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SUMMARY

Site Description

Sessiagh Lough is a small lowland lake situated on the outskirts of Dunfanaghy, Co. Donegal.
Sessiagh Lough was designated as a cSAC because it comprises a habitat listed on Annex I of the
EU Habitats directive, i.e. lowland oligotrophic lake, and provides suitable habitat for plant species
listed on Annex Il of the Habitats Directive. The lake has a stony bottom of metamorphic bedrock
and a barren appearance, with only a sparse fringe of emergent vegetation. The cSAC is bounded
on its northern, western and eastern sides edge by domestic dwellings, minor roads and agricultural
lands used as pasture for sheep, cattle and horses. The southern side of the site contains steep rocky
cliffs and a mosaic of wet and dry heath, upland acid grassland, small flushes and blanket bog
habitat. Other semi-natural habitats present within the site include patches of scrub woodland,
semi-natural broad-leaved woodland and an inflowing stream on the south western side of the site.

The lake contains populations of rare plants and animals. The Slender Naiad, a rare and legally
protected aquatic plant, listed on Annex II of the EU Habitats Directive, has been recorded from the
site. Arctic Char, a rare freshwater fish listed in the Irish Red Data Book of threatened vertebrates
have been recorded in the recent past. Despite its relatively small size, Sessiagh Lough also has an
exceptionally high biomass. Brown Trout are abundant and the lake is a very productive, natural
Brown Trout nursery. On the small rocky island, breeding pairs of Black-headed Gulls have been
recorded. The steep, lichen-covered cliffs to the south of the lough provide nesting sites for
Peregrine Falcon, listed on Annex I of the EU Birds Directive, and also for Fulmars.

Land Use

The lake is primarily used for amenity purposes. The northern shore has been developed for
anglers: a boat slipway, stiles and fishing huts have been erected. The surrounding area is mainly
used for agricultural purposes. Most of the terrestrial habitats on the site are grazed by sheep, cattle
and horses. Feral goats and possibly Red Deer also forage on the site, including the areas of
inaccessible cliffs.
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Main conservation issues

Water quality
Development

Presence of notable species including Slender Naiad and Arctic Char

Main management objectives

To maintain and, where possible, enhance the ecological value of the annexed habitat -
Oligotrophic waters containing very few minerals of Atlantic sandy plains with amphibious
vegetation (comprising 36% of the site, or 26ha) - that occurs within the site.

To maintain, and where possible, increase the ecological value of other semi-natural habitat
types: rivers and streams (comprising 1% of the site), lowland wet and dry grassland (8% of the
site), semi-natural deciduous woodland (7% of the site), wet and dry heath with upland
grassland/scrub/exposed rock (38% of the site) and blanket bog (6% of the site).

To confirm the presence of the Annex II plant species, Slender Naiad, and maintain any
populations located on the site.

To maintain and increase the populations of other notable species found on the site, such as
Peregrine Falcon, Artic Char and Otter.

To initiate and maintain effective liaison between NPW and relevant authorities and interested
parties (e.g. landowners, the public, local angling associations, Northern Regional Fisheries
Board, Donegal County Council) on the management of the site.

Main strategies to achieve objectives

Maintain and, where possible, improve water quality within Sessiagh Lough, principally
reducing nutrient inputs into the lake.

Initiate and maintain effective liaison between NPW, the Local Authority and other interested
parties to achieve the objectives for management of the site, especially in relation to preserving
water quality in the lake.

Maintain and enhance semi-natural habitats within the site by application of REPS and other
appropriate land use practices on the site.

Carry out a survey to determine the population status of Slender Naiad.

Liaise with Northern Regional Fisheries Board and other relevant organisations to determine the
population status of Arctic Char in the lake.

Regular monitoring by Conservation Ranger of factors such as water quality, bird usage and
amenity use around the lakeshore.
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READER’S GUIDE

The Department of Environment, Heritage and Local Government (DEHLG), has produced this
plan to provide ecological information about the site and to outline the main objectives for the
conservation of the special features of the site.

The Introduction outlines the policy background to the site’s designation and the relevant
legislation.

The Site description contains general information on the site’s boundaries, ownership and
organisations involved. It also contains sections on the physical aspects of the site such as geology
and hydrology as well as the biological features, in particular, the habitats and species found there.
Land use and cultural features are also described.

The Ecological Assessment assesses the main ecological attributes of the site.

The Objectives, Strategies and Zoning section outlines the management necessary for the
conservation of the site. It starts with a set of specific conservation objectives. These are followed
by the main management issues that may impact on the conservation of the site and the strategies
that will be used to achieve the objectives as outlined. In cases where more information is required,
general strategies are usually applied. Where sufficient data and knowledge is available, specific
management prescriptions are outlined for the timescale of the plan. In the final section, the site is
divided into management zones to indicate where each strategy applies.

