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Site Name: Galway Bay Complex SAC 
 
Site Code: 000268 
 
 
Situated on the west coast of Ireland, this site comprises the inner, shallow part of a 
large bay which is partially sheltered by the Aran Islands. The Burren karstic 
limestone fringes the southern sides and extends into the sublittoral. West of Galway 
city the bedrock geology is granite. There are numerous shallow and intertidal inlets 
on the eastern and southern sides, notably Muckinish, Aughinish and Kinvarra Bays. 
A number of small islands composed of glacial deposits are located along the eastern 
side. These include Eddy Island, Deer Island and Tawin Island. A diverse range of 
marine, coastal and terrestrial habitats, including several listed on Annex I of the 
E.U. Habitats Directive, occur within the site, making the area of high scientific 
importance.  
 
The site is a Special Area of Conservation (SAC) selected for the following habitats 
and/or species listed on Annex I / II of the E.U. Habitats Directive (* = priority; 
numbers in brackets are Natura 2000 codes): 
 

[1140] Tidal Mudflats and Sandflats 
[1150] Coastal Lagoons* 
[1160] Large Shallow Inlets and Bays 
[1170] Reefs 
[1220] Perennial Vegetation of Stony Banks 
[1230] Vegetated sea cliffs of the Atlantic and Baltic coasts 
[1310] Salicornia Mud 
[1330] Atlantic Salt Meadows 
[1410] Mediterranean Salt Meadows 
[3180] Turloughs* 
[5130] Juniper Scrub 
[6210] Orchid-rich Calcareous Grassland* 
[7210] Cladium Fens* 
[7230] Alkaline Fens 
[8240] Limestone Pavement* 
[1355] Otter (Lutra lutra) 
[1365] Common (Harbour) Seal (Phoca vitulina) 

 
Galway Bay South holds a very high number of littoral communities (12). They range 
from rocky terraces, to sandy beaches with rock or sand dunes behind. The intertidal 
sediments of Galway Bay support good examples of communities that are 
moderately exposed to wave action. A well-defined talitrid amphipod zone in the 
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upper shore gives way to an intertidal, mid shore zone with sparse epifauna or 
infauna. On the lower, flat part of the shore, the tubes of the deposit-feeding 
terebellid worm, Lanice conchilega, are common on the surface. Nereid and cirratulid 
polychaete worms (Hediste diversicolor, Arenicola marina), small crustaceans and 
bivalves (Angulus tenuis, Cerastoderma edule and Macoma balthica) are present. The 
area has the country’s only recorded example of the littoral community characterized 
by Fucus serratus with sponges, ascidians and red seaweeds on tide-swept lower 
eulittoral mixed substrata. This community has very high species richness (85 
species), as do the sublittoral fringe communities on the Finavarra reef (88 species). 
The rare Purple Sea Urchin Paracentrotus lividus and the foliose red alga Phyllophora 
sicula are present at Finavarra, whereas the red alga Rhodymenia delicatula and the 
rare brown alga, Ascophyllum nodosum var. mackii, occur in Kinvarra and Muckinish 
Bays. Sublittorally, the area has a number of distinctive and important communities. 
Of particular note is that Ireland’s only reported piddock (bivalve mollusc) bed 
thrives in the shallows of Aughinish Bay. The rare sponge, Mycale contarenii, is also 
found here. There is further interest in an extensive maerl bed of Phymatolithon 
calcareum which occurs in the strong tidal currents of Muckinish Bay. There is also 
maerl off Finavarra Point and in Kinvarra Bay (Lithothamnion corallioides, Lithophyllum 
dentatum and Lithophyllum fasciculatum). An oyster bed in Kinvarra Bay and seagrass 
(Zostera spp.) beds off Finavarra Point are also important features. Other significant 
habitats which occur include secondary maerl beds and communities strongly 
influenced by tidal streams. 
 
