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Introduction  

Biodiversity (an abbreviation for biological diversity) is a term used to describe all living things on earth, 
including humans; it covers plants and animals (both wild and domesticated), the habitats where they 
live, and the genetic variety within species. Biodiversity is on the decline, and we know that 
fragmentation and barriers to movement are a major issue for many species. There are still areas of good 
habitat around, but for wildlife to prosper we need to link them up. Creating wildlife corridors also allows 
species to move in response to pressures like urban development and climate chaos. In recognition of 
this, Sonairte- the National Ecology Centre has sought funding under the LEADER programme through 
the Meath Local Action Groups (LAGs)  to develop a Biodiversity Action plan with a specific focus on the 
preservation of existing biodiversity and creation of wildlife corridors between these existing habitats In 
East Meath the hinterland of Sonairte  A group of Ecologists from Flynn Furney Environmental 
Consultants surveyed this area in September 2021 and completed a desk review which included analysis 
of records from the National Biodiversity Centre, National Parks and Wildlife’s (NPWS) site synopses of 
designated sites, water quality records from the Environmental Protection Agency and various National 
Habitat surveys. Using this information, a set of actions to conserve and enhance existing biodiversity 
and connect these features has been advised. These actions are split into seven sections representing 
the diversity of areas of significance to wildlife in the region. These are: Hedgerows; Grasslands; 
Woodlands; Coastal Areas; Wetlands; Rivers; and Urban areas.  

Sonairte & Hinterlands Biodiversity Action Plan  

Ireland has made commitments to conserve biodiversity under a number of international agreements 
and policy frameworks (outline on page 6). Recently it has signed up the High Ambition Coalition for 
Nature and People1 with a goal of “at least” 30 per cent of the planet being protected by the end of the 
decade and to promote nature-based solutions across the world. These ambitions are reflected at EU 
level in  the nature restoration targets included in the EU Biodiversity Strategy for 2030.2  

As a signatory to the Convention on Biological Diversity, 3Ireland is required to publish a National 
Biodiversity Action Plan which is updated every five years. Measures to conserve biodiversity need to be 
applied at several levels, from the international scale through to the local scale, in order to be effective. 
In the current Irish National Biodiversity Action Plan  (2017-2021) the major pressures on biodiversity 
globally are presented as: loss; degradation and fragmentation of natural habitats; overexploitation of 
biological resources; pollution; the impacts of invasive alien species on ecosystems and the services 
they provide to people; and climate change and the acidification of oceans. A number of key Strategic 
Goals have been set with multiple targets, 4 

Strategic Goal A: Address the underlying causes of biodiversity loss by mainstreaming biodiversity 
across government and society 
Strategic Goal B: Reduce the direct pressures on biodiversity and promote sustainable use 
Strategic Goal C: To improve the status of biodiversity by safeguarding ecosystems, species and genetic 
diversity 
Strategic Goal D: Enhance the benefits to all from biodiversity and ecosystem services. 
Strategic Goal E: Enhance implementation through participatory planning, knowledge management 
and capacity building. 

 
1 High Ambition Coalition for Nature and People. https://www.hacfornatureandpeople.org/home 
2 EU Biodiversity Strategy for 2030. https://eur-lex.europa.eu/resource.html?uri=cellar:a3c806a6-9ab3-11ea-9d2d-
01aa75ed71a1.0001.02/DOC_1&format=PDF 
3 Convention on Biodiversity. https://www.cbd.int/convention/ 
4 National Biodiversity Action Plan (2017-2020). The Department of Culture Heritage and the Gaeltacht. https://www.cbd.int/convention/ 
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The State’s next Biodiversity Action Plan is due to come into effect in 2022.  
Local Biodiversity Action Plans relevant to this report include the Julianstown Community Biodiversity 
Action Plan (2016-2020) 5 which was drawn up under an Action of County Meath Heritage Plan 2015-
2020, and the County Meath Biodiversity Plan 2015-2020. 6..  

This Sonairte Biodiversity Action plan will follow-on from these, covering  a wide area of the  ‘East of 
Meath’ in the hinterland of Sonairte - National Ecology Centre, specifically the area from the River Nanny 
in the south to the River Boyne in the north, and bordered by the M1 Motorway to the West and Irish sea 
to the east. The main function of the Sonairte Biodiversity Action plan is to provide a framework and 
series of actions to conserve, enhance and raise awareness of the rich biodiversity, and to propose 
strategies and initiatives to protect and support it. A specific focus of these actions is enhancing "wildlife 
corridors" to link existing pockets of biodiversity, thereby providing an enlarged and functional habitat.  

 

 
 The banks of the river Nanny.  
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
5 Julianstown Community Biodiversity Action Plan (2016-2020). https://www.meath.ie/system/files/media/file-uploads/2019-
05/Julianstown%20Community%20Biodiversity%20Action%20Plan%202016-2020.pdf 
6 County Meath Biodiversity Action Plan 2015-2020. https://www.meath.ie/system/files/media/file-uploads/2019-
06/County%20Meath%20Biodiversity%20Plan%202015-2020.pdf 
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Land ownership and necessary approval considerations  

 

As part of the consultation process for this plan, the local community suggested areas of biodiversity 
interest that are in public and private ownership. No actions listed in this plan should be undertaken 
without prior agreement being sought from the landowner(s). Where necessary approvals should also 
be sought from bodies such as:  

 National Monuments Service  
 National Parks and Wildlife Service  
 Office of Public Works  
 Inland Fisheries Ireland  
 Meath County Council  
 The Environmental Protection Agency 

Note that this is not an exhaustive list and other bodies / individuals may need to be consulted. 

 

Note on Irish environmental law 

In terms of legislation that protects areas of biodiversity value in Ireland, there are four main types of 
categories that people should be aware of:  

 proposed Natural Heritage Areas (pNHA’s)  
 and Natural Heritage Areas (NHA’s) protected under the Irish Wildlife Act (Irish Statute Book, 

1976);  
 Special Protection Areas (SPA’s) protected under the EU Habitats Directive 7 transcribed in Irish 

Law under the European Communities (Birds and Natural Habitats) Regulations 2011 (S.I. No. 477 
of 2011); 

 and Special Areas of Conservation (SAC’s)  protected under the EU Birds Directive8 

The European Communities (Birds and Habitats Regulations) 2011 (Irish Statute Book, 2011) also contains 
regulations related to the sale, distribution, and dispersal of invasive species. Further details are available 
on the National Parks and Wildlife Service website. 9 

A 2020 review revealed that 86% of Irelands protected habitats were awarded unsatisfactory status and 
that 46% of them were in a continued decline.10 

 

 

 
7 EU Habitats Directive. https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:31992L0043&from=EN 
8 EU Birds Directive. https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:32009L0147 
9 https://www.npws.ie/protected-sites/nha 
10 The status of EU protected habitats and species in Ireland. (2019). Department of Culture Heritage and Gaeltachta. 
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Description of the study area  

The study area was approximately 35.7 km2 and is situated on the 
East of Ireland in the province of Leinster. It stretches along 7 km of 
the river Nanny in the south and 6 km of the river Boyne in the North. 
The River Boyne is the largest river in Meath and the importance of 
this river system is recognised by the fact that it has been 
designated a Special Area of Conservation (SAC) and a Special 
Protection Area (SPA). The stretch of the Nanny between Laytown 
and Julianstown is also inside a designated Special Area of 
Protection (SPA). 

County Meath is renowned for its rich pasturelands, which can 
support a wide range of farming activities. This diverse farming sees 
a higher number of tillage-based fields similar to the counties of 
Wexford, Cork and Kildare. The same is true of this study area. 
However, a diversity of other habitats are present.  

This agricultural land is interwoven with hedgerows and wetlands 
and transitions to sand dunes on the East. The sand dune system 

in the Mornington site, is of high conservation value, despite the restricted distribution of the intact areas 
and the high recreational pressure to which they are subjected. A gradient from embryonic dunes to 
Marram (Ammophila arenaria) dunes and then fixed dunes is seen in the system. This large stretch north 
of Bettystown is included as a proposed National Heritage Area (pNHA) and is currently inside the Boyne 
Coast and Estuary SAC. These important coastal habitats host a range of species and are significant 
habitats for birds with intertidal flats providing feeding habitats for many nationally important populations 
of winter waders. Part of this eastern coastal strip is included in the river Nanny Estuary and Shore SPA 
which is of special conservation interest for the species of Oystercatcher, Ringed Plover, Golden Plover, 
Knot, Sanderling and Herring Gull. 

Julianstown, Laytown and Bettystown all lie within the study area boundaries (outlined in the following 
section), along with Mornington and various other smaller settlements.  

Meath has a varied landscape and rich heritage, containing many historic 
features. The county retains a strong connection with traditional agriculture 
and the landscape supports a wide range of ecological habitats. The 
landscape is generally flat with few hills. Hedgerows are a prominent 
feature of the landscape with a 2011 survey estimating there were over 
22,000 km of hedgerow in the county11. Since then, many have grown tall 
forming an extensive network of tree lines, sometimes giving the intensive 
agricultural landscape a wooded appearance from ground level and 
providing important corridors for wildlife. As of 2017, there is a total of 
13,326 ha (32,929 acres) of forest cover in the county, representing 5.7% of 
total land area. Making Meath Ireland's third-least forested county, 
remaining well below the national average of 11% forest cover. 12 

 
11 Smith, G.F., Delaney, E., O’ Hora, K., and O’Donoghue, P. (2011) County Meath Tree, Woodland and Hedgerow Survey. Report prepared for 
Meath County Council. Atkins, Dublin.GIVE https://www.meath.ie/system/files/media/file-uploads/2019-
06/County%20Meath%20Biodiversity%20Plan%202015-2020.pdf 
12 DAFM (Department of Agriculture Food and Marine) (2017). National Forestry Inventory, Third Cycle 2017. 
https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/823b8-irelands-national-forest-inventory/ 

Deadwood on the banks of the river Nanny. 
This provides vital habitat for insects and 
bats.  
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Sonairte  

Sonairte is an environmental charity and not-for-profit visitor centre in Ninch which promotes a love of 
the outdoors, organic produce, eco-awareness, and sustainable living. The centre has been open for 
over 30 years and is run almost entirely by dedicated volunteers together with Tus and Community 
Employment (CE) scheme hosted staff. The centre is open to the public and runs various workshops 
throughout the year. Inside the walled garden tasty, organic produce that supports biodiversity is 
produced.  

The earliest remaining evidence of human activity at The Ninch is the Stone Age chamber tomb to be 
seen on the right-hand side of the road between Sonairte and the railway line. A partial excavation many 
years ago found two Iron Age graves, but the main chamber has never been excavated. The rath within 
the Sonairte site was seriously damaged both by 18th and 19th century quarrying of the underlying gravel 
and the road building of the modern period. Only a small part of its double ditch surround remains and 
only a single blue glass bead. Such raths were almost completely self-sufficient, and this one would 
have been particularly so since the land would have been suitable for the production of cattle, sheep, 
pigs, grain and vegetables, and the sea would have 
provided ample fish supplies. Later settlement patterns at 
the Ninch seem to show what could be either Viking 
period hide plots of later burgage plots- since the Ninch 
lies within both Viking Leinster and the later Pale. The land 
at Sonairte passed through various hands in the medieval 
period.  

The 18th century farm provided the very latest in modern 
self-sufficiency. The walled garden provided enough fruit 
and vegetables to feed the family and their extensive staff 
all year round. Bees provided honey, not as a sweetener 
but for food preservation, and there was even the luxury 
of dovecot to provide a constant supply of tender squabs 
for the table. In winter the straw bee skeps were moved 
indoors to one of two sets of bee winter housing.  

Many of these traditions have continued through to today 
and the walled gardens of Sonairte are still a natural 
paradise, promoting sustainability and biodiversity.  

 

.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Inside Sonairte’s walled gardens.  

Some of the areas highlighted as valuable for Biodiversity during the online community survey. 
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Methodology 

Site visits were carried out between the 20th and the 30th of September by four ecologists from Flynn 
Furney Environmental Consultants. September is at the edge of the optimal surveying season for 
vegetation, but was sufficient due to lower May temperatures which have delayed growing seasons for 
most plants.  

