Swilly flock - mean peak for the five winters 
1994/95-1998/99) and Greylag Goose (1,218 - mean peak for the five winters 
1995/96-1999/2000).  The main areas of the site used by these species are at Big Isle, 
Farsetmore, Blanket Nook, Ballylawn and Inch Levels.  The flock sizes for Whooper 
Swan and Greylag Goose are the highest in the country.  Considerably higher 
numbers of Whooper Swan (peak of 1,946) have been recorded, especially early in 
the season, as this is the area where the swans make their Irish landfall in autumn on 
their return from breeding grounds in Iceland.  Both Greenland White-fronted Goose 
and Whooper Swan are listed on Annex I of the E.U. Birds Directive. 
 
The site includes nationally important populations of 18 wintering waterbird species 
as follows (all figures are mean peaks for the five winters 1995/96-1999/00): Great 
Crested Grebe (284), Grey Heron (57), Shelduck (772), Wigeon (1,580), Teal (1,581), 
Mallard (1,169), Shoveler (60), Scaup (103), Goldeneye (170), Red-breasted 
Merganser (127), Coot (514), Oystercatcher (1,595), Knot (303), Dunlin (7,285), 
Curlew (1,720), Redshank (1,404), Greenshank (48) and Common Gull (1,523).  
Other species which occur include Light-bellied Brent Goose (152), Pochard (102), 
Golden Plover (749), Lapwing (1,408), Ringed Plover (81), Grey Plover (15), Bar-
tailed Godwit (139) and Turnstone (73).  The site is an important area for Great 
Northern Diver (19) and the rare Slavonian Grebe (11).  The rare winter visitor, Pink-
footed Goose, also occurs (15).  Nationally important numbers of Mute Swan (265) 
also use the site. 
 
The small island in Inch Lough supports the largest tern colony in the north-west, 
with nationally important populations of Sandwich Tern (258 pairs in 2001) and 
Common Tern (89 pairs in 2001) occurring.  These two species are listed on Annex I 
of the E.U. Birds Directive.  There is also a nationally important colony of Black-
headed Gull (800 pairs in 2001), which represents one of the largest populations in 
the country. 
 
Several species of duck breed on Inch Lough, most notably Tufted Duck, with an 
estimate of between 100 and 200 pairs occurring in 1997.  Mute Swan breeds in 
important numbers and a concentration of 50 pairs on the small island in Inch Lough 
is most unusual as this species seldom nests in colonies.  Whooper Swan, a very rare 
breeding species in Ireland, has been recorded nesting at Inch Lough.  Lapwing 
breeds in regionally important numbers either on wet grass fields within the levels or 
around the edge of the lagoon. Coot also breed (estimate of 50 pairs in the 1990s). 
 
Lough Swilly SPA is of major ornithological importance for wintering waterbirds, 
with three species occurring in numbers of international importance and 18 occurring 
regularly in numbers of national importance.  The site is regularly used by more than 
20,000 waterfowl and as such is of international importance.  Additionally, it holds 
nationally important breeding populations of three species, i.e. Sandwich Tern, 
Common Tern and Black-headed Gull.  The site is used by a good range of species 
that are listed on Annex I of the E.U. Birds Directive.  Part of Lough Swilly SPA is a 
Wildfowl Sanctuary. 
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