The appendices include a glossary where scientific and technical terms are explained, a list of
notifiable actions relevant to each habitat within the site, and additional information on the site.
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INTRODUCTION

Legal Background for Conservation Plans

The legal basis for selection and designation of Special Areas of Conservation (SACs) is the EU
Habitats Directive, which was adopted in 1992. Focusing on the conservation of natural and semi-
natural habitats and species of flora and fauna, the Habitats Directive seeks to establish “Natura
20007, a network of protected areas throughout the European Community. The Habitats Directive
includes a list of habitats that require SAC designation and specific conservation measures. This
list is known as Annex I and the habitats are referred to as Annex I habitats. On this list, habitats
that require special attention because they are in danger of disappearance, are termed ‘priority
habitats’. A second list, Annex II in the Habitats Directive comprises species that must be afforded
special protection.

In Ireland, the habitats and species that must be afforded protection under the Habitats Directive
include:

16 Annex I priority habitats that require particular attention — including raised bogs, active blanket
bogs, turloughs and machair,

45 other Annex I habitats — such as certain types of heaths, lakes and woodlands,

25 Annex II species — including Otter, Freshwater Pearl Mussel and Killarney Fern.

It is the responsibility of each member state to designate SACs to protect the Annex I habitats and
Annex II species. These sites, together with the Special Protection Areas (SPAs) designated under
the EU Birds Directive (1979), form the European “Natura 2000” network.

The Birds Directive contains annexes, which are lists of birds that require particular conservation
measures (Annex I), and also species that may be hunted, and species that may be sold. There are
28 Annex I species regularly occurring in Ireland including Whooper Swan, Greenland White-
fronted Goose, Peregrine Falcon, Corncrake and Terns. Member states are also required to protect
sites that are important for migratory species such as ducks, geese and waders.

The Habitats Directive was transposed into Irish law through the European Communities
(Natural Habitats) Regulations 1997. The Wildlife Act 1976 is the main statute governing the
protection of wildlife in Ireland and was amended in 2000 to take account of European law,
particularly the Habitats and Birds Directives. The Wildlife (Amendment) Act 2000 also makes
legal provision for the designation and protection of a national network of Natural Heritage Areas
(NHAs). Over 1,100 proposed NHAs were published in 1995 and almost 400 of these are also
selected as candidate SACs.
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8 Conservation Plan for Sessiagh Lough cSAC — Site Code 0185

The European Communities (Natural Habitats) Regulations 1997 include the following points:

The Minister for the Environment, Heritage and Local Government must transmit a candidate list
of sites to the European Commission for consideration.

Following adoption of this list by the Commission, the Minister will formally designate the sites as
SACs.

Sites are legally protected once they are publicly advertised.

Landowners and other users with a legal entitlement should be notified of designation, and the
Minister must make all reasonable efforts to do so. Notification also includes a list of activities
that may alter, damage, destroy or interfere with the integrity of the site. A person who illegally
damages a site may be prosecuted or required to repair damage.

Landowners and other users with a legal entittement may appeal the designation of lands on
scientific grounds.

Landowners and other users with a legal entittement will be compensated for actual loss of
income arising from restrictions imposed as a result of designation.

DEHLG is the government department with responsibility for the designation and protection of
wildlife habitats, species and areas of conservation interest. As part of their responsibility in
relation to biodiversity and wildlife under the Wildlife Acts (1976 and 2000), the Minister’s brief
extends far beyond the habitats and species listed in the annexes of the Habitats and Birds
Directives. For this reason, cSAC conservation plans may deal with species that are not mentioned
in these annexes.

Reasons for Site Designation

The reason for the proposal to designate this site as a SAC is the presence of:

HABITATS LISTED IN ANNEX | OF THE E.U. HABITATS DIRECTIVE

e Oligotrophic waters containing Sessiagh Lough is a small example of the
very few minerals of sandy plains Annex I habitat (26 ha). It appears to be quite
(Littorelletalia uniflorae) (code: deep for a small lake, is naturally stratified and
3110) moderately productive.

SPECIES LISTED IN ANNEX Il OF THE E.U. HABITATS DIRECTIVE

e Slender Naiad The latest record of Slender Naiad is from a
(Najas flexilis). survey in 1989. Its current status within the
c¢SAC, however, is unknown.

General Conservation Objectives

Under Article 6 of the EU Habitats Directive, DEHLG 1is required to ensure the favourable
conservation status of all Annex I habitats and Annex II species within cSACs. By preparing,
implementing and reviewing this plan on a five year basis, DEHLG aims to achieve the objectives
of the Habitats Directive in relation to this site. The general objectives DEHLG will apply to
achieve this are:

e to maintain the Annex I habitat(s) for which the cSAC is selected
e to maintain the Annex II species for which the cSAC is selected
e to liaise with the landowners, relevant authorities and interested parties

e to increase the scientific knowledge of the site through further scientific research and
development of monitoring programmes
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Specific conservation objectives and strategies are outlined in the section, Objectives, Strategies
and Zoning.

Implications for landowners and other site
users

In most areas designated as cSACs, current practices will not have to change significantly.

In cases where users are required to change practices or restrict activities to protect the wildlife
interest of the site, compensation will be payable based on actual loss of income.