Sites were surveyed in accordance with the Heritage Council’s Best Practice Guidance for Habitat Survey 
and Mapping 13Habitats were identified according to Fossitt’s Guide to Habitats in Ireland. 14 

Areas of high ecological potential were prioritised using information from an online survey circulated by 
Sonairte National Ecology Centre15, and by identifying green spaces on aerial imagery using Arc GIS Pro. 
All towns inside the study boundary were also surveyed. Target areas identified during surveying have 
been outlined in this report.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 
13 Smith et al. (2011) Best Practice guidance for habitat survey mapping. 
https://www.heritagecouncil.ie/content/files/best_practice_guidance_habitat_survey_mapping_onscreen_version_2011_8mb.pdf 
14 Fossitt, J. (2000). A GUIDE TO HABITATS IN IRELAND. The Heritage Council. 
https://www.npws.ie/sites/default/files/publications/pdf/A%20Guide%20to%20Habitats%20in%20Ireland%20-%20Fossitt.pdf 
15 https://sonairte.ie/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/PRESS-RELEASE_Sonairte-LEADER-Project-Extension_March-21.pdf 

The area surveyed under this Biodiversity Action Plan is indicated above.  
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Wildlife Corridors 

Wildlife corridors are connections across the landscape that link up areas of habitat. They support natural 
processes that occur in a healthy environment, including the movement of species to find resources, 
such as food and water. They can contribute to the resilience of the landscape in a changing climate and 
help to reduce future greenhouse gas emissions by storing carbon in native vegetation. Small corridors 
created by local communities, such an area along a stream that has been revegetated to link two 
patches of forest, can provide a vital link for wildlife.  

 

 

Biodiversity is on the decline, and we know that fragmentation and barriers to movement are a major 
issue for many species. There are still areas of good habitat around, but for wildlife to prosper we need 

to link them up. 

 

 

 
Wildlife Corridors from Australa’s Department of Agriculture, Water and the Environment (DAWE, 2021).  
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Landscape elements that contribute to wildlife corridors include: 

 Native grasslands provide habitat and pasture. 

 Linear strips of roadside and fence line vegetation form important links in the landscape such as 
hedgerows. 

 'Stepping stones' of native vegetation. 

 Sensitively designed urban parks and gardens which provide habitat for native species. 

 Free-flowing rivers transport nutrients and sediment to the sea. 

 Migratory bird species rely on important wetland and shore habitats. 

 Fauna moving through the landscape disperse pollen and seed. 

 Floodplain inundation triggers plant regeneration and provides habitat for aquatic species. 

 Large patches of native vegetation provide core habitat. 

 'Buffers' around natural areas protect them from external threats. 

 
 

Land management strategies to enhance these corridors: 

 Invasive species management keeps landscapes healthy. 

 Protection of treeline and hedgerow helps natural regeneration. 

 Restoration efforts such as revegetation link core habitat patches. 

 Private land conservation and stewardship. 

 Periodic wetland inundation from environmental flows. 

 Biodiverse planting by landowners. 

 Roadside vegetation managed properly by local County Councils and private landowners to 

connect core habitat patches. 

 Biodiverse urban gardens. 

 Connectivity conservation incorporated in land planning and management by governments. 
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Action 1: Hedgerows 

Hedgerows are defined as: “Linear strips of woody plants with a shrubby growth form that cover more 
than 25% of the length of a field of property boundary. They often have associated banks, walls, ditches 
(drains), or trees”. According to John Feehan in his book ‘Farming in Ireland’, living hedgerows were not 
specifically referred to in the Brehon Laws of Gaelic Ireland. Four types of field boundaries were 
recognised: drystone walls, banks and ditches, wickerwork fence and oak fence. Drystone walls, banks 
and ditches are still with us today, and have often become hedgerows simply because trees and bushes 
have taken root there. Earthen banks are wide grassy margins that may contain a variety of plants, 
scrubby trees, shrubs, and stones. Ditches and drains were once dug to drain waterlogged soils and to 
increase the amount of arable land. Today many ditches receive little or no maintenance and as a result 
you may find species present that you would normally associate with a wetland habitat.  

Hedgerows represent a very significant aspect of Ireland’s heritage, especially as they possess features 
of archaeological, geological, social and natural heritage. They have a utility value, primarily in 
agricultural management as stockproof barriers and boundaries, as a tool in the management of grazing 
rotation and for the provision of shelter for livestock (and adjacent dwellings) during inclement weather. 
Hedgerow networks are perhaps the most characteristic feature of the Irish landscape and give 
character to an area, providing aesthetic appeal and creating a sense of place. They also provide 
valuable refuges for biodiversity in a landscape dominated by large tracts of intensive agriculture and 
function as an alternative habitat for numerous woodland plant species. In addition, hedgerows have the 
potential to act as corridors for regular movement and dispersal of birds, mammals (especially bats) and 
invertebrates through the landscape. Hedgerows are one of the most widespread semi-natural habitats 
in the country, due to their extent, connectivity, structure and composition, and require further research 
to quantify their biodiversity values. Additionally, the hedgerow network is acknowledged to provide a 
range of Ecosystem Services, including Provisioning Services (i.e. food and fuel), Regulation Services (i.e. 
air quality, climate moderation, water quality, soil erosion control, disease management, pest control and 
pollination), Cultural Services (i.e. aesthetic value, educational and recreational), and Support Services 
(i.e. soil formation, photosynthesis and nutrient cycling)  

These benefits have been recognised both national and internationally and hedgerows are protected 
under the Habitats Directive which states EU member states should encourage sound management of 
features of the landscape such as field boundaries that are of major importance for wild fauna and flora. 
Similarly, EU farm subsidy-linked standards16 give hedgerows protection as landscape features that 
mostly should not be interfered with or removed. Where removal is deemed necessary, an equivalent 
length of new hedgerow must be planted in advance. There are also national regulations in place since 
2011 to ensure that farmers apply to the Department of Agriculture for screening to determine if 
permission and an environmental impact assessment (EIA) is needed to remove hedges17. There is a 
longstanding but poorly observed prohibition on cutting of hedges between 1st March and 31st August  
under Sectiion 40 of the Wildlife Act 1976. 18 

In 2010 Meath County Council commissioned a tree, woodland and hedgerow survey of County Meath 
to provide baseline ecological data on type, extent and condition, of selected trees, woodlands and 
hedgerows.19 The survey estimated that are over 22,000 kilometres of hedgerow in the county which 
translates to an average length of 9.5 kilometres of hedgerow per square kilometre of land, which is 
more than most counties in Ireland. Over 80% of hedgerows were also found to have dated back to the 
1840s. At least 36 species of trees and shrubs were found in County Meath hedgerows. The most 

 
16 https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/question/2019-09-17/514/ 
17 Environmental Impact Assessment (Agriculture) Regulations (EIA) S.I. 456 of 2011 (as amended by S.I. No. 142 of 2013 and S.I. No. 407 of 2017).  
18 Wildlife Act 1976. https://www.irishstatutebook.ie/eli/1976/act/39/section/40/enacted/en/html 
19 Smith, G.F., Delaney, E., O’ Hora, K., and O’Donoghue, P. (2011) County Meath Tree, Woodland and Hedgerow Survey. Report prepared for 
Meath County Council. Atkins, Dublin.GIVE 
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common shrubs appearing in hedgerows are Hawthorn, Elder 
and Blackthorn. Other common hedgerow shrubs are gorse, 
Wild privet, Holly, Willow, Wych elm and Hazel.  

During surveying for the current report, some roadside 
hedgerows were noted to contain a high percentage of the 
invasive snowberry species (Symphoricarpos albus) which 
displaces native species by forming dense thickets by 
suckering. Hedges suffering due to abrasive cutting techniques 
were also noted, and hedges cut below 1.5 metres which often 
has detrimental effects on hedge health and vigour. Ash 
dieback was also frequently noted. It is a highly destructive 
disease caused by the invasive fungal pathogen 
Hymenoscyphus fraxineus prevalent throughout most of the island of Ireland and is likely to cause the 
death of the majority of the Ash trees over the next two decades. There are currently calls for a 
government scheme to support farmers to replant dead trees to ensure longevity of treelines across the 
country. 

Between 2011 and 2016, 10,200 metres (of 21.4 ha) of hedgerow has been approved for removal in  
County Meath as a whole, with 96% of all applications being approved, meaning that removal could 
proceed without the need for a screening of a full Environmental Impact Assessment 20. Hedgerow 
removal is quite often associated with tillage farming, popular in Meath, where larger machinery is 
considered to be hindered by these delineating features. 

.  

 

 

 

 

 

 
20 Foulkes, N. (2018). Assessment of Environmental Impact Assessment (Agriculture) Regulations on Field Boundary Removal. 
https://public.flourish.studio/visualisation/5333994/ 

An agricultural hedge near the East Meath Utd pitches 
can be seen in the image above. The field has been 
ploughed within a 1 metre margin and the hedge is 
intensively managed resulting in poor vigour. 

Above: A field adjacent to the River Nanny can be seen in 
the image. Fencing has replaced hedges as field boundaries. 
Below: a large field near Minnistown road can be seen. 
Hedgerows are often removed in order to create larger 
fields for machinery.  
 

Mechanical cutting techniques are 
often used to keep hedges tidy, but 
work carried out by inexperienced 
contractors can result in badly cut, 
damaged hedges that take years to 
recover.  

It is forbidden under the Wildlife Act 
1976 to interfere with vegetation that 
may house nesting birds from March 1st 
until August 31st. Any cutting of hedges 
noted during this time should be 
reported to the NPWS.  
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Hedgerows are important wildlife habitats and ecological corridors, allowing the movement and 
dispersal of many species through the wider countryside. Their importance as wildlife corridors or ‘green 
infrastructure’ is highlighted in Article 10 of the European Habitats Directive. Hedgerows also provide 
invaluable wider ecosystem services; their regulatory functions include carbon sequestration, flood 
protection, protection from soil erosion and prevention of aquatic siltation.  

The County hedgerow surveys carried out to-date have addressed the requirements of a number of the 
actions in Ireland’s biodiversity action plan. These surveys are funded by the Heritage council and local 
County Councils and have followed the methodology of the Hedgerow Appraisal System by Neil 
Foulkes et al., (2012)21. These surveys are carried out across counties or smaller regions. The central aim 
of these surveys is to compile information on the extent, type, location and conservation status of 
hedgerows, and to use this information to develop recommendations for their conservation and 
management. The second of these surveys has recently been carried out in County Monaghan and will 
be used to inform and improve policy22. This is the first repeat survey and has provided valuable 
information on hedgerow trends and patterns in a number of areas such as species composition, profile, 
gaps and condition. It has also provided valuable information on the percentage of hedges removed 
annually in the county and thus can inform policy and procedure going forward. County Meath has 
currently no such baseline survey and the Sonairte hinterland could greatly benefit from an overview of 
this network in order to inform policy and prevent degradation. Funding is applied for via local County 
Councils and the Heritage Council and would be a huge step towards improving wildlife corridors in the 
landscape. It would provide a baseline upon which future studies can assess trends and position 
conservationists on the right trajectory.  

A recent survey from the European Commission’s Joint Research Centre also found that planting 
hedgerows is one of the best ways to combat ecosystem fragmentation in intensively farmed 
landscapes. 23 This is important to ensure the continued pollination of crops. Farmers partaking in 
Results-Based-Agri-Environment Projects (REAP) can avail of a complimentary budget for the planting 
of new hedgerows or to enhance existing hedges by planting gaps. REAP rewards farmers for 
maintaining and enhancing the sustainability of agricultural grasslands, field boundaries and margins for 
a wide range of associated environmental benefits. 

Along with grasslands, hedgerows are likely to be an important feature of the new CAP (Common 
Agricultural Policy) schemes as they are seen as vital “wildlife corridors” and “landscape features”. While 
implementation of agri-environment schemes is mandatory for each Member State, farmers are still not 
obliged to take part and applicant numbers may continue to be limited. However, it is hoped that a 
simplified process under the new CAP Reform will encourage more farmers to sign up and work towards 
achieving effective results. With more focus on biodiversity and results-based outcomes in the 
upcoming CAP reform, it is likely that there will be more focus on hedgerow maintenance from 2023 
onwards. Increased take-up of such schemes would greatly contribute to the better management, 
maintenance, and protection of hedgerows across Ireland.  