Saltmarshes are frequent within this extensive coastal site, with both E.U. Habitats 
Directive types, ‘Atlantic Salt Meadow’ and ‘Mediterranean Salt Meadow’ well 
represented. Most of the saltmarshes are classified as the bay type, with the substrate 
being mud or mud/sand. There is one lagoon type and one estuary type. Lagoon 
saltmarshes are the rarest type found in Ireland. The best examples of saltmarsh are 
located in inner Galway bay, east of a line running between Galway city and 
Kinvarra. In this area the coastline is highly indented, thus providing the sheltered 
conditions necessary for extensive saltmarsh development. Common saltmarsh 
species include Thrift (Armeria maritima), Red Fescue (Festuca rubra), Common 
Scurvygrass (Cochlearia officinalis), Lax-flowered Sea-lavender (Limonium humile), 
Common Saltmarsh-grass (Puccinellia maritima), Saltmarsh Rush (Juncus gerardi) and 
Sea Rush (Juncus maritimus). On the lower levels of the saltmarshes and within pans 
there occurs Glasswort (Salicornia europaea agg.). A noteworthy feature of the 
saltmarsh habitat within this site is the presence of dwarfed brown seaweeds in the 
vegetation. These are also known as “turf fucoids” and typical species include Fucus 
spp., Ascophyllum nodosum and Pelvetia canaliculata. A number of locally rare vascular 
plant species also grow in saltmarsh areas within the site. These include Reflexed 
Saltmarsh-grass (Puccinellia distans) and Sea-purslane (Halimione portulacoides), which 
are both relatively rare in the western half of the country. 
 
Shingle and stony beaches can be found throughout the site, with the best examples 
along the more exposed shores to the south and west of Galway city and to the north 
and east of Finavarra, Co. Clare. In general, these shingle shorelines are sparsely 
vegetated and frequently occur interspersed with areas of sandy beach and/or 
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bedrock shore. The associated flora is dominated by plant species of frequently 
disturbed maritime habitats. To the south and west of Galway city, typical plants 
include Curled Dock (Rumex crispus), Common Couch (Elymus repens), Sea Sandwort 
(Honkenya peploides), Sea Beet (Beta vulgaris subsp. maritima), Sea Mayweed 
(Matricaria maritima), Silverweed (Potentilla anserina) and Oraches (Atriplex spp.). Two 
rare plant species are associated with the habitat: Henbane (Hyoscyamus niger), a 
threatened species listed in the Irish Red Data Book, grows on shingle beach to the 
south of Lough Atalia; there are also old records for the threatened plant species Sea-
kale (Crambe maritima).  
 
Soft coastal cliffs reaching heights in excess of 10m occur at Rusheen. These support 
coastal grassland with very sparse vegetation cover. Species recorded include Sea 
Plantain (Plantago maritima), Creeping Bent (Agrostis stolonifera), False Oat-grass 
(Arrhenatherum elatius), Cock’s Foot (Dactylis glomerata), Red Fescue, Common Bird’s-
foot-trefoil (Lotus corniculatus), and the lichens Ramalina sp. and Xanthoria parietina.  
They are considered highly representative of the rarer soft type of sea cliffs in 
Ireland. 
 
An excellent range of lagoons of different types, sizes and salinities occurs within the 
site. This habitat is given priority status on Annex I of the E.U. Habitats Directive. 
One unusual type of lagoon, karstic rock lagoon, is particularly well represented. 
This type of lagoon is common on the Aran Islands, but on mainland Ireland, all but 
one are confined to this site. Additionally, the best example of all karstic lagoons in 
the country, Lough Murree, is found at this site. The flora of the habitat is rich and 
diverse, reflecting the range of salinities in the different lagoons. It is typically 
brackish, with two species of Tasselweed (Ruppia spp.), two Red Data charophytes 
Chara canescens and Lamprothamnion papulosum, and Chaetomorpha linum, an alga (all 
lagoonal specialists). The fauna of the lagoon is also rich, diverse and lagoonal. At 
least 10 lagoonal specialist species were recorded in 1996 and 1998 from the 
combined habitat of all the lagoons, which is one of the highest number for any 
lagoonal habitat in the country. Many of the species appear to be rare. The lagoons 
within this site are excellent examples of the habitat type and of high conservation 
importance.  
 