If an owner, occupier or user of a site wishes to carry out certain activities within the designated
area (that are not covered by licence or consent from another statutory body), they must consult
with, and get consent from, the Minister for the Environment and Local Government. These
activities are listed as “Notifiable Actions” for each habitat (see Appendix VIII). Local Authorities
are obliged to ensure appropriate assessment of the implications of any development permission
sought that may have an impact on a designated area.

The designation of the site or any conservation actions can be appealed by landowners or right-
owners on a scientific basis. Details of the appeals procedure are also given in Appendix VII.
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SITE DESCRIPTION

Location including site boundaries

The site is located in north Co. Donegal, 3 km south-east of Dunfanaghy and 0.5 km inland of
Sheephaven Bay and Portnablahy. It used to be situated in a rural area, but a large number of
holiday homes have now been built on the main road between the site and the two villages. The
northern, eastern and western sides of the site all have permanent dwellings adjacent to the site,
while the southern side of the site comprises open heathland, with steep to nearly vertical cliffs and
rugged upland terrain.

Grid Ref.: C 043 362
Latitude: 551016 N
Longitude: 07 56 05 W
Area: 72 ha

Altitude Range: 29 mto 147 m

Townlands: Knockfaugher,
Faugher, Woodhill,
Rockhill, Rinnaraw

(Map references are provided in Appendix I).

Site Boundaries

The ¢SAC is bounded on its northern edge by roads, agricultural fields and houses, and on the
south side by nearly vertical rocky cliffs and a mosaic of heath, upland acid grassland, and blanket
bog habitats. A significant portion of the south western southern side of the site is defined by an
unmarked boundary, which has been further defined by fixing of GPS locations along it, during
preparation of this plan. Several small areas of improved and semi-natural dry grassland have been
included in the site to provide an adequate buffer zone for the lake. A protective zone behind the
cliffs, comprising areas of wet and dry heath and blanket bog, was incorporated into the site to
prevent disturbance to nesting habitats for bird species of interest. The lake is very accessible from
the several roads passing on the northern and eastern sides of the site.

Legal Status

Ownership

The lake is owned by the Northern Regional Fisheries Board. The lands surrounding the lake are
owned by a number of landowners, many of whom live in homes adjacent to the lake.

Dept. of Environment, Heritage and Local Government 10 July, 2005



Site Description 11

Designations of the Site

candidate Special c¢SAC IE 0000185
Area of Conservation

proposed Natural The site was surveyed as part of the Natural Heritage Areas survey and is
Heritage Area proposed as an NHA (site code 185).

Corine Biotope Site code 80000077

Freshwater Fish One of 16 lakes designated under the Water Standards for Freshwater
Directive Fish Directive (EEC 78/659).

Past Status and Designation of the Site

Area of Scientific Interest (ASI) of Regional Importance — designated for zoological interest on the
basis of unusual biomass (fish stocks).

Classified as an ‘Area of National Importance’ by Dept. of Agriculture and Fisheries, Inland
Fisheries Board in 1972.

Rights Pertaining To The Site

Fishing The fishing rights are controlled by the Northern Regional Fisheries and
managed locally by the Dunfanaghy Angling Association. The club has
approximately 150 members.

Turbary Unknown but appear to be unused if they exist.

Management Infrastructure

Individuals and Organisations Involved
Landowners Northern Regional Fisheries Board (lake)

Multiple private ownership (land surrounding lake)

National Parks & NPW is responsible for maintaining the nature conservation value of the
Wildlife (NPW) of the site. The site is patrolled by local Conservation Rangers, with input from
Department of other staff as necessary (see Appendix X for further details of NPW
Environment, regional staff). NPW is also responsible for regulating certain activities,
Heritage and Local such as issuing shooting licences (see Notifiable Actions, Appendix VI).
Government

(DEHLG)

Fisheries Board The Northern Regional Fisheries Board is responsible for overall

management and regulation of fish stocks and angling activities in the
lake. They also monitor water quality in the lake.

Dunfanaghy Anglers  Dunfanaghy Anglers Association has an annual lease agreement with the

Association Northern Regional Fisheries Board to manage the lake, and issues fishing
licences to anglers. They also supply boats to NRFB to carry out monthly
water quality sampling.

Planning Authorities Donegal County Council is the relevant planning authority. They are
responsible for control of water pollution, dumping and littering. (Their
objectives for SACs are outlined below).

Dept. of Environment, Heritage and Local Government July, 2005
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Local Authority Policy in relation to the Site

In Donegal County Council draft development plan (1998), Sessiagh Lough and its surrounds are
classified as Landscape Category 2, defined as highly scenic areas whose natural character has
been modified by man’s activities. These are areas where the Councils policy is ‘to conserve the
scenic landscape, by more specific control of types of development and categories of users. Priority
is given to permanent residents, and holiday homes will in general not be permitted.” (A number of
specific guidelines in relation to Category 2 developments are also outlined).