Community education evenings on the benefits of these schemes and which provide details on the 
application and scoring processes are of great benefit to ecological corridors. Teagasc has an 
Environmental and Knowledge Transfer Department which could be contacted to organise local 
knowledge transfer events to farmers already engaged in, or interested in, these schemes to discuss the 
funding available.  

 

 
21 Foulkes et al., (2012). Hedgerow Appraisal System: Best practise guidance on Hedgerow surveying, Data collection and Appraisal. 
https://www.biodiversityireland.ie/wordpress/wp-content/uploads/Hedgerow_Appraisal_System.pdf 
22 https://monaghan.ie/heritage/2021/12/06/hedgerows-in-county-monaghan-a-decade-of-change/ 
23 Dondina, O., Saura, S., Bani, L. et al. (2018). Enhancing connectivity in agroecosystems: focus on the best existing corridors or on new 
pathways? Landscape Ecol. https://publications.jrc.ec.europa.eu/repository/handle/JRC108645  
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Specific Actions 

Encourage local Heritage Officer to seek funding for either a County 
wide Hedgerow baseline survey or a survey specific to Sonairte 
Hinterland. This would provide the baseline information necessary to 
assess trends, inform policy and determine protects which would 
protect these valuable wildlife corridors into the future.  

Raise awareness of the importance of hedgerows for wildlife, 
landscapes, and the environment, and promote their conservation and 
management. Hold information evenings on new and ongoing agri-
environmental schemes to encourage participation and information to 
increase accessibility. Develop an awareness-raising campaign. Produce 
interpretive material as part of the campaign. Taking part in the yearly 
Teagasc Hedgerow week is a good start. This year (2021) it will run from 
the 3rd to the 10th of December, with topics including planting hedges, the 
state of Ireland’s hedgerows, biodiversity of hedges and the value of 
native provenance trees and hedging stock.  

Creation of a community tree nursery which could provide a free source of native trees and shrubs 
from which the hedgerows of the Sonairte Hinterland could be populated. Funding could be applied for 
to set up a nursery and to have volunteers trained on how to grow trees from seed to saplings on their 
school or community grounds.  

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The hedgerow appraisal System 
by Neil Foulkes. 
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Action 2: Woodlands 

Woodlands are any areas of land covered with trees, though the extent of cover, height and species 
composition can vary significantly. In Ireland, woodlands can be roughly divided into two categories: 
semi-natural woodlands and modified/non-native woodlands, which include plantations24. Truly native 
and ancient woodlands have become very rare in Ireland, with almost all areas currently under forest 
cover having been planted at some stage.  

Semi-natural woodlands are those that most resemble native woodlands, with an open forest floor and 
diverse mixture of ground and shrub-layer species. They are commonly made up of various mixes of 
oak (quercus species), birch (Betula species), willow (Salix species), hazel (Corylus avellana), alder (Alnus 
glutinosa), ash (Fraxinus excelsior), hawthorn (Crataegus monogyna) and holly (Ilex aquifolium), among 
others, with compositions varying with habitat type. For example, an Atlantic woodland may be 
dominated by oaks, hazels and birches, while around the rivers of the midlands, mixes of alders, willows 
and ash are more common. Though not native, beech (Fagus sylvestris), chestnuts and sycamore (Acer 
species) are naturalised here, and often found in deciduous woodlands.  

Plantations 

Forest cover in Ireland fell as low as 1% in the 20th Century, having grown since to 11% today. The National 
Forest Inventory 2017, a survey of all of the land under forest cover in Ireland, found that county Meath 
has the third lowest forest cover in Ireland at 5.7% (13,326 ha)25. Most of our current forest cover is made 
up by conifer plantations, large monocultures of non-native species, like Sitka spruce (Picea sitchensis) 
and Lodgepole pine (Pinus contorta). These trees are treated almost like a long-term crop, with wood 
harvested for timber or fuel after 15-30 years. Although these are woodlands in their own right, and 
contribute towards Irish forest cover, bioeconomy and carbon storage, they often have very low species 
diversity and are criticised for having negative impacts on the environment. Not all plantations need to 
be conifers however, as many broadleaf trees are suitable for timber production26. 

Benefits 

Woodlands are important habitats, with several types being afforded legal protection by the EU Habitats 
Directive (1992)27. They provide shelter for ground-dwelling species, and their trunks and branches 
provide homes to birds, invertebrates, and bats, as well as surfaces for lichens and mosses to grow upon. 
Many woodland species, like Holly, Willow and Ivy, produce important sources of food for birds, 
mammals and insects. Beyond benefits to animals, woodlands and trees provide a host of ecosystem 
services, such as carbon storage, nutrient buffering, flood mitigation, windbreaks and improved air 
quality and soil health. Many of us use woodlands as spaces for recreation and wellbeing, and spend 
large parts of our free time walking, running and cycling through them. 

Threats 

Unfortunately, our woodlands face threats and pressures due to habitat loss, disease and invasive 
species. Dutch elm disease (a fungus of the Ophiostoma genus) has seen Elm treess almost disappear 
from the Irish landscape. Ash dieback (Hymenoscyphus fraxinea) is currently sending Ash trees the same 
direction. Invasive species like Rhododendron (Rhododendron ponticum) and Cherry laurel (Prunus 
laurocerasus), once established in woodlands, block light and prevent the growth and regeneration of 
existing broadleaf trees, lowering species diversity.  

 
24 Fossitt, J. (2000). A GUIDE TO HABITATS IN IRELAND. The Heritage Council. 
https://www.npws.ie/sites/default/files/publications/pdf/A%20Guide%20to%20Habitats%20in%20Ireland%20-%20Fossitt.pdf 
25 Forest Statistics Ireland (2020). Department of Agriculture, Food & the Marine. 
https://www.teagasc.ie/media/website/crops/forestry/advice/Forest-Statistics-Ireland-2020.pdf 
26 https://www.teagasc.ie/crops/forestry/advice/general-topics/non-native-tree-species-in-irish-forests/ 
27 Council Directive 92/43/EEC (1992). On the conservation of natural habitats and of wild fauna and flora.  
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Habitat loss has been the biggest driver of woodland degradation since humans first settled here. Ireland 
was originally largely covered by forests which have over time been removed or burned to facilitate 
agriculture and industry. Many of the trees in Meath were cut down to make space for pasture and fields, 
as the land is relatively fertile. The majority of the tree cover that was found within the survey area existed 
in old estates or was along watercourses, transport corridors and other difficult to cultivate areas. 

Improving/Protecting Woodlands 

Despite these threats to woodlands, there are measures that we can take to both protect what is already 
in place, and to increase tree cover in a sustainable way. As with all measures to improve and enhance 
biodiversity, the first step is to protect what is already in place. A survey to assess the specific distribution 
and types of woodland habitat present around county Meath would allow for large-scale assessment 
and better decision making as regards protection and future development, e.g., identifying areas that 
could take advantage of woodland restoration/conservation schemes. 

As farming is the dominant land-use in the county, it presents a unique opportunity to help restore tree 
cover, and so communicating and liaising with farmers and land-owners will be a key part of any 
biodiversity restoration work. Several schemes are in place to support the establishment of new, and the 
protection of existing woodlands. 

Opportunities for Farmland 

While conventional forestry does not offer a lot of biodiversity value, planting broadleaf species can 
create higher-value habitat while remaining economically viable28. Plantations of native species like oak, 
scots pine (Pinus sylvestris), alder, birch and beech can provide a quality timber and fuel crop, while also 
giving a temporary habitat to birds and some mammals. Several of these broadleaf plantations were 
found during the survey to the north of Julianstown, and consisted mainly of oak, with some beech and 
cherry mixes. 

 

 A Pedunculate Oak plantation north of Julianstown. The understorey has been recolonised by species such as blackberry, 
which typically find it hard to thrive in dense conifer plantations.  

 
28 https://www.grian.ie/forestry 
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While broadleaf/hardwood forestry is a step in the right direction, it is of course preferable to protect 
existing woodland and to create new long-term habitats. The Native Woodland Conservation Scheme29 
provides grant support to landowners that wish to enhance woodlands and projects include:  

- removing invasive species like Rhododendron;  
- converting previously conifer dominated woodland (i.e. old plantations) into native woodland, 

and;  
- managing and protecting areas of scrub, which in time will naturally transition into immature 

woodlands. 

In terms of creating new tree cover, the Native Woodland Establishment Scheme 30 aims to turn existing 
green-field sites into high biodiversity value woodland, which are managed as they grow. This scheme 
could be implemented in the more environmentally sensitive areas such as along river borders or by 
designated sites. It matches the most suitable species to the site and land-owners are paid an initial 
start-up grant and annual premiums per area planted. New trees planted at the edges of farmland, 
against existing corridors like hedgerows, watercourses or other scrub and woodland, will help to both 
expand and link up wildlife habitats. 

Another opportunity worth exploring is the idea of agroforestry. This can take several different forms but 
is essentially planting trees on agricultural land while retaining the land’s primary use. For example, 
silvopastoral systems involve planting trees amongst intensively-reared livestock, while silvoarable 
systems see trees planted in rows between crops such as wheat or barley. Trees are planted far enough 
apart to provide room for animals to graze and machinery to operate, while still providing a range of 
benefits:  

- Tree roots go much deeper than grass or 
other tillage crops, drawing up water from 
deeper in the soil, and reducing the amount of 
water that drains away, improving drought 
resistance. Similarly, trees reduce nutrient 
run-off by both slowing down drainage and by 
absorbing excess soil nutrients, preventing 
them all from draining into watercourses. This 
will likely be a major benefit if nutrient 
pollution penalties increase. 

- Trees provide shelter. Rows of trees planted 
north to south act as a windbreak for tillage 
crops without shading them. Trees in pasture 
can improve animal welfare, giving livestock 
shade from the sun and cover from rain, 
reducing their stress and subsequent 
likelihood to become sick and require treatment.  

- Trees planted on agricultural land can still be harvested for timber or fuel, or produce cash crops 
like apples or pears. This extra economic benefit goes towards diversifying farm incomes and 
making up for the small reduction in land area.  

 
29 https://www.teagasc.ie/crops/forestry/grants/management-grants/native-woodland-conservation/ 
30 https://www.teagasc.ie/crops/forestry/grants/establishment-grants/native-woodland-establishment/ 

Silvoarable system showing grain crops planted between 
trees. (Paul Burgos, 2002). 
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                          Silvopastoral system evident on land along the banks of the Nanny, near Sonairte Ecology centre. 

 

The BRIDE project (Biodiversity Regeneration In a Dairying Environment)31 is an agri-environmental 
project in north-east Cork/Waterford area that takes a results-based payments approach to restoring 
biodiversity in an intensive agriculture environment. The project works similarly to GLAS, but on a 
smaller, more targeted scale, and is funded by both the DAFM (Department of Agriculture Food and 
Marine) and the EU. It incorporates the whole Bride River catchment and aims to improve biodiversity by 
having appropriate ecosystem measures matched to each farm by an ecologist. Farm payments are 
then based on the measures implemented and how they are maintained over time. Part of the project 
includes the planting and maintenance of woodlands, as well as other areas mentioned in this plan, such 
as hedgerows.  

A similar project could be undertaken in county Meath, either in the Boyne/Nanny catchment or any 
other wide area, such as the Sonairte hinterlands surveyed for this report. It is ambitious and would take 
a significant amount of work, funding and outreach, but it is possible. The BRIDE project’s timescale is 
2018-2023 and so detailed results will be available in the next few years, but so far, the project has been 
promising with a lot of farmer buy-in, and worth watching. 

Opportunities for Non-farmland 

Areas of public land, or even existing public woodland could 
be enhanced with the planting of management of native tree 
species. The government, through Teagasc and DAFM, 
supports forest establishment of public lands with a similar 
grant scheme to those for farmland. The Woodland Creation 
on Public Lands Scheme32 provides start-up grants to tree 
planting on public lands, as well as finance for recreational 
infrastructure such as the establishment of walking trails, 
signage and playground equipment. 

