
SITE SYNOPSIS 
  
 
SITE NAME:  WEST DONEGAL COAST SPA              
 
SITE CODE:  004150 
  
 
The West Donegal Coast SPA comprises separate sections of the Co. Donegal 
coastline and extends from Muckros Head in the south, northwards to Slieve League, 
Malin Beg, Rocky Point, Glen Head, Slieve Tooey, Maghera, Loughros Point, 
Dunmore Head, Aran Island, Magheradrumman, Carrickfin, Carnboy, Bunbeg, 
Magheragallan, Lunniagh, as far as Carrick, to the south of Bloody Foreland.  The site 
includes the high coast areas and sea cliffs of the mainland and Aran Island, the land 
adjacent to the cliff, areas of sand dunes/machair at Maghera, Mullaghderg, 
Braade/Carrickfin/Carnboy, Magheragallan and Lunniagh/Carrick, and also several 
areas further inland of the coast at Croaghmuckros and Slieve League, north of 
Glencolumbkille and south of Dunmore Head.  A low-lying area of land on the coast 
at Bunbeg used by roosting Chough is also included.  The high water mark forms the 
seaward boundary, except at Tormore Island where the adjacent sea area to a distance 
of 500 m from the cliff base is included.  Most of the site is underlain by granite and 
quartzite, though various other, particularly metamorphic, rock types also occur; 
rocks of Carboniferous age are found at Muckros Head. 
 
The site is a Special Protection Area (SPA) under the E.U. Birds Directive, of special 
conservation interest for the following species: Chough, Peregrine, Fulmar, 
Cormorant, Shag, Herring Gull, Kittiwake and Razorbill. 
 
Vegetated sea cliffs are the predominant habitat of the site; these occur along its 
length and support a good variety of plant species typical of the habitat, including 
some rarities.  The cliff tops support heath, blanket bog or coastal grassland.  The 
northern section of the site includes several areas of machair.  Apart from the sea 
cliffs and machair, the site includes areas of dry heath, wet heath, blanket bog, upland 
acid grassland, dense Bracken (Pteridium aquilinum), scrub, semi-improved and 
improved pasture grassland, fixed and mobile dune grassland, freshwater marsh, 
streams, oligotrophic lakes, bedrock shores and islets. 
 
The site supports an important population of breeding Chough, a Red Data Book 
species that is listed on Annex I of the E.U. Birds Directive; 40 breeding pairs were 
recorded from the site in the 1992 survey and 58 in the 2002/03 survey.  
Concentrations of breeding pairs occur on the Glencolumbkille Peninsula, from 
Killybegs in the south to Loughros Beg Bay in the north and on Aran Island.  On 
Aran the exposed maritime situation coupled with sheep grazing has resulted in large 
areas of short sward suitable for foraging Chough.  Flocking activity is centred on 
some of the extensive sand dune systems present; flocks of 76, 22 and 40 birds were 
recorded at Carrick, Dooey and Sheskinmore respectively in October 2004.  At 
Sheskinmore, which is included in a separate SPA, larger flocks of as many as 140 
birds have been previously reported.  Up to 40 birds have been recorded roosting at 
Glen Head near Glencolumbkille and feeding in that area during September 2004.  



Flock birds feeding at Sheskinmore were roosting at nearby Dunmore Head during 
October 2004 and a communal roost site associated with dune feeding exists near 
Bunbeg, Gweedore within sight of the dunes at Magheragallan. 
 
The site supports a nationally important Peregrine population (6 pairs in 2002).  The 
site also holds nationally important populations of Fulmar (1,879 pairs), Cormorant 
(71 pairs in 1999 and 2006), Shag (86 pairs), Herring Gull (229 pairs), Kittiwake 
(1,037 pairs) and Razorbill (322 pairs). Other species that occur include Black 
Guillemot (155 individuals), Guillemot (366 pairs), Great Black-backed Gull (15 
pairs) and Lesser Black-backed Gull (2 pairs) – all seabird data from 1999 except 
where indicated.  The most important breeding seabird colony in the site is at 
Tormore Island, a small precipitous grassy sea stack rising to a peak of 139 m, on the 
north side of the Glencolumbkille Peninsula.  Puffin has been recorded breeding on 
Tormore in the past, with an estimated 3,000 birds in 1970, though such high numbers 
are no longer considered to occur.  Small groups of Barnacle Goose, also an E.U. 
Birds Directive Annex I species, occasionally graze on the sward on top of the stack.  
Twite and Ring Ouzel, both Red-listed species are also know to occur within the West 
Donegal Coast SPA. 
 
The West Donegal Coast SPA contains nationally important breeding populations of 
Chough, Peregrine and six seabird species: Fulmar, Cormorant, Shag, Herring Gull, 
Kittiwake and Razorbill.  The presence of Chough and Peregrine, species that are 
listed on Annex I of the E.U. Birds Directive, is of note. 
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