Donegal Co. Council states that ‘all water sources and uses within its jurisdiction form the basis of
an Integrated Water Quality Management Programme, which is being developed by the Council.’
This programme will entail:

e Preparation of Water Quality Management Plans for all major catchments.
e Monitoring of discharges into river bays, lakes and Blue Flag beaches.

e Protection of ground water resources through ensuring that all effluent complies with existing
and proposed regulations.

Physical Features

Climate

The local climate of County Donegal and Sessiagh Lough in particular, is influenced by its
proximity to the coast and surrounding mountainous terrain. In general, the County receives more
rainfall, has a greater number of wet days (days with more than 1mm of rain) but less ground frost
days, and is prone to more severe gales than the east and midland regions. Wind speeds average 19
knots during December and January. The prevailing wind direction is southerly and westerly, with
calms only experienced 0.8% of the time. October and November are the wettest months with
average monthly rainfall totals of 118mm and 114mm. Precipitation is lowest in May and June with
number of sunshine hours of 6.2 and 5.7 respectively. In 2000, ground frost was only recorded on
43 days in comparison to 98 in the Midlands (Met Eireann, 2000).

Further details of climatic data are listed in Appendix III.

Geology & Geomorphology

Sessiagh Lough is a small (27 ha) lake with a mainly stoney substrate, underlain by metamorphic
rocks. The lake is surprisingly deep for its size, and its physical structure is slightly unusual. The
significant depths within the lake could be attributed to a geological structure running through the
lake, i.e. a northeast-southwest trending fault that effectively creates a trench within it. This
structure may create conditions favourable for fish life and may explain the very high biomass in
the lake.

Further details on the geology and geomorphology of the site are found in Appendix II1.

Hydrology & Water Quality

There are a number of streams flowing into Sessiagh Lough and one principal outflowing stream.
The lough is also fed by a number of springs on the south and south west sides. The main inflowing
stream occurs on the south western corner of the site, flowing through mainly undisturbed, under
grazed woodland and scrub. The lake is naturally stratified, meaning there is a seasonal upwelling
and mixing of waters in the lake.

Sessiagh Lough still falls within the standards for oligotrophic lakes. However, the lake’s trophic
status has fluctuated in recent years and it is becoming more mesotrophic. Recent sampling by
NFRB has indicated a decline in water quality, largely due to pollutions such as seepage from
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septic tanks. Although some action has been taken to rectify the problem through upgrading of
some septic tanks, the lake is still under threat from eutrophication.

For details on water quality see Appendix IV.

Biological Features

Habitats and Vegetation

Note: Throughout the conservation plan, habitats are named and described under two different
systems: the Annex I habitat(s) are as listed in the EU Habitats Interpretation Manual, while all
other habitats are as listed according to the NPW NHA classification system.

The following table lists the habitats within the site. The Annex I habitat(s) of the Habitats
Directive for which the site was selected is listed, with the relevant NHA category also shown.
Annex [ priority habitats are marked with an asterisk (*). The Gross Habitat map for the site is
presented in Map 2. The percentage presented for each habitat type is based on the approximate
geographic area of each habitat, as shown in Map 2.

Habitats Found within Sessiagh Lough ¢SAC

CORRESPONDING
ANNEX | HABITAT TYPE % AREA
NHA CATEGORY
Oligotrophic waters containing very few
minerals of sandy plains (Littorelletalia Lakes and ponds 36%
uniflorae) EU Code 3110
Rivers and streams 1%
Lowland dry grassland 8% (with wet grassland)
Lowland wet grassland Included with dry grassland
Heath 38%
Upland grassland on peaty soils Included with heath
Blanket bog 6%
Semi-natural broad-leaved
7%
woodland
Scrub 1%
Exposed rock Included with heath
Improved grassland 3%
Old walls <1%
Buildings <1%
Commercial forest <1%
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Annex | Habitat:

Oligotrophic lake (EU The margins of the lake support sparse stands of emergent vegetation,

Code 3110) comprising small patches of sedges (Eleocharis palustris) with

(36% of total site area) occasional Water Mint (Mentha aquatica), Willowherb (Epilobium sp.)
and Water Horsetail (Equisetum fluviatile). Where aquatic vegetation
occurs on the stony lake shoreline, it is dominated by Shoreweed
(Littorella uniflora) with frequent Water Lobelia (Lobelia dortmanna)
and Bulbous Rush (Juncus bulbosus). Occasional Water Crowfoot
(Ranunculus peltatus c.f.), Quillwort (Isoetes spp.), Lesser Water Plantain
(Baldellia ranunculoides), Water Milfoils (Myriophyllum alterniflorum,
M. spicatum) and Pondweed (Potamogeton praelongus) were also noted
during field surveys.

Slender Naiad was first recorded within Sessiagh Lough in 1981 (J.
Ryan) and has since been recorded from the northwest side of the lake in
1989 (Stewart and Preston, 1989). The following species were also
recorded as occurring in the lake: Charophytes (Nitella flexilis var.
flexilis), Water Milfoils, Water Starwort (Callitriche hermaphroditica),
and a variety of Pondweeds (Potamogeton berchtoldii, P. crispus, P.
lucens, P. perfoliatus, P. pusillus, P. x nitens) and Horned Pondweed
(Zannichellia palustris).