The Native Woodland Trust is a non-profit organisation that 
aims to restore and protect areas of ancient woodland and 

 
31 https://www.thebrideproject.ie/ 
32 https://www.gov.ie/en/service/4b0e6-creation-of-woodland-on-public-lands-scheme/ 

Woodland playground equipment at Gosfor forest 
Park, Co. Armagh. 
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create new ones from locally sourced, native species. Tracts of land are purchased by the Trust and 
then managed for biodiversity and the public good. Some of their projects include wet woodlands 
around the Blessington reservoir and some of the last areas of ancient woodland in Roscommon. The 
Trust could be worth contacting regarding future conservation work and this is something that a specific 
woodland survey would feed directly into. 

Specific Actions 

Woodland survey 

Encourage the ;local Heritage officer to seek funding for either a County-wide Woodland Survey or a 
survey specific to the Sonairte Hinterland. This would provide the baseline information such as habitat 
types, locations and quality, necessary to assess trends and inform policy, protecting these valuable 
wildlife refuges. 

Raise Awareness/Outreach 

The communities around the Sonairte Hinterlands and greater county Meath need to both be informed 
and made a part of any biodiversity projects. Creating a sense of community ownership is key in the 
long-term sustainability of local environmental projects. Consider hosting talks, courses and question 
and answer events regarding the establishment of new woodlands. Farmer support will be a critical part 
of most of these actions, and they need to be a part of the discussion. Ways to approach the topic could 
include open days, stands at cattle marts and liaising with Teagasc (as they are the national farming 
advisory body) as regards agroforestry or woodland planting demonstrations. 

Nursery 

As previously mentioned under actions for hedgerow, a nursery of trees that would feed into any 
planting schemes could be established at Sonairte National Ecology Centre. 

Research Schemes 

Explore the schemes, projects and opportunities listed here to assess the feasibility of their 
implementation, and what form they could take in the local environment. The BRIDE project is mentioned 
above as one potential option to explore, and many of the links provided below illustrate the many forms 
forestry projects can and have taken around the country. By hosting an event such as ‘Talk about Trees’, 
local community members could come up with ideas and actions to help expand canopy cover in the 
area.  
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Action 3: Grasslands 

Grasslands form an important part of the wildlife corridor matrix within the Irish landscape. This is 
particularly true of semi-natural grassland like grassy verges, unimproved grasslands and meadows. 
The Sonairte area contained examples of almost all our grassland habitat types. As such these are 
discussed individually below with specific reference to important grassland site encountered during our 
survey work.  

Improved agricultural grasslands are intensively managed or highly modified agricultural grasslands 
that have been reseeded and/or regularly fertilised, and are heavily grazed and/or used for silage 
making. These includes regularly-reseeded monoculture grasslands and rye-grass leys that are planted 
as part of an arable rotation. This is Irelands most predominant habitat type and was recorded often 
throughout the broad survey area. As most areas of improved grassland are those within private farms.. 
Excellent work has been done in recent years in the area of multi-species swards, which are grassland 
seed mixes used in conventional systems but which contain a diverse mixture of species, with up to 15 
in some mixes. Research from Teagasc 33 is highlighting how these mixes can compete with traditional 
monoculture grasslands of rye-grass getting high nitrogen inputs. Reseeding with mixed species 
grassland is also highly beneficial from a climate and biodiversity perspective as they reduce the need 
for added nitrogen and provide flowering plants for insects throughout the growing season.  

Grassy verges are rarely fertilised or grazed, and are mown only once or twice a year if at all. These are 
usually only found along grassy roadside verges, on the margins of tilled fields or on railway 
embankments and in some neglected fields or gardens. These grasslands were generally recorded 
containing a high proportion of tall, coarse and tussocky grasses such as False Oat-grass (Arrhenatherum 
elatius) and Cock’s-foot (Dactylis glomerata). Other grasses included Yorkshire-fog (Holcus lanatus), 
Smooth Meadow-grass (Poa pratensis), Barren Brome (Anisantha sterilis) and Meadow Foxtail 
(Alopecurus pratensis). The broadleaved herb component was characterised by a range of species that 
either grew tall, such as Cow Parsley (Anthriscus sylvestris), Hogweed (Heracleum sphondylium), Nettle 
(Urtica dioica) and Common Knapweed (Centaurea nigra), or climb the stems of others, as in the case of 
Bush Vetch (Vicia sepium) and Meadow Vetchling (Lathyrus pratensis). These grassland areas are also 
highly important for invertebrates including the Four-spotted Orb Weaver (Araneus quadratus) one of 
our largest spider species. The presence of a large predatory spiders like this indicates a good prey 
abundance and a healthy functioning habitat.  

Grassy verges are a widespread part of the 
landscape within the study area. The largest 
areas of this habitat type were recorded north 
of the R151 in an old driving range. This area of 
approximately 16ha contained a mixture of 
scrub, banks, verge/ rank grassland. This 
habitat area was adjacent to the Boyne Coast 
and Estuary SAC and the Boyne Estuary SPA. 
This area is already likely acting as an important 
buffer and supporting habitat area to these 
designated sites but could possibly be further 
enhanced through an appropriate mowing and 
grazing program to better encourage diversity 
within the grassland habitat and to control the 

 
 
33 https://www.teagasc.ie/publications/2020/grassland-re-seeding-how-to-establish-multi-species-swards.php 

Grassy verge habitat around the old driving range near the Boyne 
Estuary.  
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growing dominance of Gorse. Some stands of Japanese Knotweed were also recorded within this area 
that should be treated during the next growing season. Several other disused sites containing large 
proportions of this habitat type were recorded around Bettystown. Depending on ownership and access 
these areas should be grazed or cut for hay annually to again encourage biodiversity enhancement.  

Roadside and field boundary grassy 
verges provide excellent 
opportunities for landscape scale 
connectivity and biodiversity 
enhancement. They also provide a 
workable solution as many of these 
areas are owned or managed by the 
county council. CIEMM (2017) 
Grassland Ecology and Grazing 
provides some excellent guidance 
on the management of roadside 
verges for biodiversity. To create a 
management regime, verges within the study area should be mapped and classified depending on the 
biodiversity potential. This should be considered along with ownership and management responsibility 
for each verge. Management plans should be created for these areas; this might consist of annual 
mowing approximately timed to late summer or might consist of excluding mowing to allow scrub 
encroachment. The management plan would be considering the surrounding landscape, local 
amenities, and road safety issues. Areas where specific gaps are identified between habitat areas would 
benefit from landowners and homeowners being incentivised to improve grassland management 
through reduced mowing or through handing over the management of the area to local groups or the 
council. This approach might also prove useful for encouraging farmers to create grassy verges on the 
edges of their tillage lands to increase connectivity.  
     

Calcareous grassland and neural grassland areas are unimproved or semi-improved dry grasslands 
that may be either calcareous or neutral in soil pH. These are usually associated with low intensity 
agriculture and typically occurs on free-draining mineral soils. An 
excellent example of calcareous grassland was recorded on the edge 
of Julianstown around the historic Lime Kiln. Here historical quarrying of 
limestone has left areas of thin soils and rocky outcrops. Quaking-grass 
(Briza media) and Wild Thyme (Thymus drucei) were recorded here. 
Both of these species are strong indicators of calcareous grassland 
situations. Our surveys were carried out late in the growing season 
therefore the full extent of species abundance could not be recorded. 
Certain calcareous grasslands (those with a high diversity or abundance of 
orchid species, or with Juniper growing) fall under Annex 1 of the EU 
Habitats directive – these are protected sites and must be shielded from 
the negative impacts of developments which could affect them. The area 
should be resurveyed in early summer to examine the abundance and 
diversity of orchid species. This grassland site may be highly diverse and 
could provide an excellent opportunity for biodiversity enhancement if 
correctly managed.  

The Irish Wildlife Trust’s Laois/Offaly Branch have previously secured LEADER funding to purchase 
equipment and machinery which will allow them to successfully establish and manage wildlflower 
meadows in the county. The funding will include the harvesting of seeds from wildflower meadows to 

A Bee Orchid (Ophrys apifera).  

Taken from Plantlife’s ‘Managing grasslands and roadside verges.’ 
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distribute in towns and villages, allowing them to deliver on the All-Ireland Pollinator Plan and be of 
valuable assistance to Tidy Towns groups in the area.  

 

Specific projects and project areas 

The Lime Kiln and associated habitat areas 

The area around the Lime Kiln on the edge of 
Julianstown provides an excellent opportunity 
for biodiversity enhancement and the creation of 
an amenity resource for locals. A map of the area 
highlights the range and diversity of habitat 
types within this small area. This included 
calcareous grassland, scrub, rocky outcrops, 
marsh habitat, rivers, wet grasslands and 

woodlands. The site also has historical significance; the Lime Kiln is a physical reminder of the industrial 
history of Julianstown 34. Limestone was quarried at the quarry to the east of this site and removed to the 
kiln to extract the lime. Located on the bank of the River Nanny where there was a fresh water supply, 
the lime may also have been silted at this site.  

A range of measures to improve the biodiversity of this site could include the following: 
 Timing and managed grazing of the grassland with sheep. Sheep could be allowed graze the 

site over the winter and into March or April and then moved off until later summer. If cattle are 
available, they could graze the site throughout the year at very low stocking densities. Horses 
may also be considered if they would provide a dual benefit of reducing swards of Common 
Cord grass in the salt marshes. This will be discussed in the following section on coastal habitats.  

 Scrub encroachment should be managed. Scrub around the water treatment facility should be 
removed to expose the old quarry face. This provides a rare opportunity for plant species of 
exposed limestone to emerge.  

 Creation of walkways and routes around this area along with maps and signage about the sites 
history. 

 Timed access for grazing of wetland and wet grassland areas.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
34 https://www.buildingsofireland.ie/buildings-search/building/14323003/julianstown-west-julianstown-meath 
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The Old Lime Kiln and Associated habitats 

 
Julianstown old Lime Kiln and surrounding habitats  

 
The Nanny Estuary grassland (above legacy landfill) 

Previously a legacy landfill, this site now consists 
of neutral grassland, scrub, spoil heaps, grassy 
verge and recolonising bare ground with species 
of vetch (Vicia spp.), knapweed (Centaurea nigra), 
yarrow (Achillea millefolium), Ribwort plantain 
(Plantago lanceolata) and hop trefoil (Trifolium 
campestre). Old landfill sites have the potential to 
be transformed into places of natural beauty, 
such as Carymoor nature reserve in the U.K. As the 
area has not been recently fertilised it is prime for 
natural regeneration. A hay meadow could be 
created by cutting and lifting 1-2 times per year in 
late summer (late July-August) and ideally again 
in spring to remove autumn and winter growth. In 
June, the meadow is at its peak and it may be up to 
90-120cm high. During July, the meadow starts to 
turn as the wildflowers set seed, this is an important part of the meadow life cycle. Soil conditions will 
determine the species present. Over the winter the vegetation is short. Similar benefits can be seen from 
lightly grazing with livestock but fencing would need to be provided. Species known to be invasive such 
as Mont Bretia (Crocosmia x crocosmiiflora) and Winter heliotrope (Petasites pyrenaicus) should be 
removed.  

Create a permanent bird watching platform: A concrete platform exists on an outlet to the river on 
which permanent bird watching binoculars could be incorporated along with information boards to 
encourage the public to observe birds which use the estuary.  

 Previously a legacy landfill, this site has potential to be an 
important area for biodiversity and the public.  
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Action 4: Coastal areas 

Coastal zones are important for wildlife as well as playing an important role in managing coastal erosion 
and the challenge of rising sea levels. Meath’s short coastline is home to internationally important 
populations of wintering birds at the Boyne Estuary SPA which is the second most important estuary for 
wintering birds on the Louth-Meath coastline it contains species of Shelduck, Oystercatcher, Golden 
Plover, Grey Plover, Lapwing, Knot, Sanderling, Black-tailed Godwit, Redshank, Turnstone and Little 
Tern. 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.  

