
SITE SYNOPSIS 
 
 
SITE NAME:  RIVER SHANNON AND RIVER FERGUS ESTUARIES SPA 
 
SITE CODE:  004077 
 
 
The estuaries of the River Shannon and River Fergus form the largest estuarine 
complex in Ireland.  The site comprises the entire estuarine habitat from Limerick 
City westwards as far as Doonaha in Co. Clare and Dooneen Point in Co. Kerry. 
 
The site has vast expanses of intertidal flats which contain a diverse macro-
invertebrate community, e.g. Macoma-Scrobicularia-Nereis, which provides a rich 
food resource for the wintering birds.  Salt marsh vegetation frequently fringes the 
mudflats and this provides important high tide roost areas for the wintering birds.  
Elsewhere in the site the shoreline comprises stony or shingle beaches. 
 
The site is a Special Protection Area (SPA) under the E.U. Birds Directive, of special 
conservation interest for the following species: Cormorant, Whooper Swan, Light-
bellied Brent Goose, Shelduck, Wigeon, Teal, Pintail, Shoveler, Scaup, Ringed 
Plover, Golden Plover, Grey Plover, Lapwing, Knot, Dunlin, Black-tailed Godwit, 
Bar-tailed Godwit, Curlew, Redshank, Greenshank and Black-headed Gull.  It 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 is the most important coastal wetland site in the country and regularly 
supports in excess of 50,000 wintering waterfowl (57,133 - five year mean for the 
period 1995/96 to 1999/2000), a concentration easily of international importance.  
The site has internationally important populations of Light-bellied Brent Goose 
(494), Dunlin (15,131), Black-tailed Godwit (2,035) and Redshank (2,645).  A 
further 17 species have populations of national importance, i.e. Cormorant (245), 
Whooper Swan (118), Shelduck (1,025), Wigeon (3,761), Teal (2,260), Pintail 
(62), Shoveler (107), Scaup (102), Ringed Plover (223), Golden Plover (5,664), 
Grey Plover (558), Lapwing (15,126), Knot (2,015), Bar-tailed Godwit (460), 
Curlew (2,396), Greenshank (61) and Black-headed Gull (2,681) - figures are five 
year mean peak counts for the period 1995/96 to 1999/2000.  The site is among the 
most important in the country for several of these species, notably Dunlin (13 % of 
national total), Lapwing (6% of national total) and Redshank (9% of national 
total). 
 
The site also supports a nationally important breeding population of Cormorant (93 
pairs in 2010). 
 
Other species that occur include Mute Swan (103), Mallard (441), Red-breasted 
Merganser (20), Great Crested Grebe (50), Grey Heron (38), Oystercatcher (551), 



Turnstone (124) and Common Gull (445) - figures are five year mean peak counts 
for the period 1995/96 to 1999/2000. 
 
Apart from the wintering birds, large numbers of some species also pass through 
the site whilst on migration in spring and/or autumn. 
 
The River Shannon and River Fergus Estuaries SPA is an internationally important 
site that supports an assemblage of over 20,000 wintering waterbirds.  It holds 
internationally important populations of four species, i.e. Light-bellied Brent Goose, 
Dunlin, Black-tailed Godwit and Redshank.  In addition, there are 17 species that 
have wintering populations of national importance.  The site also supports a 
nationally important breeding population of Cormorant.  Of particular note is that 
three of the species which occur regularly are listed on Annex I of the E.U. Birds 
Directive, i.e. Whooper Swan, Golden Plover and Bar-tailed Godwit.  Parts of the 
River Shannon and River Fergus Estuaries SPA are Wildfowl Sanctuaries. 
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