Other terrestrial habitats within this site which are of conservation importance 
include Great Fen-sedge (Cladium mariscus)-dominated fen and Black Bog-rush 
(Schoenus nigricans)-dominated alkaline fen at Oranmore, a turlough of moderate size 
at Ballinacourty, limestone pavement at Ballyconry, Gleninagh North and Newquay, 
dry calcareous grassland with orchids (best examples occurring west of Salthill), 
Juniper (Juniperus communis) scrub formations at Oranmore, wet grassland and an 
area of deciduous woodland at Barna. The orchid-rich grassland occurs on a serious 
of small drumlin hills found to the west of Galway City, and is largely confined to 
the sides of the hills. Calcicole pecies such as Kidney Vetch (Anthyllis vulneraria), 
Harebell (Campanula rotundifolia), Spring Gentian (Gentiana verna), Common Spotted-
orchid (Dactylorhiza fuchsii), Lesser Twayblade (Listera ovata), Pyramidal Orchid 
(Anacamptis pyramidalis), Yellow-wort (Blackstonia perfoliata) and Greater Knapweed 
(Centaurea scabiosa) are found here, among others. Juniper is also found in this area.  
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Areas of alkaline and Cladium fen as best represented near Oranmore, and species 
such as Great Fen-sedge, Common Reed (Phragmites australis), Purple Moor-grass 
(Molinia caerulea), Bogbean (Menyanthes trifoliata) and Long-stalked Yellow-sedge 
(Carex lepidocarpa) are found along with the usually dominant, Black Bog-rush. The 
turlough at Ballinacourty floods to about 25 ha in winter, and has vegetation with a 
typical zonation. Wetland species such as Amphibious Bistort (Polygonum 
amphibium), Common Marsh-bedstraw (Galium palustre) and Marsh Cinquefoil 
(Potentilla palustris) are found near the swallow-hole, with species of wet grassland 
close to the flood limit (e.g. Silverweed, Potentilla anserina, Water Mint, Mentha 
aquatica and Creeping Bent, Agrostis stolonifera). Sedges (Carex spp.) dominate in 
between.  
 
Inner Galway Bay provides extensive good quality habitat for Common Seal 
(maximum count of 317 in the all-Ireland survey of 2003). This species is listed on 
Annex II of the E.U. Habitats Directive. The seals use a range of haul-out sites 
distributed through the bay - these include inner Oranmore Bay, Rabbit Island, St. 
Brendan’s Island, Tawin Island, Kinvarra Bay, Aughinish Bay and Ballyvaughan. The 
site provides optimum habitat for Otter, also an Annex II-listed species. 
 
Galway Bay is a very important ornithological site. The shallow waters provide 
excellent habitat for Great Northern Divers (35), Black-throated Divers (28), Scaup 
(39), Long-tailed Duck (27) and Red-breasted Merganser (232). (Figures given are 
peak average maxima over the 3 winters 1994/95 to 1996/97). All of these populations 
are of national importance. The intertidal areas and shoreline provides feeding and 
roosting habitat for wintering waterfowl, with Brent Goose (517) having a population 
of international importance and a further 11 species having populations of national 
importance. Four of the regular wintering species are listed on Annex I of the E.U. 
Birds Directive - Golden Plover, Bar-tailed Godwit and the two diver species. 
Breeding birds are also of importance, with significant populations of Sandwich 
Terns (81 pairs in 1995) and Common Terns (99 pairs in 1995), both also being listed 
on Annex I of the E.U. Birds Directive. A large Cormorant colony (approx. 300 pairs 
in 1989) occurs on Deer Island.  
 
Fishing and aquaculture are the main commercial activities within the site. A concern 
is that sewage effluent and detritus of the aquaculture industry could be deleterious 
to benthic communities. Reef and sediment communities are vulnerable to 
disturbance or compaction from tractors accessing oyster trestles. The Paracentrotus 
lividus populations have been shown to be vulnerable to over-fishing. Extraction of 
maerl in Galway Bay is a threat. Owing to the proximity of Galway city, shoreline 
and terrestrial habitats are under pressure from urban expansion and recreational 
activities. Eutrophication is probably affecting some of the lagoons and is a 
continued threat. Drainage is a general threat to the turlough and fen habitats. Bird 
populations may be disturbed by aquaculture activities.  
 
This large coastal site is of immense conservation importance, with many habitats 
listed on Annex I of the E.U. Habitats Directive, four of which have priority status 
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(lagoon, Cladium fen, turlough and orchid-rich calcareous grassland). The examples 
of shallow bays, reefs, lagoons and saltmarshes found within this site are amongst 
the best in the country. The site supports an important Common Seal colony and a 
breeding Otter population (Annex II species), and six regular Annex I E.U. Birds 
Directive species. The site also has four Red Data Book plant species, plus a host of 
rare or scarce marine and lagoonal animal and plant species. 