The Boyne estuary is also a designated SAC containing protected habitats of high nature conservation 
importance. A total of eight habitats listed under Annex I of the European Union Habitats 17 Directive 
exist at this site including estuary, tidal mudflat, embryonic shifting dunes, marram dunes, fixed dunes, 
Salicornia mud, and both Atlantic and Mediterranean salt meadow. Parts of the intertidal areas are 
fringed by saltmarshes, most of which are of the Atlantic type, and dominated by Sea-purslane 
(Halimione portulacoides). A mixture of freshwater from rivers and salty sea water mixes in this estuary. 
Plants and animals adapted to the brackish waters thrive here with many different species making these 
salt marshes their home. Other species present include Common Saltmarsh-grass (Puccinellia maritima), 
Sea Plantain (Plantago maritima), Lax-flowered Sea-lavender (Limonium humile) and glassworts 
(Salicornia spp.). Invasive Common Cord-grass (Spartina anglica) occurs frequently on the flats and 
saltmarshes.  

The river Nanny estuary and shore SPA is designated for conservation of Oystercatcher, Ringed Plover, 
Golden Plover, Knot, Sanderling and Herring Gull. The estuarine channel, which extends inland for almost 
2 km, is narrow and well sheltered. Sediments are muddy in character and edged by saltmarsh (both 
Atlantic Salt Meadow and brackish marsh are present) which have been identified previously by the 
National Salt Marsh Survery 201135. The saltmarsh is best developed in the eastern portion of the 
estuarine channel, with species such as Sea Plantain (Plantago maritima), Sea Aster (Aster tripolium), Red 
Fescue (Festuca rubra) and Sea Purslane (Halimione portulacoides) occurring. Further up the estuary,  
the marsh habitats support species such as Bulrush (Typha latifolia) and Yellow Flag Iris (Iris 
pseudacorus). Other important coastal sites include the Laytown Dunes and Nanny estuary (pNHA 554) 
consisting of a mosaic of habitats including freshwater marsh, salt-marsh, sandy beach and muddy 
estuary.  

The river nanny estuary contains an old landfill in Laytown on land owned by Meath County Council 
which was visible on surveying the area. Meath County Council were contacted and provided information 
on the background of this landfill as it was filled prior to the EU Waste Directive and therefore not 
included on the EPA Section 22 register. The landfill ceased accepting waste prior to 1977. In 2008 part 
of the landfill was remediated in consultation with the EPA and NPWS to restore the salt marshes along 
the Nanny Estuary. This involved the excavation of 1000s of tonnes of waste which was disposed of at 
Knockharley landfill. The edge of the landfill was backfilled with clay to prevent any municipal waste 
entering the estuary. Unfortunately, with the passage of time the lower bank has eroded due to tidal 
action. The Environment Section has inspected the landfill a number of times and while waste is 
exposed, they have concluded no waste appears to be getting into the estuary at this time. 

 

 
35 Mc Cory and Ryle (2019). Saltmarsh Monitoring Project 2007-2008. A Report for Research Branch, National Parks and Wildlife Service. 
https://www.npws.ie/sites/default/files/publications/pdf/McCorry_%26_Ryle_2009_Saltmarsh_survey_V1.pdf 
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In 2021, Meath County Council were granted funding 

from the Dept of Environment in order to appoint an 

Environmental Consultant to carry out an 

Environmental Risk Assessment (ERA) of 

the landfill and to carry out the necessary works to 

prevent waste in the future getting into the estuary. 

While the ERA hasn’t been completed Meath County 

Council have stated they envisage in the short term 

that a line of gabion baskets will be installed along the 

edge of landfill and estuary to prevent erosion and an 

ecologist will be engaged to supervise the design and 

installation of the gabion wall. The ERA will determine 

if any further remediation works are required 

including excavation of the landfill.  

Given the clear visibility if the landfill waste it is only a 

matter of time until waste will enter the estuary waters. This could have dire ramifications for protected 

bird populations on site. Leaching of contaminants could negatively affect water quality in the area with 

consequences for a range of wildlife and humans. Additionally, waste may be carried out to coastal 

waters with consequences for marine life.  

 

 

 Above: Waters adjacent to legacy landfill at the River 
Nanny Estuary. 
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Landfill waste can be seen exposed at the Nanny Estuary.  

 
The salt marshes of the river nanny encompass numerous pools and pans and 
support a variety of coastal flora such as Sea-purslane (Halimione 
portulacoides), Common Saltmarsh-grass (Puccinellia maritima), Sea Plantain 
(Plantago maritima), Sea aster (Tripolium pannonicum), Glassworts (Salicornia 
spp.) and Common cord-grass (Spartina anglica). Cord-grass is a Third 
Schedule Invasive species listed species under Regulations 49 & 50 in the 
European Communities (Birds and Natural Habitats) Regulations 2011 and has 
a high risk of impact. The species reproduce by shedding large amounts of 
pollen that fertilize the flowers of native species, so that the majority of the 
native plant's off-spring are hybrids. As these species proliferate, they trap 
sediment with their large root masses, raise the elevation of the intertidal areas 
and replace natural mud and sand flats, native grass and algae beds, and river 
channels. Associate issues include reduction in rearing habitat for fish, a loss 
of valuable habitat for migrating shorebirds and waterfowl, an increase in the 
risk of flooding and a loss of water access from shoreline areas and beaches and for boats.  
  

What Are Dune Systems? 

Coastal sand dunes are one of the most dynamic landscape features in Ireland. The side facing the sea 
constantly reshapes itself with the weather, while the mid and hind sections become unique habitats for 
plant and animal life. Coastal dune systems can roughly be broken down into sections, based on the 
dominant type of dune found in each36. The sand dune system that runs along the coast by Mornington, 
is a European designated site of high conservation value, and the usual gradient from embryonic dunes 
to fixed dunes is seen in the dunescape there. 

Coming up from the sea, across the beach, we encounter the first section, embryonic shifting dunes. 
These are loose, largely unvegetated piles of sand that can blow around and change shape with the 
wind, and act as reservoirs of sand that feed the larger marram dunes. 

 
36 Fossitt, A.J. (2000). A guide to habitats in Ireland. 
https://www.npws.ie/sites/default/files/publications/pdf/A%20Guide%20to%20Habitats%20in%20Ireland%20-%20Fossitt.pdf 

Invasive Chord Grass on the 
River Nanny 
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Next, marram, or mobile/semi-stable dunes sit behind the 
embryonic shifting dunes,and are characterised by their marram 
grass (Ammophila arenaria) cover. As the sand blows up from the 
beach, it hits the marram grass blades and piles up below, building 
the dune. These dunes can remain stable for years, held together 
by the grass’s roots, with the embryonic dunes reducing wind and 
wave pressure. A large enough storm can restructure them, and 
they will reaccumulate in a new shape, aided by the marram 
which grows rapidly in this environment and builds up more sand. 
The further back these dunes extend, the more stable they 
become. When these dunes are damaged by high winds, they can 
“blow out”, creating a large area of exposed sand which can be 
blown inland and out of the system entirely. These blowouts are 
not always negative though, provided the system is deep enough, 
they can allow for dune migration and dynamism, as the bare sand 
can be picked up by the wind and blown elsewhere in the dune 
system.  

Beyond these we find the fixed dunes that remain almost entirely stable, allowing humus (dead plant 
matter) to build up in the sand, facilitating the growth of more diverse vegetation. It is these fixed dunes 
that have the highest levels of biodiversity, supporting a wide range of plants, including uncommon 
orchids such as Dactylorhiza majalis and Anacamptis pyramidalis, and other flowers, insects and animals. 
At the back end of these fixed dunes, even more complex vegetation can form, including rarer heath, or 
more common scrub and/or tree communities, depending on the local environment. Between dunes, 
sometimes wet patches can form, if the water table is high enough. These dune slacks are very important 
wetland habitats for invertebrates, like dragonflies and damselflies, and the occasional amphibian. 

 
This image from the Dynamic Dunescapre Project in the UK, illustrates the progression of the dune system. We can see here 

heath/scrub/woodland is an important attribute of healthy Dune systems.  
 

Importance of Sand Dunes 

Coastal sand dunes are important habitats for many species, including some that are specific to dunes. 
The loss of dune habitats means the loss of biodiversity clusters that are not found elsewhere. As the 
front end of dunes systems are non-static, they can move around to dissipate the energy of storms, 
preventing both erosion of the fixed dunes and the land behind, something that will become more 
important as sea levels are predicted to rise over the next century. The dunes at Mornington were 
highlighted in the pre-survey questionnaire as areas of high biodiversity that are important to locals, as 
well as being of recreational value to walkers and dog-owners. 

Mornington Maram Dunes 
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Too much traffic can upset the balance of dune systems, however. Areas of bare sand are important for 
regenerating embryonic and mobile dunes, but large areas that lead out of the dune system, such as 
entrance paths and roadways, can create an avenue for sea wind to blow sand out of the system and 
into other natural and human habitats. Reduced vegetation in some areas, due to human foot and vehicle 
passage, can weaken dunes that should remain stable/semi-stable. Increased non-native vegetation 
cover, as with the likes of the invasive sea buckthorn mentioned above, can fix dunes that should remain 
mobile, increasing their risk of storm damage. When blowouts do occur, the buckthorn does not 
regenerate as quickly as the marram grass which it displaces, 
leaving these dunes more vulnerable for longer. Dunes are 
complex systems and multiple pressures can shift the 
delicate balance, significantly weakening their ability to 
maintain themselves. 

Laytown and Bettystown golfcourse has few trees. However, 
wooded areas and scrubland are a natural feature of sand 
dune systems and you would expect to see some scrub and 
trees in parts of the golf course furthest from the sea. 
Woodland and scrub areas are ideal habitat corridors 
between natural areas allowing movement of wildlife 
between foraging, nesting and mating grounds. So, although 
golf courses can contribute to fragmentation of dune 
habitats, providing and maintaining such natural corridors 
can mitigate these effects. 

How To Manage Sand Dunes 

Seeing as coastal sand dunes are such complex systems, management can take many diverse forms 
and approaches have changed significantly over time. We now know that large-scale stabilisation (a 
previous approach to dune management) isn’t necessarily always the best option. Large areas of bare, 
mobile sand are important for dune regeneration, and blowouts, if positioned correctly, can accelerate 
wind speeds and direct sand to build up surrounding dunes3. In some cases, stabilisation may be in the 
best interest, as damaged fixed dunes may require revegetation to prevent them from eroding further. 
Certain types of fencing can help sand to build up in exposed areas, but prevent it from moving where 
it needs to go in others. You can see how management can be complex and needs to be specifically 
tailored to each site!  

As such, a detailed dune management plan should be established for the long-term care and 
maintenance of the dune systems. A detailed survey undertaken by ecologists and geographers would 
provide a lot of the information needed to construct such a plan and inform on the best methods to 
undertake in each setting. As always, the first steps should be reduction of negative impacts before 
enhancement takes place, and some recommendations for this are made below. 

Sea buckthorn (Hippophae rhamnoides) arrived through golf course landscapers who planted it to 
stabilise the dunes and provide a wind break. The berries are important winter feeding for some birds 
such as the Fieldfare. It is a Third Schedule listed species under Regulations 49 & 50 in the European 
Communities (Birds and Natural Habitats) Regulations 2011 with medium impact. The rapid spread of the 
plant once established in sand dune systems, coupled with its deleterious impact on this Annex I habitat 
presents a serious problem for Ireland in fulfilling its obligations under the Habitat Directive. 37 

 
37 Richards, E. G., & Burningham, H. (2011). Hippophae rhamnoides on a coastal dune system: a thorny issue? Journal of Coastal 
Conservation, 15(1), 73-85. https://www.jstor.org/stable/41506503 

Laytown and Bettystown golfcourse has few 
areas of scrub and trees which would provide a 
valuable wildlife corridor. 
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Sea buckthorn dominating the sand dunes on Mornington Bay.  

Specific Actions 

Legacy Landfill on the River Nanny Estuary 

A full Environmental Risk Assessment is needed immediately 

to ensure no harm is done to wildlife at the Nanny Estuary, 

either through physical deposits or leaching of biological or 

chemical effluent from the landfill. A nature-based solution to 

prevent degradation of surrounding habitat from the landfill 

could be implemented instead of the gabions currently 

proposed. Other ecological engineering solutions such as 

riprap stone and geocoir sackcloth or Willow panels can 

provide longer-term solutions while remaining ecologically 

sensitive.  

