SITE SYNOPSIS

SITE NAME: DONEGAL BAY SPA

SITE CODE: 004151

Donegal Bay SPA is a very large, marine-dominated, site. It extends from Doorin
Point, to the west of Donegal Town, to Tullaghan Point in County Leitrim, a distance
of approximately 15 km along its north-east/south-west axis. It varies in width from
about 3 km to over 8 km. The site includes the estuary of the River Eske, which
flows through Donegal Town, and the estuary of the River Erne, which flows through
Ballyshannon. Much of the shoreline is rocky or stony, with well-developed littoral
reefs in places. There are also extensive stretches of sandy beaches, especially from
the Murvagh peninsula southwards to Rossnowlagh and at the outer part of the
estuary of the River Erne. Shingle or cobble beaches are also represented. There are
extensive areas of intertidal flats associated with the estuary of the River Eske,
reflecting the very sheltered conditions in this part of the bay. These have been
shown to be biotope rich, and supporting a range of macro-invertebrates, including
polychaete worms (Hediste diversicolor, Arenicola marina and Nephtys hombergii)
and bivalves (Scrobicularia plana, Cerastoderma edule and Macoma balthica).
Elsewhere, a narrow fringe of intertidal flats is exposed at low tides. Salt marshes are
found in the sheltered conditions of the innermost part of the bay. A number of small,
grassy, islands occur in the innermost part of the bay. The waters of the shallow bay
overlie mostly sandy substrates, though reefs occur in places.

The site is a Special Protection Area (SPA) under the E.U. Birds Directive, of special
conservation interest for the following species: Great Northern Diver, Light-bellied
Brent Goose, Common Scoter and Sanderling. 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.

Donegal Bay supports an excellent diversity of wintering waterbirds, especially
species associated with shallow bays (all figures are mean peak counts for four of the
five winters between 1995/96 and 1999/2000). It has an internationally important
wintering population of Great Northern Diver (138) and is consistently one of the top
sites in the country for this species. It also has one of the few regular populations of
Black-throated Diver in the country (11), and Red-throated Diver (21). It supports an
internationally important population of Light-bellied Brent Goose (207) and
nationally important populations of Common Scoter (860) and Sanderling (68). A
range of other species associated with estuarine and shoreline habitats occurs at the
site, including Cormorant (29), Shelduck (24), Wigeon (224), Mallard (100), Long-
tailed Duck (14), Red-breasted Merganser (38), Oystercatcher (581), Ringed Plover
(99), Golden Plover (103), Lapwing (122), Dunlin (269), Bar-tailed Godwit (49),
Curlew (359), Redshank (93), Greenshank (12) and Turnstone (53). Gulls are regular
in autumn and winter, especially Black-headed Gull (239) and Common Gull (297).



This large coastal site is of high ornithological importance, with two species having
populations of international importance (Great Northern Diver and Light-bellied
Brent Goose) and a further two species having populations of national importance
(Common Scoter and Sanderling). Also of note is that five of the regularly occurring
species are listed on Annex | of the E.U. Birds Directive, i.e. Great Northern Diver,
Black-throated Diver, Red-throated Diver, Golden Plover and Bar-tailed Godwit.
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