Other Habitats

Rivers and streams The main outflowing channel occurs on the eastern side of the lake. A
number of small rivulets flow into the lake on its southern side,
particularly during periods of high rainfall. Several small springs were
also noted on the southern and western side of the lough. The primary,
permanent inflowing stream occurs on the southwest side of the lake,
flowing down a fairly steep gradient through an area of woodland, scrub
and wet grassland. This stream is the main spawning ground for Brown
Trout. The upper part of the stream’s catchment flows through an area of
wet heath (see Heath section, below), breaking into several different
small channels which often appear to disappear into underground
channels and small swallowholes.

Lowland dry Dry grassland occurs adjacent to the lakeshore on the northern and

grassland (mapped eastern sides of the lake and is mainly used as sheep pasture. Species

with wet grassland) noted include Crested Dog’s Tail (Cynosurus cristatus), Common Bent
Grass (Agrostis capillaris c.f.), Knapweed (Centaurea nigra), Fescue
(Festuca spp.) and Yorkshire Fog (Holcus lanatus).

Lowland wet Wet grassland occurs along the margins of the lakeshore within the

grassland (mapped seasonally flooded zone, and in other areas within the site that are poorly

with dry grassland) drained or influenced by small springs. It is commonly used as pasture
for sheep and cattle. Common species include Jointed Rush (Juncus
articulatus), Soft Rush (J. effusus), Silverweed (Potentilla anserina),
Meadowsweet (Filipendula ulmaria), Creeping Soft-grass (Holcus
mollis), Self-Heal (Prunella vulgaris), and Devil’s-bit Scabious (Succisa
pratensis). Small sedge (Carex spp.)-rich flushes are frequent and occur
in  association with  mosses: (Pseudoscleropodium  purum,
Rhytidiadelphus  squarrosus,  Climacium  dendroides).  Orchids
(Dactylorhiza sp.) were noted in lightly grazed areas.
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Heath (includes wet
and dry heath and
flushes)

Upland grassland on
peaty soil (mapped
with Heath)

Blanket bog

On the southern side of the site, the predominant habitat comprises a
mosaic of dry and wet heath, with patches of upland grassland, scrub and
exposed rock (see Habitats Table above and Map 2). The area is lightly
grazed by cattle (approximately 8 cattle were grazing the southern shore
area during field work for this study). Dry heath, typified by Heather
(Calluna vulgaris), Purple Moor-grass (Molinia caerulea), and Sedges
(Carex binervis) and Field Woodrush (Luzula campestris) dominates the
area of steep cliffs on the southern and south eastern side. Adjacent to the
lakeshore, the vegetation was heavily grazed by sheep and cattle, and the
cover of heather had been reduced, though now such overgrazing has
ceased and the vegetation should recover.

On the top of the cliffs overlooking the lake and in areas inaccessible to
cattle, a tall canopy of Heather has developed with a deep bryophyte
understorey comprising mosses and frequent lichens (Cladonia
portentosa). On the south western side of the site, the heath mosaic
comprises dry heath on thin mineral soil and rocky ledges, with patches
of wet heath occurring in wet plateaus and flushed areas between rocky
cliffs. Wet heath habitats are typified by Cross-Leaved Heath (Erica
tetralix), with Heather, Bog Asphodel (Narthecium ossifragum), Bog
Rosemary (Andromeda polifolia), and mosses (Sphagnum subnitens,
Breutelia chrysocoma) frequently forming low hummocks. Localised
patches of Black Bog-rush (Schoenus nigricans) and Jointed Rush were
noted in these areas. Most of the vegetation occurs on peaty soils that are
less than 0.5m deep; however, some of the plant communities present
could be described as wet heath/transitional with blanket bog.

Occasional small iron-rich flushes occur within wet heath vegetation,
supporting the growth of abundant mosses (Sphagnum sp.), locally
frequent Orchid sp. (Dactylorhiza spp.), and Pondweeds (Potamogeton
spp.). Greater Butterwort (Pinguicula vulgaris) and Marsh Pennywort
(Hydrocotyle vulgaris) were frequent in these areas.

Patches of acid grassland occur within the heath mosaic, mainly within
plateau areas among the rocky cliffs and on thin mineral soils at the top
of the cliffs on southern part of the site. A tall sward of Bent (4grostis
sp.) and Fescue grassland occurs with Heather and Purple Moor-grass
and occasional swards of Mat-grass (Nardus stricta). Bryophytes
(Sphagnum sp., Mnium sp.) and lichens (Usnea sp.) are common. Patches
of Eared Willow (Salix aurita) are locally frequent. Grazing appears to be
light or absent, apart from occasional Red Deer (Cervus elaphus), in the
upland areas. Lower slopes are grazed by cattle and horses (as per
densities outlined in the Heath Section). Several pockets of grassland
within the heath mosaic have now been improved in this area by
reseeding.