 
Spartina anglica on the Nanny and Boyne Salt Marshes 

Initially planted to stabilise coastlines, the rapid colonisation 
of Spartina anglica over extensive flats in sites with large 
wintering populations of waders and wildfowl is a major 
concern because of the birds loss of habitat for feeding and 
roosting. This colonisation of salt marshes threatens this 
habitat which contains substantial populations of protected 
species. Grants which would facilitate it’s removal would have 
ecological benefits, however it is a difficult plant to remove 
due to it’s rhizomes and as such is widespread throughout 
coastal areas in Ireland and is often left untreated. Smothering 
with plastic sheeting, burying and repetitive burning have 
achieved kill rates of over 90% in other countries. However, 
these methods are more costly than herbicides and have 
practical problems e.g. sheeting may become dislodged by tidal currents. Herbicide application is the 
most frequently used control method due to its practical ease of use and cost effectiveness. Other 
possible control methods being researched include steam treatment. Results from the monitoring of 
Spartina at Harpers Island Wetlands situated near Glounthaune in the heart of Cork has shown 1.5 

Invasive non-native plant and 
animal species are the second 
greatest threat to biodiversity 
worldwide after habitat destruction. 
They can negatively impact on 
native species, transform habitats, 
and threaten whole ecosystems 
causing serious problems to the 
environment and the economy. 
Plant identification tips can be 
found at: 
www.invasivespeciesireland.com  

Ecological engineering solutions to Bank 
Erosion on the River Blackwater which could 
be implemented on the banks of the Nanny 
(www.rivus.ie). 
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seasons of horse grazing has significantly reduced stands of Spartina. This could be considered as a 
cost-effective management strategy. For more information on the methodology contact Tom Gittings. 38 

       

 

Sea-Buckthorn on the Mornington Sand Dunes 

Sea-Buckthorn is a threat to the Alder marsh of Bull Island and 
thus Dublin City Council has removed some stands of in the 
recent past at the North of the island. Grubbing up of plants 
using an excavator was the most successful method in the sand 
dune habitats at Bull Island, removing root material as well as 
stems and branches for disposal, preferably by burning or 
incineration. Dublin City Council staff at North Bull Island have 
attempted several control methods in conjunction with some 
volunteer groups including Conservation Volunteers from 
Fingal. Some large areas were cut and the stumps were painted 
with Glyphosate herbicide. This method had variable results 
and there was some regrowth in these areas. Volunteers have 
also been used to pull up seedlings. Meath Local Authority 
applied for a grant in 2021 to the cost of €15,853.00 for the development of a management plan and 
phased control for Sea-Buckthorn (Hippophae rhamnoids) along the Meath coast. Post removal, it will 
be important that voluntary groups are available to pull up any new saplings, preventing reinvasion.  

Minimise Dune Erosion 

Signage should be placed around access routes to ask walkers to stick to established paths where 
possible. Vehicles should not be permitted on to any fixed dunes or allowed further down onto the 
beach. Support from the County Council may be required with enforcing this, according to the pre-
survey questionnaire, some large stones were placed at one of the entrances to prevent vehicular 
access and this worked well.  

 
38 http://www.gittings.ie/index.htm 

How To Identify Sea-Buckthorn? 
 Stem: Spiney 
 Leaves: silvery green 
leaf Narrow, lanceolate and alternate 
 Flowers: Green, 
petalless flowers each having 
4 stamens 
 Berries: bright orange-yellow 
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Dune Monitoring 

Consider setting up a dune system monitoring programme, in which the locals should be a key part. Dog 
walkers who brave the beach every day of the year are potentially invaluable data collectors. A website 
or online repository for images and species IDs submitted by the public could create a long-term system 
of records with which to compare any future management and conservation work. This could be kicked 
off with an open day or live/online workshop on how to collect good data as a citizen scientist, e.g. take 
photos that incorporate large areas of dune, rather than ones that look solely aesthetically pleasing. 

Boardwalk 

An extension of the boardwalk along the tops of the dunes would allow people to walk along them, 
while reducing impacts on vegetation, as marram grass can grow undisturbed around a boardwalk, 
whereas it struggles to maintain a presence in well-trodden paths. Funding should be sought for the 
construction of a low-impact boardwalk through the dunes. 

Dune Habitat Management Strategy 

Seek funding to have a detailed sand dune survey conducted with the aim of establishing a long-term 
dune system management plan that will tailor management works to specific locations. 

Community Engagement 

Involving the local community is important to long term management. Consider offering guided tours of 
the dunes and beach habitats, hosting lectures and publishing information pamphlets/social media 
posts. 
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Action 5: Freshwater Wetlands 

Wetland habitats range in size from large bogs to small freshwater springs. They house a diversity of 
plant and animal species and form an important network of ecological sites for many species on 
migration. Unfortunately, we are losing our wetlands at an alarming rate. Between 1990 and 2006, it is 
estimated that there has been a 10% decrease in area covered by wetlands in Ireland 39 Wetlands 
continue to be lost and there is no specific policy for the protection of wetlands in Ireland. 

Mornington wetland, adjacent to the aptly named ‘Marsh Road’ has been included in the all-Ireland 
wetlands survey 40. Reed swamp, marsh, scrub, wet grassland as well as linear woodlands of Oak, Wild 
cherry, Hawthorn and Sycamore. Badger scatt and mammal trails were found throughout this area when 
surveying, as well as an active badger sett. Due to their limited extent and overall high biodiversity value, 
areas such as these must be protected. By encouraging the residents of Mornington and other 
communities to record and log any species present we are ensuring the value of these wetlands are 
recognised and encourage their protection. Threats to wetlands include using pesticides and fertilisers 
for lawn care in the local vicinity and invasion by non-native species.  

The marsh and wet grassland habitat found near the old kiln in 
Julianstown is another example of important freshwater 
wetland habitat. Marshes are important breeding grounds for 
species such as the Snipe (Gallinago gallinago), Lapwing 
(Valnelus vanelus) and other waders. As well as providing 
breeding grounds for these species, marshes also provide over-
wintering grounds for a wide variety of species, particularly 
waders and geese when the winter gets severe along the coast. 
The most brightly coloured species of bird associated with 
wetlands is the kingfisher, only seen briefly as a flash of blue as 

it flies past. A Kingfisher (Alcedo atthis) was sighted twice in this area along the stream. This area could 
be included in the All-Ireland Wetland survey by contacting them directly and including details of 
habitats present as outlined previously on the map of Julianstown Limestone Kiln and surrounding 
habitats. 41  

Specific Actions 

 Hold workshops on the identification of wetland butterflies and moths, invertebrates, or 
amphibians. Encourage residents to upload sightings to the National Biodiversity Centre 
Database. Raise awareness on the threats to wetlands such as development and drainage. 

 Incorporate information boards on wetland species in the Julianstown Old Lime Kiln trail.  

 

 

 

 

 
39 https://hydrologyireland.ie/wp-content/uploads/2016/11/05-Shane-Regan-NHC-2016.pdf 
40 https://wetland.maps.arcgis.com/apps/View/index.html?appid=e13b75c3bcab4932b992aa0169aa4a32&extent=-11.9317,51.0620,-
3.9117,55.6465 
41 http://www.wetlandsurveysireland.com/ 

Kingfisher (Alcedo atthis) 
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Action 6: Rivers 

‘Rivers are said to be the veins, and streams the capillaries, that carry the lifeblood of the Earth.’  

– Mary Kelly-Quinn- ‘Ireland’s River’s’. 

These rivers and streams are often referred to as corridors for nature, and they are home to many 
species of plants and animals. Including under water life such as macroinvertebrates and fish to above 
water species such as dragonflies, birds and bats.  

The Nanny 

The River Nanny lies at the south boundary of the Sonairte 
study area and the River Boyne lies to the north. The River 
Nanny rises at Kentstown and flows out to sea at Laytown, 
County Meath. The Estuary and Shore make up an EU 
Natura 2000 protected Special Protection Area (SPA) for 
bird species, including the Oystercatcher Haematopus 
ostralegus, Ringed Plover Charadrius hiaticula, Golden 
Plover Pluvialis apricaria, Knot Calidris canutus, Sanderling 
Calidris alba and Herring Gull Larus argentatus42. The 
stretch of the River Nanny under this study has a Q-value 
of 3, which is of ‘Poor’ Quality Status, according to the EPA’s 
catchments.ie website. It has scored primarily Q-value 3 for 
many years, sometimes achieving Q-value 3-4 at best in 
the past. The EPA’s sampling points within this study area are at the main bridge in Julianstown and at 
Dardistown43.  

Excess nutrients are deemed the most prevalent issue for the river as a whole, with the top three 
significant pressures identified as Agriculture, Hydromorphology and Urban Wastewater Treatment 
Plants, in that order. Pasture and Arable Land is responsible for much of the nitrogen loading on the River 
Nanny, while Urban Wastewater is responsible for the majority of the Phosphorus loading. Multiple 
measures are required to target nitrogen and phosphorus pollution along the Nanny under the EPA’s 
Pollution Impact Potential mapping. Under the 2nd WFD Cycle Areas for Action, Lower Nanny Tillage was 
one of the focal points, with a pilot project to examine impact of tillage on poorly draining soils. The River 
Nanny remains an Area for Action under the River Basin Management Plan (RBMP), as well as an Area 
for Restoration under the local authority, Meath County Council44. 

It is also worth noting that the stretch of the River Nanny surveyed for this project (which comes under 
EPA subcatchment waterbody Nanny (Meath)_050), failed under the Chemical Surface Water Status of 
the 2013-2018 EPA monitoring programme for Benzo(a)pyrene, which is a component of pesticides. In 
the previous monitoring programme (2010-2015), a failure occurred for another chemical, Isoproturon, 
which is a component of many herbicides. Both of these chemicals can persist in the environment and 
Benzo(a)pyrene is also cumulative (builds up over time). Both have the potential to negatively affect 
human health when ingested in high enough concentrations. Measures to prevent their ingress into the 
river system are strongly advised, such as more efficient and limited application to land, effective buffer 

 
42 https://www.npws.ie/protected-sites/spa/004158 
43 https://www.catchments.ie/ 
44 The Environmental Protection Agency. 08 Nanny-Delvin Catchment Summary WFD Cycle 3. https://catchments.ie/wp-
content/files/catchmentassessments/08%20Nanny-Delvin%20Catchment%20Summary%20WFD%20Cycle%203.pdf 

Old stone bridge at Dardistown.  
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zones (with strips of trees/grasses/hedgerows) and/or using alternative methods for weed and insect 
control 45,46. 

Pollution Pressure Points 

The points below highlight some of the issues identified during our surveys along the River Nanny.  

 

 

           

 

       

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
45 https://www.sciencedirect.com/topics/pharmacology-toxicology-and-pharmaceutical-science/benzo-a-pyrene 
46 https://www.sciencedirect.com/topics/medicine-and-dentistry/isoproturon 

  A stream along Tower Road in Laytown showing signs 
of pollution from an outflow pipe. 

A section of the Nanny between Dardistown Cross and 
the M1 showing signs of high nutrient levels, suggested 
by the silty riverbed and bedrock covered in film. 
Livestock access upstream was apparent with signs of 
bank erosion.  

 A large stand of Japanese knotweed along the 
riverbank at Julianstown Bridge.  

 The pictures above and to the right both show signs of 
poaching on the banks of the Nanny.  
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River Boyne 

The Boyne Estuary is classed as a Special Protection Area (SPA) due to the presence of several protected 
species of wading and wintering bird species, e.g. Oystercatcher Haematopus ostralegus, Golden Plover 
Pluvialis apricaria and Lapwing Vanellus vanellus47. The River Boyne is a Special Area of Conservation 
(SAC) due to the presence of rare habitats (Alkaline fens and Alluvial forests) and fish/mammal species 
(River Lamprey Lampetra fluviatilis, Salmon Salmo salar, Otter Lutra lutra)48. The Curlew was also 
identified while surveying the Boyne Estuary.  

