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Site Name: Lough Derg, North-east Shore SAC 
 
Site Code: 002241 
 
 
Lough Derg, the lowest order lake on the River Shannon, is one of the largest bodies 
of freshwater in Ireland. This SAC, however, only includes the northern shore of the 
lake from the mouth of the Cappagh River in the north-west to just below Black 
Lough at the north-eastern shore. The greater part of this site lies on Carboniferous 
limestone, although there is Old Red Sandstone on the southern shores of the eastern 
section.  
 
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): 
 

[5130] Juniper Scrub 
[7210] Cladium Fens* 
[7230] Alkaline Fens 
[8240] Limestone Pavement* 
[91E0] Alluvial Forests* 
[91J0] Yew Woodlands* 

 
The geology of the lake shore is principally limestone and in places this protrudes at 
the surface in the form of boulders and rubble, and can be classified as limestone 
pavement. These are often bryophyte-rich surfaces or else support a calcareous 
grassland or heath flora, as well as some woody species, such as Yew (Taxus baccata) 
and Juniper (Juniperus communis). Examples occur at Cornalack, Kylenamelly and 
Portumna. The last two named areas were partly afforested but are proposed for 
restoration under a Coillte E.U. LIFE Programme. The geographical location of these 
examples of limestone pavement within the country is notable.  
 
A second priority Annex I habitat, Cladium fen, occurs occasionally along the lake 
margins, mainly in association with alkaline fens, Common Reed (Phragmites 
australis) and other swamp vegetation. Typically, Great Fen-sedge (Cladium mariscus), 
which can be up to 2 m in height, forms dense stands. Associated species include 
Common Reed, Black Bog-rush (Schoenus nigricans), Water Horsetail (Equisetum 
fluviatile), Bottle Sedge (Carex rostrata) and occasional Slender Sedge (Carex lasiocarpa). 
This community generally merges with alkaline fen dominated by Black Bog-rush, 
with Purple Moor-grass (Molinia caerulea), Marsh Horsetail (E. palustre), 
Meadowsweet (Filipendula ulmaria) and scattered tussocks of Greater Tussock-sedge 
(Carex paniculata). 
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Yew woods in Ireland are mostly confined to the west of the country. However, a 
substantial area of Yew is located on limestone at Cornalack, where Yew forms a 
scrub woodland along the east shore of Lough Derg. Here, Yew is found in 
association with small amounts of Juniper, which forms protection against grazing 
for the young Yew. Other notable species present include Hawthorn (Crataegus 
monogyna), Hazel (Corylus avellana), Holly (Ilex aquifolium), Small-leaved Cotoneaster 
(Cotoneaster microphyllus), along with occasional Ivy (Hedera helix), Wild Strawberry 
(Fragaria vesca), Bramble (Rubus fruticosus agg.) and Wood-sorrel (Oxalis acetosella). 
Elsewhere, small stands of Yew up to 5 m high occur with Spindle (Euonymus 
europaeus), Blackthorn (Prunus spinosa), Gorse (Ulex europaeus) and Ash (Fraxinus 
excelsior). Due to shading, and in places cattle trampling, the ground flora supports 
few herbs. However, the bryophyte layer is well developed with many moss covered 
rocks present. 
 
Juniper occurs throughout this site in a range of habitats, associated with calcareous 
grasslands, heath and limestone outcrops. Some of the finest examples of Juniper 
formations in Ireland occur along the lake edge where upright, bushy Juniper shrubs 
up to 3 m tall are found. Typically, Juniper forms dense hedges with Ash, Hawthorn, 
Gorse, Hazel and Bramble, and occasional Yew. These tall Juniper shrubs are a 
unique feature in Ireland, where it is more typically found growing in prostrate 
form. In places along the lake shore Juniper forms a mosaic with Black Bog-rush and 
Great Fen-sedge fen. The best examples are seen at the north and north-east of the 
site. On drier ground above the flood level, Juniper occurs in association with 
species-rich calcareous grassland with Mouse-ear Hawkweed (Hieracium pilosella), 
Daisy (Bellis perennis), Lady’s Bedstraw (Galium verum), Wild Thyme (Thymus praecox) 
and Blue Moor-grass (Sesleria albicans). An extensive area of this vegetation is seen 
north of Kilgarvan Quay. Many of the islands also support significant Juniper cover. 
This is particularly evident on Bounla Island. Juniper generally occurs as fringing 
vegetation around the islands, which typically have wooded centres. At Cornalack, 
along the eastern shore of Lough Derg, tall Juniper is found in association with loose 
limestone rubble with a significant cover of Yew.  
 