Small areas of blanket bog occur on the south eastern and south west
sides of the site. Species include Heather, Purple Moor-grass, Hare’s-tail
Cottongrass (Eriophorum vaginatum), Black Bog Rush, Deer-grass
(Scirpus cespitosus) and Bog Myrtle (Myrica gale) with a deep bryophyte
understorey comprising moss hummocks (Sphagnum spp., Breutelia
chrysocoma). Flushed channels within the blanket peat are colonised by
Rushes (Juncus articulatus, J. acutiflorus) and Bottle Sedge (Carex
rostrata). A small number of Rhododendron (Rhododendron ponticum)
seedlings are spreading into this area. Apart from light cattle grazing, the
habitat is largely undisturbed and does not appear to have been used for
peat harvesting.
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On the south western side of the site, patches of semi-natural deciduous
woodland are developing along the margins of the inflowing stream,
extending from the lakeshore up the steep cliff slopes. The dominant
species in the canopy are Birch (Betula spp.) and Willow (Salix spp.),
species indicative of wet woodland. However, species indicative of drier
soil conditions, such as Hazel (Corylus avellana), Rowan (Sorbus
aucuparia), Ash (Fraxinus excelsior), Holly (llex aquifolium),
Blackthorn (Prunus spinosa), and Hawthorn (Crataegus monogyna) are
locally abundant on drier slopes and areas further away from the stream.
The woodland is lightly grazed by horses (6 were noted in this area in
February, 2002), cattle and presumably feral goats (4 noted during
November, 2001). There is a mixed age structure within the woodland,
with Hazel saplings being particularly abundant.

The understorey comprises Bramble (Rubus fruticosus agg.) with patches
of Bracken in more open areas. Ground flora species include Wood-sorrel
(Oxalis acetosella), Bluebell (Hyacinthoides non-scriptus), Honeysuckle
(Lonicera periclymenum), Wood Rush (Luzula sylvatica), Bush Vetch
(Vicia sepium), Burnet Rose (Rosa pimpinellifolia), Primrose (Primula
vulgaris), Yorkshire Fog, Cocksfoot (Dactylis glomerata), Sanicle
(Sanicula europaea) and the moss Thuidium tamariscinum. The fern
community is well developed in places with such species as Male-fern
(Dryopteris  filix-mas) and Hart’s-tongue (Phyllitis scolopendrium)
present.

Fringes of wet deciduous woodland comprising Willow and Downy
Birch (Betula pubescens) are frequent along edges of the lakeshore,
particularly on the north western side.

Scrub growth comprising Birch, Hawthorn, Blackthorn, Bramble and
Dog Rose (Rosa canina) occurs within the heath mosaic and in accessible
areas such as on steep cliffs. A large area of Gorse (Ulex europaeus) and
Bramble scrub occurs adjacent to dry grassland on the north eastern side
of the lake.

The southern side of the lake is bounded by a series of steeply sloping to
vertical rock cliffs and rocky ledges. Many of the cliffs are covered in Ivy
(Hedera helix) with some scrub growth, mainly Birch, Ash, and Holly.

There is a small field seeded with Barley (Hordeum sp.) and Perennial
Rye-grass (Lolium perenne). In the summer of 2001, two fields of dry
grassland on the western side of the lake were agriculturally improved by
reseeding and fertilisation.

A small plateau area on a cliff top on the southeast part of the site has
been planted with Sitka Spruce (Picea sitchensis). The plantation is not
thriving and has been overgrown with Bracken and Wood Rush.

Two derelict pump houses for water abstraction occur on the northern
side of the lake.

Dry stone walls transect many areas of the site. A small cranndg occurs
on the western side of the lake.
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Notable Flora:

Lower Plants
The moss Bryum dunense was recorded from near Sessiagh Lough (J. A. Paton, 1969).

Higher Plants

Slender Naiad is known to occur on the north western side of the lake (Ryan, 1981; Preston &
Stewart, 1989)1. This species is listed under Annex Il and Annex IV of the EU Habitats Directive,
and is protected under the Flora Protection Order (1999). The species is considered vulnerable in a
European context.

Several of the aquatic species recorded from the site, such as Horned Pondweed are common near
the coast and in brackish water, but rare inland. Other species of note which are rather rare or occur
more frequently in the northern half of the country include: Water Starwort (Callitriche
hermaphroditica) and the Pondweeds (Potamogeton lucens, P. x. nitens, P. praelongus, P.
pusillus).

Fauna:

Fish

Arctic Char (Salvelinus alpinus), an arctic-alpine glacial relict species, has been recorded from
within the lake since 1930 (Whilde, 1993). However, its current status is unknown. Arctic Char are
listed as vulnerable in the Irish Red Data Book. They require cool, oligotrophic waters and are
particularly sensitive to pollution. The stony substrate and water quality of Sessiagh Lough
provided ideal conditions for the species when it was first recorded. However, there is only

incidental evidence that the species still occurs in the lake (unconfirmed rod catch of two char in
1999, J. Curran, pers.comm, 2002).