There is a high population density in the River Boyne catchment area, 
which creates numerous anthropogenic pressures. According to the EPA’s 
Boyne Catchment Summary WFD Cycle 3 (2021), the Boyne Estuary 
Transitional Water Body and the Boyne Estuary Plume Zone are classed 
as ‘At Risk’ and there has been a deterioration in water quality since WFD 
Cycle 2 (2019). ‘Excess nutrients’ is the most prevalent issue in the Boyne 
Catchment and 75 of its waterbodies have been impacted in WFD Cycle 
3. For the catchment rivers, significant issues are nutrient and organic 
pollution, morphological and hydrological impacts and sediment. Nutrient 
and organic pollution are the most significant issues impacting the Boyne 
Estuary Transitional Water Body and Plume Zone. The significant 
pressures affecting the greatest number of water bodies in the Boyne 
catchment are Agriculture, Hydromorphological, Domestic Wastewater, 
Peat, Urban Wastewater, Urban Runoff, Industry and Mines and Quarries. 
For the Boyne Estuary in particular, agriculture is the most significant 
pressure, with Phosphorus loss to surface water from direct discharges or 
runoff from yards, roadways and poorly draining soils. Sediment is also a 
major issue for the estuary from sources such as land drainage works and 
bank erosion (from animal access or stream crossings).  

Organic pollution in the River Boyne catchment comes mainly from farmyard runoff. Nitrogen loading 
primarily comes from Pasture (76%) and Arable (16%) land, while Phosphorus loading comes from Pasture 
(40%), Urban Wastewater discharge (23%) and Diffuse Urban sources (10%). Urban Wastewater 
agglomeration is also a significant pressure on the Boyne Estuary, as well as Urban runoff from sources 
like pipe misconnections, leaking sewers and runoff from paved/unpaved areas. There are also 
Unknown anthropogenic pressures affecting the Boyne Estuary Plume Zone49.  

On the Mornington Road (R150) towards Drogheda Grammar School, just south of the River Boyne and 
heading west from the Junction with Mill Road, there is a proliferation of several invasive plant species. 
These include Japanese Knotweed Fallopia japonica, Old Man’s Beard or Traveller’s Joy Clematis vitalba, 
Monbretia Crocosmia x crocosmiiflora. Winter Heliotrope Petasites pyrenaicus, Buddleia Buddleia 
Davidii and Snowberry Symphoricarpos albus. As with other areas highlighted for invasive species in this 
report, it is advised to draw up an invasive species management plan in order to target and manage the 
areas worst affected with invasives in the region surveyed. 

Litter 

Litter was noted as an issue on the Boyne near Mornington Park and the Nanny near Laytown. This is not 
only unsightly, but also potentially harmful to wildlife and likely to end up in the Irish Sea. It would be 
good to highlight these areas as litter blackspots and perhaps it could be included under regular 
community clean-ups and the issue raised with the Litter Section of the relevant local authorities. 

 

 
47 The National Parks and Wildlife Service. Protected Sites. https://www.npws.ie/protected-sites/sac/002299 
48 The National Parks and Wildlife Service. Protected Sites. https://www.npws.ie/protected-sites/spa/004080 
49 The Environmental Protection Agency (2021). Boyne Catchment Summary WFD Cycle 3.  

 Significant sings of pollution on 
Stagrenan stream near Seaview Park 
and Mornington Manor Drive.  
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Water Quality Issues 

A growing awareness of water pollution in some communities and a willingness to seek solutions are 
seeds of hope for water bodies. Ireland’s River Basin Management Plan (RBMP) 2018-2021 sets out the 
challenges and outlines targets to address declining water quality. It recognises the need to increase 
awareness of water pollution and its impacts on current and future generations, and to initiate and 
support actions within communities that will help protect river systems. The focus is on catchment 
management and local solutions supported and led by local citizens. The Local Authorities Water 
Programme (LAWPRO) is a national shared service working on behalf of all 31 local authorities in Ireland. 
They coordinate efforts to achieve good or high-water quality in our rivers, lakes, transitional and coastal 
waters as required by the European Union Water Framework Directive. The department of Housing, 
Local Government, and Heritage funds LAWPRO to provide the Community Water Development Fund, 
which has been in place since 2017. The fund delivers a broad range of water projects that benefit the 
amenity of local areas. The types of projects approved for funding include: 

 Awareness raising initiatives such as river clean ups, biodiversity information boards, citizen 
science workshops, outdoor classrooms, rainwater harvesting and enhancement of wetlands.  

 River and habitat enhancement works such as planting of native species and hedgerow, 
pollinator friendly planting, river-bank stabilisation, fencing and riparian buffer zones.  

Funding is also available under LEADER’s funding for water and biodiversity. Some capital projects for 
restoration/conservation include the planting of trees and riparian plants, riparian management work – 
e.g., fencing off cattle access (demonstration type projects only), techniques to manage rainwater or 
soiled water ingress to rivers (e.g., carpark runoff, etc.), river restoration works, fish passage – e.g., 
modification of weirs, invasive species control (planning and/or one-off control), silt trapping and 
community Sustainable urban Drainage Systems (SuDS). 

In order to tackle the issue of poaching, both along the Nanny and Boyne, practical solutions along with 
awareness raising are two of the most effective actions that can be taken. Continuous poaching can 
result in a proliferation of silt, while the presence of livestock right up to the shoreline means they are 
likely to urinate/defecate close to the water, leading to further pollution. These activities can contribute 
to the build-up of silt and algal growth, and can affect numerous parameters including turbidity, 
Biological Oxygen Demand (B.O.D.) and Chemical Oxygen Demand (C.O.D.) of the water. Collectively, this 
can reduce the quality of the water and make it more difficult for aquatic life to breathe efficiently.  

In addition to livestock activity occurring right up to the shoreline, any spreading of manure, chemical 
fertiliser and herbicides can enter the river more easily when there is no buffer zone present. Runoff from 
these substances can contribute substantially to algal blooms and lead to eutrophication, which also 
negatively affects water quality and the ability of aquatic life to survive and thrive. It can also ultimately 
affect human health where water is abstracted for drinking purposes. A buffer zone of even 2-3 metres 
along the riverbank, consisting of riparian woodland, reedbed or scrub would provide good protection 
against land runoff and livestock activity. At other sections, simple measures such as fencing and closing 
gates would go a long way to protecting the quality of the river water and the vulnerable streams which 
lead into it. Drinking troughs could be provided instead as an alternative water source to the river for any 
animals present in the surrounding fields. 
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Specific Actions 

 Hold a water quality event were the community can discuss issues with water quality and how it 
effects both biodiversity and human health. Training on water quality issues can be fully funded 
through LEADER ‘funding for water and biodiversity’.50 Create a team which will be responsible 
for applying for funding to assist in the creation of riparian buffer zones and increase in fencing 
along the River Nanny, protecting this valuable wildlife corridor.  

 The river Nanny and Boyne should be the target of a dedicated clean up to remove rubbish. A 
biodiversity theme e.g. ‘Save the Sanderling, help us clean our Shores.’ or ‘Clean-up for the 
Curlew’ should be adopted to encourage people to keep these watercourses clean.  
 

 Consider setting up a Consider a Rivers Trust for the region, covering the relevant Boyne and 
Nanny river catchments. Information is available on catchments.ie. 
 

 Contact and work alongside other organisations where possible that are attempting to maintain 
and improve water quality through a range of means, e.g. Meath County Council, Tidy Towns, 
Waterways Ireland, River Trusts, LAWPRO, ASSAP (Teagasc). 
 

 

 

 

 

 
50 LEADER. (2020) A guide for community groups working with Water Biodiversity and Climate. 
https://lawaters.ie/app/uploads/2021/06/LEADER-A-guide-for-community-groups-working-with-Water-Biodiversity-and-Climate.pdf 

Water Framework Directive (WFD) River waterbodies Active Cycle 3.  
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Action 7: Urban Biodiversity 

Urban areas are continuing to expand and have important ecological roles to play in conserving 
biodiversity. Connecting fragments of green space with ecological corridors helps to improve 
biodiversity and animal species dispersal within the urban landscape. Increasing canopy cover in urban 
areas has great benefits for biodiversity and is the simplest way to create urban wildlife corridors. Other 
benefits include the removal of pollutants from the air, soil and water, interception of rainfall reducing 
storm water runoff, carbon sequestration and increased property values.  

The image on the right displays an aerial 
image of Laytown which currently has a 
low level of canopy cover. Increasing 
canopy cover along roads such as Inse 
Bay and The Rise would provide a wildlife 
corridor from the shore to hedgerow 
networks which border the train lines 
behind the town. Residential parks have 
ample space for tree planting.  

Linear features like roads and rivers are 
logical places to start when it comes to 
habitat connectivity as they already form 
paths through the urban landscape. 
Waterbodies which flow through 
Bettystown are an example of natural 
features which could benefit from increased vegetation, this would improve water quality as previously 
discussed and at the same time provide a beneficial wildlife corridor.  

Encouraging communities to plant trees on grassy strips in front of properties has a myriad of benefits 
for biodiversity. For example, if multiple properties in an housing estate plant just one native trees, 
averaging €15 per sapling, the benefits are significant and there are social gains in community 
involvement.  

Trees within urban areas may be felled without notice unless they are protected by a TPO (Tree 
Protection Order) under section 205 of the Planning and Development Act 2000. A TPO is made by the 
County Council when trees or groups of trees considered to be of amenity or environmental value are 
threatened with removal. If you are concerned about a tree, group of trees or hedgerow on private 
land and wish to protect it, then write to the County Council Planning Department why you think they 
should be protected. If a planning application has been lodged that includes felling of trees, then you 
can object on the grounds that the trees will be lost. Communities should be encouraged to identify 
and protect trees of importance.  

Aerial image showing low tree canopy cover in Laytown.  
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Waterbodies can be seen woven through the urban fabric. These linear features are perfectly set out to provide important 

habitat corridors.  
 

Community gardens should be encouraged, like the biodiversity gardens currently being kept behind 
Beach Grove in Laytown. A diversity of trees have been planted and a small section is currently being 
used as vegetable patch. These gardens can have very positive social, economic and environmental 
impacts in communities. They are often created on waste pieces of land that are being dumped in or 
look unsightly, or on land that isn’t being used. Community gardens created near schools can provide 
outdoor, living classrooms for pupils, staff and community members.  

Together our gardens provide a huge green corridor and could help link up rarer habitats.  They can be 
a rich habitat in their own right when we ensure they provide more for wildlife. Closed-boarded garden 
fencing prevents wildlife from getting in or out of your garden. Hedgehogs need a much larger 
territory than your garden can provide – by making a hole at the base of your fence it allows wildlife to 
enter. A hole of 13cm is big enough; it’s as simple as that! Holding local information evenings on how to 
create wildlife corridors in your own back garden can be far reaching.  
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Above: Community gardens behind Beach Grove estate, Laytown.  
Left: Community planting by local residents in Brookside Bettystown.  

 

 

Specific Actions 

Creation of a community classroom 

The Community Classroom campaign from Grow it Yourself Ireland and supported by the Tomar Trust 
aims to establish, support and fund a network of 30 community gardens around Ireland over the years 
(2020-2023).  By allocating a space for a community garden less than 10 minutes from a primary school 
such as Scoil An Spioraid Naoimh or Scoil Oilibhéir Naofra for the creation of a community garden and 
fundraising at least 25% (with the help of the primary school), a development fund of €35000 to build 
and run a Community Classroom as a partnership between a community group and a primary school is 
available51. This a fantastic way to extend our green spaces and at the same time encouraging 
engagement in nature from a young age.  

Increasing urban canopy cover 

Urban green pockets could benefit from increasing canopy 
cover. The guiding principle when selecting trees is ‘the right 
tree in the right place’. Trees and shrubs will have different 
growth habits, sizes, soil preferences, and other 
characteristics that will determine their suitability for planting. 
Native trees and shrubs will have the best value for 
biodiversity as they have evolved alongside our native 
wildlife. Sourcing plants from Irish provenance and grown in 
Ireland will help prevent the import of pests and diseases. For 
example, Ash Dieback was brought in on imported tree stock 
and has now spread across the country. Sourcing Irish 
provenance trees will also support Irish nurseries and 
growers.  