Deciduous woodlands are also a notable feature of the site, dominated by oak 
(Quercus spp.), as at Bellevue, and Hazel/Ash at many of the examples along the 
north-eastern shore. Typically the ground layer includes Early-purple Orchid (Orchis 
mascula), violets (Viola spp.), Ivy, Lesser Celandine (Ranunculus ficaria), Bluebell 
(Hyacinthoides non-scripta), Wood Anemone (Anemone nemorosa), Wood-sorrel, 
Primrose (Primula vulgaris), Bramble, Ground Ivy (Glechoma hederacea), Pignut 
(Conopodium majus) and Honeysuckle (Lonicera periclymenum). Wet woodland is 
frequent along the lake shore, and in some areas this conforms well with the E.U. 
Annex I habitat, alluvial woodland. At Kylenamelly wood, where some planting of 
commercial forestry has occurred, there are extensive areas of alluvial woodland 
which are subject to flooding. These woods are dominated by willows (Salix spp.) 
and Alder (Alnus glutinosa), with Downy Birch (Betula pubescens) and Ash also 
present. The ground flora of the undisturbed alluvial sites is often dominated by 
Yellow Iris (Iris pseudacorus), with a range of other species commonly present, 
including Bogbean (Menyanthes trifoliata), Marsh-marigold (Caltha palustris), 



Version date: 3.01.2014 3 of 4 002241_Rev13.Doc 

Meadowsweet, Purple Loosestrife (Lythrum salicaria), horsetails (Equisetum spp.), 
Wild Angelica (Angelica sylvestris), Greater Tussock-sedge and Remote Sedge (Carex 
remota). Further examples of alluvial woodland occur at Portumna. Beech (Fagus 
sylvatica) and Scots Pine (Pinus sylvestris) are often present at the lake edge along 
areas which were once parts of estates. Some areas of coniferous forestry have been 
included within the site.  
 
The only known site in the country for the Red Data Book plant Irish Fleabane (Inula 
salicina) occurs along the lake shore. This plant is legally protected under the Flora 
(Protection) Order, 1999. Other Red Data Book species present within this site are 
Marsh Pea (Lathyrus palustris) and Ivy Broomrape (Orobanche hederae). The Red Data 
Book stonewort Chara tomentosa has its stronghold in Lough Derg. 
 
The lake is rated as nationally important for waterfowl. The entire lake, including all 
of the islands, is a designated SPA (Special Protection Area). Counts from 1995/96 
carried out at seven locations on the lake indicate that the lake holds nationally 
important numbers for Mute Swan, Cormorant, Mallard, Teal, Tufted Duck and 
Goldeneye. The lake also supports a number of Greenland White-fronted Goose, a 
bird species listed on Annex I of the E.U. Birds Directive. There is a Wildlife 
Sanctuary at the north western edge of the lake. 
 
Lough Derg is of conservation interest also for its fish and freshwater invertebrates. 
Lampreys, listed under Annex II of the E.U. Habitats Directive, are known to occur 
and the lake contains an apparently self-sustaining landlocked population of Sea 
Lamprey (Petromyzon marinus). A landlocked population, where the fish are feeding 
and not completing a seaward migration, is unique in an Irish context, though there 
are several such populations in the U.S. and one is known from Loch Lomond in 
Scotland. Brook Lamprey (Lampetra planeri) is known to be common in the lower 
Shannon catchment where all three lamprey species breed.  
 
The endangered fish species Pollan (Coregonus autumnalis pollan) is recorded from 
Lough Derg, one of only three sites in Ireland and in western Europe. The Pollan is a 
landlocked species of Coregonid or ‘White Fish’, thought to have colonised Irish 
waters after the last Ice Age. Its nearest relative, the Arctic Cisco, is found as far away 
as Alaska, Northern Canada and Siberia. Although it is anadromous throughout 
most of its northern range, the Irish population are all non-migratory and purely 
freshwater. Lough Derg is also a well known fishing lake with a good Trout (Salmo 
trutta) fishery. Atlantic Salmon (Salmo salar) also use the lake as a spawning ground. 
Although this species is still fished commercially in Ireland, it is considered to be 
endangered or locally threatened elsewhere in Europe and is listed on Annex II of 
the E.U. Habitats Directive. 
 
Otter and Badger have been recorded within the site. Both of these species are listed 
in the Irish Red Data Book and are legally protected by the Wildlife Act, 1976.  
 
Land use within the site is mainly of a recreational nature with many boat hire 
companies, holiday home schemes and angling clubs located at the lake edge. 
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Recreational disturbance may pose a threat to the wintering wildfowl populations, 
though tourism is scaled down during the winter. The water body is surrounded 
mainly by improved pastoral farmland to the south and east, with areas of bog to the 
south-west and west. Coniferous plantations are present along the west and north-
west shore and small areas of these are included within the site. If these areas are 
felled no further planting should take place as afforestation damages the wetland 
habitats between the plantation and lake edge. 
 
The main threats to the quality of the site are water polluting activities resulting from 
intensification of agricultural activities around the lake shore, uncontrolled discharge 
of sewage, which is causing eutrophication of the lake, and housing and boating 
development which has resulted in the destruction of lakeshore habitats. There is 
also significant fishing and shooting pressure on and around the lake. Forestry can 
result in the loss of some areas of wetland habitat. The spread of Zebra Mussel 
(Dreissena polymorpha) in Lough Derg also poses a threat the ecology of the lake. 
 
This is a site of significant ecological interest, with six habitats listed on Annex I of 
the E.U. Habitats Directive. Four of these are priority habitats - Cladium fen, alluvial 
woodland, limestone pavement and Yew woodland. Other annexed habitats present 
include alkaline fen and Juniper scrub formations on heath and calcareous 
grasslands. In addition, the lake itself is an SPA that supports important numbers of 
wintering wildfowl, Greenland White-fronted Goose, Common Tern and Cormorant, 
a number of which are listed under Annex I of the E.U. Birds Directive.  
 
 