Sessiagh Lough also supports a substantial population of Brown Trout (Salmo trutta) and is one of
the best Brown Trout nurseries in the region. Growth rate studies of trout since 1965 indicate that
the lake has remained very stable over the past thirty years (Whelan, 1996). The small inflowing
stream on the south western side of the site, which is surrounded by broad-leaved woodland and
scrub, is the main spawning area for the trout.

Other fish species known to occur in the lake include Eels (4nguilla anguilla) and Sea Trout
(Salmo trutta).

Birds

Sessiagh Lough was rated as of Regional/Local Importance for birds in Co. Donegal (Sheppard,
1993). It is used by small numbers (<30 individuals) of waterfowl, including Pochard (Aythya
ferina) and Tufted Duck (Aythya fuligula), Mallard (Anas platyrhynchus) and Goldeneye
(Bucephala clangula). Mallard are recorded to have bred on a very small island (crannog) in the
lake (P. Vaughan, pers. comm, 2002). In general, the bird usage of the lough is not well
documented.

Annex I species (listed in Birds Directive (79/409/EEC):

Peregrine Falcon (Falco peregrinus), also an internationally important Red Data Book species -
One pair breeds on this site, however, the nesting site is not used every year (Norriss, pers. comm,.
1995). The site is not an ideal breeding site as the cliffs are exposed to northerly winds and provide

! Grid Reference : C040 360

Dept. of Environment, Heritage and Local Government July, 2005



18

Conservation Plan for Sessiagh Lough cSAC — Site Code 0185

poor shelter. However, the area around the cliffs is very inaccessible and largely undisturbed by
humans and livestock (with the exception of goats).

Other Species of Note:

Fulmar (Fulmarus glacialis) — The vertical cliffs on the south side of the lake provide nesting
sites for small numbers of Fulmar - 6 pairs recorded in 1970; 8 pairs in 1978 (Whilde, 1978).
The population appears to be stable. However, the location of the site, 0.5 km from the sea may
not be ideal for Fulmar, as they usually prefer to nest on coastal cliffs.

Black-headed Gulls. (Larus ridibundus) - A large colony of gulls breeds on the crannog on
Sessiagh Lough. The population has increased substantially since records began in 1982 from
15 pairs (Lloyd, 1982), to 75 pairs in 1977, and 103 pairs in 1992 (Whilde, 1984).

Small numbers of Common Gull (Larus canus) have also been recorded (Lloyd, 1982).

Pochard (Aythya ferina) — overwintering; pass between Sessiagh and New Lough, west of
Dunfanaghy. Maximum count of approximately 30 individuals (D. McNamara, pers.comm.,
2002).

Common Tern (Sterno hirundo) — Common Terns have been breeding on the small island
(cranndg) on Sessiagh Lough since 1832 (Thompson, 1851). In 1947, the population included 15
individuals (Kennedy, et al, 1954). However, the population has steadily declined in recent decades
to 3 pairs in 1984 and 2 in 1992 (Whilde, 1984), and it appears that in recent years they no longer
breed on site (D. McNamara, pers. comm., 2002).

(see Appendix V for further details)

Mammals

Otter (Lutra lutra) an Annex II species, listed as internationally important in the Irish Red Data
Book. Otter spraints and tracks have been noted around the lake (P. Vaughan, pers. comm,
2002).

Mink (Mustela vision) are present in the vicinity of the site.

Red Deer were noted in semi-natural woodland adjacent to blanket bog on the south boundary
of the site (outside the site), during survey work for this plan. Tracks were seen on the south
western side of the site in undisturbed blanket bog.

Cultural Features

Land use and impacts on the site
Agriculture The terrestrial habitats within the site (comprising 74% of the cSAC) are

primarily used as pasture for sheep and cattle. During the preparation
period for this plan there were approximately 12-15 dry stock cattle on
the southern side of the lake, and approximately 40 sheep grazing
improved and semi-natural dry grassland on the western and eastern sides
of the lake. 6 ponies were grazing on the wet grassland, woodland and
heath habitats adjacent to the lake on southwest side. Supplementary
feeding of cattle takes place on the southern side of the lake. There is a
small muddy access road adjacent to the lake. Small areas within the site
are occasionally used for cultivation of arable crops.
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Angling Sessiagh Lough is a very popular location for anglers. Brown Trout is the
primary species of interest. It is managed by the Dunfanaghy Anglers
Association (DAA), in conjunction with the Northern Regional Fisheries
Board (NRFB). The club currently hosts over 150 members. The DAA
have erected signs in prominent areas around the lake stating that only fly
fishing is allowed. A slipway is situated on the northwest corner of the
lake. Stiles have been constructed on the northern side of the lake to
facilitate anglers. The DAA have plans to upgrade car parking and
angling facilities, and to make the lake accessible to people with

wheelchairs.

Caravans A small number of caravans are parked within an area of unimproved
grassland on the western side of the site. They are mainly used in the
summer.

Afforestation A small area on the top of a rock cliff on the southern side of the site has

been planted with conifers. The trees to not appear to have grown well
and are less than 2m in height.