 
51 https://giy.ie/programmes/community-classroom/ 

A stand of Scots Pine trees in the 
Burren, Co. Clare has been found to be 
of Irish genetic source. The 
programme ‘The Burren Pine Project’ 
is currently underway to grow trees 
from this source. Saplings are 
available from Clarenbridge Garden 
Centre. More information is available 
at: 

https://burrenbeo.com/the-burren-
pine-project/ 
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Designate areas for the creation of Miyawaki mini-forests. 
Miyawaki mini-forests are forests inspired by botanist Akira 
Miyawaki. A mini-forest is a small, densely planted, diverse native 
woodland. Planted at 3+ plants/m2, the plants compete with each 
other in such as way as to speed up their growth rate quite 
dramatically. This technique works well for small plots and wild-
life loves them. A mini-forest planted by school children in 
Limerick can be seen on the right, as part of LEAF Ireland’s Choill 
Bheag program. The trees were planted in the Spring of 2018 but 
had transformed into a tiny forest by Autumn 2020.  

Participate in schemes which allow for the creation of urban woodlands. Schemes such as the 
NeighbourWood Scheme funds NeighborWood (NBR) Establishment on open greenfield sites. 
‘Neighbourwoods’ are accessible, close-to-home woodland amenities developed in partnership with 
local people and other interested groups, for public use and enjoyment such as Balrath Wood in Meath52. 
Neighbourwoods vary greatly in locations, size and ownership. They can be located within or near 
villages, towns or cities. The scheme is available to both public and private landowners, working in 
partnership with local communities. Grants are available up to €5,000 per hectare and information and 
application forms are available from the Teagasc website53. Identify Council owned and/or managed 
sites suitable for trees and woodland planting pilot schemes.  

In years gone by almost every farm had an orchard, fruit trees and bushes were also common in urban 
gardens. Fruit-bearing trees are a great choice for attracting bees to your garden, as they are generally 
large and provide a steady supply of nectar for bees to feed on. At the same time making jams and  
preserves reconnects us with the benefits of nature. The Dispersed Urban Orchard Scheme 
implemented in county Monaghan could bring great benefit to urban areas inside this study region.54 
Fruit trees were sourced from Irish Seed Savers and others were ‘sold’ to volunteers for 5 euro each. 
These trees were offered around estates in various communities so residents would plant them in their 
own gardens, and so an urban orchard was born.  

Continuing to implement actions of the All-Ireland Pollinator Plan 

Grassy verges are important areas for pollinator friendly 
planting. With the loss of meadows and pastures across 
Ireland, grassy road verges in particular offer vital refuges for 
plants and other wildlife of flower-rich grassland. Road verges 
provide wildlife corridors across Ireland, linking habitats and 
allowing wildlife to re-colonise landscapes fragmented by 
modern agriculture. The All-Ireland pollinator plan provides a 
list of pollinator friendly plants which would be suitable for 
these verges. This list is also suitable for communities to 
conserve native Irish pollinators and address the problems 
that have led to their decline by following the Actions set out 
in the All-Ireland Pollinator plan. Pollinator friendly plants are 
set out in the guidelines and brings a diversity of colour to urban green pockets as well as biodiversity 
benefits. Workshops that educate on the benefits of pollinators and facilitate and deliver training on 

 
52 http://balrathwoods.com/ 
53 https://www.teagasc.ie/crops/forestry/grants/management-grants/neighbourwood-scheme/ 
54 https://pollinators.ie/monaghans-dispersed-urban-orchard-for-pollinators/ 

Bettystown Pollinator friendly garden. 
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building bee boxes, choosing pollinator friendly flowers and creating new hedgerows would bolster 
this initiative. Even more so if funding for supplies was secured.  

Actions of the All-Ireland Pollinator plan for local Communities.  
Category Action 

number 
Action 

A. Identify and protect 
existing areas that are 
good for pollinators 

1 Protect existing sources of food and shelter for pollinators 

B. Reduce the frequency 
of mowing of grassy 
areas 

2 Reduce mowing and aim to create a wildflower meadow 

3 Create a short flowering ‘6-week meadow’ 

4 Let the Dandelions bloom! 

C. Pollinator friendly 
planting 

5 Clover lawn 
6 Flowering trees and shrubs 
7 Perennial flowers for pollinators 
8 Annual flowers for pollinators 
9 Pollinator friendly urban planters 
10 Pollinator friendly roundabouts 
11 Create new hedgerows 

D. Provide wild pollinator 
nesting habitat: 
hedgerows, earth banks 
and hotels 

12 Hedgerows for pollinators 
13 Earthbanks and drystone walls for pollinators 
14 Holes in wood for pollinators 
15 Bee hotels for pollinators 

E. Reduce the use of 
pesticides 

16 Eliminate the use of pesticides 
17 Ensure best practise where the use of pesticides cannot be 

avoided 
F. Raise public 
awareness of pollinators 
within the local area 

18 Promote the Junior Pollinator Plan 
19 Raise awareness within local businesses 
20 Put up signage 
21 Facilitate or deliver training 

G. Tracking progress and 
recognition for efforts 

22 Log your ‘Actions for Pollinators’ on the mapping system 
23 Take part in the Bumblebee Monitoring Scheme 
24 Enter the Tidy Towns Pollinator award 
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Sonairte and Hinterlands Biodiversity Action Plan (2022-2027) 
 

1. Actions for Hedgerows: 
 

1.1. Collect data by encouraging the local Heritage officer to seek funding for either a County wide 
Hedgerow survey or a survey specific to Sonairte Hinterland. This would provide the baseline 
information necessary to assess trends, inform policy and determine protects which would 
protect these valuable wildlife corridors. 
 

1.2. Raise awareness of the importance of hedgerows for wildlife, landscapes, and the 
environment, and promote their conservation and management. Hold information evenings on 
new and ongoing agri-environmental schemes to encourage participation and information to 
increase accessibility. Develop an awareness-raising campaign. Produce interpretive material 
as part of the campaign. 
 

1.3. Investigate the potential for the creation of a community tree nursery which would provide a 
free source of native trees and shrubs from which the hedgerows of the Sonairte Hinterland 
could be populated. Funding could be applied for to set up a nursery and to have volunteers 
trained on how to grow trees from seed to saplings on their school or community grounds. 

2. Actions for Grasslands: 

2.1. Treat invasive knotweed near the old driving range by the Boyne River by creating a 
management programme for implementation in the next growing season.  
 

2.2. Create and implement a management plan for roadside verges in conjunction with the County 
Council. Encourage residents of estates to plant on their roadside verges by producing a leaflet 
with planting schemes, management strategies and seed sources in conjunction with Tidy 
Towns Groups.  
 

2.3. Resurvey calcareous grasslands near the old Lime Kiln in Julianstown in early summer to 
detect the presence of rare and important orchid species. Draw up and implement a 
management strategy for the grasslands in this area and consider implementing educational 
trails.  
 

2.4. Implement a plan for hay meadow management for the area of grassland near the river Nanny 
estuary and investigate the potential to incorporate a bird watching stand.  

 

3. Actions for Woodlands 

 
3.1. Encourage the local Heritage officer to seek funding for either a County-wide Woodland 

Survey or a survey specific to the Sonairte Hinterland. This would provide the baseline 
information such as habitat types, locations and quality, necessary to assess trends and inform 
policy, protecting these valuable wildlife refuges. 
 

3.2. Consider hosting talks, courses and question and answer events regarding the establishment 
of new woodlands. Farmer support will be a critical part of most of these actions, and they need 
to be a part of the discussion. Ways to approach the topic could include open days, stands at 
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cattle marts and liaising with Teagasc (as they are the national farming advisory body) as 
regards agroforestry or woodland planting demonstrations. 
 
 

3.3. Explore the idea of creating a nursery at Sonairte Ecology centre to supply saplings.  
 

3.4. Hosting an event, such as ‘Talk about Trees’, where local community members could come up 
with ideas and actions to help expand canopy cover in the area. Explore the schemes, projects 
and opportunities listed in this report, assess the feasibility of their implementation, and what 
form they could take in the local environment. The BRIDE project is mentioned above as one 
potential option to explore.  
 

4. Actions for Coastal habitats: 
 

4.1. Ensure the immediate implementation of protective measures against waste and leachate 
from the legacy landfill entering the river Nanny Estuary and ensure an environmental risk 
assessment is carried out.  
 

4.2. Organise voluntary groups to aid in the removal of Sea Buckthorn saplings on a yearly basis 
to protect the Mornington Sand Dunnes.  
 

4.3. Consider implementing a management strategy for Spartina anglica on the Nanny and Boyne 
Salt Marshes. 
 

4.4. Minimise Dune Erosion by placing signage around access routes to ask walkers to stick to 
established paths where possible. Vehicles should not be permitted on to any fixed dunes or 
allowed further down onto the beach. Support from the County Council may be required with 
enforcing this, according to the pre-survey questionnaire, some large stones were placed at 
one of the entrances to prevent vehicular access and this worked well.  
 

4.5. Consider setting up a dune system monitoring programme, in which the locals should be a key 
part. Dog walkers who brave the beach every day of the year are potentially invaluable data 
collectors. A website or online repository for images and species IDs submitted by the public 
could create a long-term system of records with which to compare any future management 
and conservation work. This could be kicked off with an open day or live/online workshop on 
how to collect good data as a citizen scientist, e.g. take photos that incorporate large areas of 
dune, rather than ones that look solely aesthetically pleasing. 
 

4.6. An extension of the boardwalk along the tops of the dunes would allow people to walk along 
them, while reducing impacts on vegetation, as marram grass can grow undisturbed around a 
boardwalk, whereas it struggles to maintain a presence in well-trodden paths. Funding should 
be sought for the construction of a low-impact boardwalk through the dunes. 
 
 

4.7. Seek funding to have a detailed sand dune survey conducted with the aim of establishing a 
long-term dune system management plan that will tailor management works to specific 
locations. 
 

4.8. Involving the local community is important to long term management. Consider offering guided 
tours of the dunes and beach habitats, hosting lectures and publishing information 
pamphlets/social media posts. 
 

4.9. Work with Laytown and Bettystown golf course to increase shrub and tree density along strips 
furthest from the coastline.  
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5. Actions for Wetlands: 
 

5.1. Create a citizen science event. Hold workshops on the identification of wetland butterflies and 
moths, invertebrates, or amphibians. Encourage local residents to upload sightings to the 
National Biodiversity Centre Database. Raise awareness on the threats to wetlands such as 
development and drainage. 
 

6. Actions for Rivers 
 

6.1. The river Nanny and Boyne should be the target of a dedicated clean up to remove rubbish. A 
biodiversity theme e.g., ‘Save the Sanderling, help us clean our Shores.’ Or ‘Clean-up for the 
Curlew’ should be adopted to encourage people to keep these watercourses clean.  
 

6.2. Hold a water quality event where the community can discuss issues with water quality and how 
it effects both biodiversity and human health. Create a team which will be responsible for 
applying for funding to assist in water quality training (e.g. LAWPRO or LEADER), the creation 
of riparian buffer zones and increasing fencing along the River Nanny, protecting this valuable 
wildlife corridor.  
 

6.3. Consider setting up a Consider a Rivers Trust for the region, covering the relevant Boyne and 
Nanny river catchments. Information is available on catchments.ie. 
 

6.4. Contact and work alongside other organisations where possible that are attempting to maintain 
and improve water quality through a range of means, e.g. Meath County Council, Tidy Towns, 
Waterways Ireland, River Trusts, LAWPRO, ASSAP (Teagasc). 

 
 

 

7. Actions for Urban Biodiversity:  
 

6.1. Create a community garden less than 10 minutes from a primary school such as Scoil An 
Spioraid Naoimh or Scoil Oilibhéir Naofra with funding from Grow it Yourself Ireland. 
 

6.2. Increase urban canopy cover through the creation of Miyawaki mini-forests and 
Neighbourwoods, as well as the planting of tree species in verges.  
 

6.3. Continue to implement the actions of the All-Ireland Pollinator plan in towns and villages 
throughout the region by holding workshops and trainings on the specific actions.  
 

6.4. Implement a dispersed urban orchard scheme, like County Monaghan’s Dispersed Orchard 
Scheme, sourcing fruit trees from seed savers and distributing in local areas.  
 

6.5. Invasive Species: It is recommended that an expert from Invasive Species Ireland is invited to 
provide training for the Tidy Towns network and Sonairte Ecology centre staff in the relevant 
non-native invasive species with a key focus on Third Schedule Invasive Species.  
 

 