Dumping A small amount of dumping — of old cars, and agricultural waste (old
manure) - occurs within the site boundaries, close to the lakeshore.

Other amenity use The lake is occasionally used for windsurfing.

Land use adjacent to the site

Agriculture Agriculture is the dominant land use on the southern and western sides of
the site. Farm holdings are generally of small size (<50ha) and sheep and
cattle rearing is the predominant activity adjacent to the site. A large
slatted shed has been recently constructed on the northwest side of the
lake adjacent to the site. Drainage pipes lead from this building to the

lake.
Residential On the north western and eastern sides of the site, a number of permanent
development residences, holiday homes and B&Bs have been built in the immediate

vicinity of the site. These homes use septic tanks with percolation area
close to the lake.

Tourism and amenity The Dunfanaghy region is a popular holiday resort town and draws a
use large number of visitors in the summer. The beaches, fishing lakes and
golf courses nearby are the main focus for recreational activities.

Past human use

The outflowing stream from Sessiagh Lough formerly fed into two flax mills, in the vicinity of
PortnaBlagh. These mills are now defunct. Sessiagh Lodge was formerly used as a hunting lodge,
presumably for shooting wildfowl on the lake, but it is no longer in use. The gate lodge is now
derelict. Hand cutting of peat is likely to have occurred in the areas of blanket bog in the southern
part of the site. Some grassland habitat on the south side of the site has been sown with cereal
crops, such as Barley on an occasional basis.

Recorded Monuments and Other Features

Sessiagh Lough lies within close proximity to the sprawling rural town of Dunfanaghy. The natural
landscape value of the site has been diminished by housing development on its northern and
western sides, and its attractiveness to wildlife has somewhat been reduced by amenity use and
residential development. On the southern side of the site, a large area of relatively undisturbed
heath and blanket bog occurs. This part of the site has retained more of a natural character, and is
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relatively undisturbed by agricultural and amenity use. There are commanding views of Horn Head
and the Donegal coast from the top of the cliffs on the south side.

Recorded Monuments of County Donegal 1995. (Office of Public Works).

MONUMENT
NO.

NAT. GRID

TOWNLAND

CLASSIFICATION

DGO016-021

20414/43616

Woodhill

Crannog
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ECOLOGICAL ASSESSMENT

Note: The following is an assessment of the ecological features of the site. It is largely based on
information given in the explanatory notes which accompany the Natura 2000 form (compiled in
1995). Additional information, obtained since these notes were written may also have been used
to make the assessment.

Evaluation of Annex I Habitat

Sessiagh Lough is a small example of an annexed habitat (26ha) that supports Slender Naiad and
Arctic Char. Water quality within the lake has declined during the 1990s, principally due to septic
tanks effluent and agricultural run-off. The lake is now more accurately classified as oligo-
mesotrophic. Its water chemistry is slightly enigmatic as the lake occurs within a predominantly
acidic substrate, but it appears to be alkaline (naturally base-rich) water. It also appears to be quite
deep for a small lake, and is naturally stratified. The lake is moderately productive and supports a
natural Brown Trout nursery. When first surveyed as part of a national survey of inland waters in
1972 it was described as having an exceptionally high biomass, i.e. supporting a high number of
fish (Dept. of Agriculture and Fisheries, 1972).

A number of annexed habitats, such as blanket bog, wet heath and Nardus grassland, occur on the
site, but cover only small areas and are not of sufficient ecological interest to be considered for
qualifying status as annexed habitats within the site.

Evaluation of Annex II Species

Slender Naiad, an Annex II species, is known to occur on the site; the latest record is from a survey
in 1989. However, its current status is unknown and recent deterioration in water quality and rapid
fluctuations in the lake’s trophic status may be impacting negatively on the population. Although
an annual, Slender Naiad can survive in the same location for long periods of time if conditions are
stable (Preston, pers. comm, 1995). The species is sensitive to disturbance and vulnerable to water
pollution.

Site Evaluation

Fragility - Terrestrial habitats within the site are fairly robust, but water quality in the lake is very
vulnerable to eutrophication. The fauna and flora of the lake, particularly the populations of
Slender Naiad and Arctic Char, are vulnerable to deterioration in water quality and may already be
in decline as a result of algal blooms and a continued decline in the lakes trophic status.

Rarity — Red Data Book fish species, Arctic Char, have become extinct in a number of Irish
locations in the past few decades, and lakes supporting viable populations are rare. Oligotrophic
lakes are becomingly increasingly rare in a national context.

Naturalness - All but one side of site has been modified by human activities. Natural regeneration
of deciduous woodland on the side will increase the ecological diversity of the site and potential
habitat for wildlife. On the southern side, the site has quite a natural character, with relatively few
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landowners and a low level of disturbance from amenity pressure or residential/industrial
development.

Typicality — The habitat within the site contain typical botanical communities. The depth of lake is
slightly unusual in relation to its small size.

Size — The small size of the lake (26 ha) makes it more vulnerable to pollution. Lack of marginal
habitats on three sides makes it hard to control of potentially polluting activities. The conservation
potential of the site would be greatly increased if the size of t