SITE SYNOPSIS

SITE NAME: RIVER SHANNON AND RIVER FERGUS ESTUARIES SPA

SITE CODE: 004077

The estuaries of the River Shannon and River Fergus form the largest estuarine
complex in Ireland. The site comprises all of the estuarine habitat west from Limerick
City and south from Ennis, extending west as far as Killadysert and Foynes on the
north and south shores respectively of the River Shannon (a distance of some 25 km
from east to west). Also included are several areas in the outer Shannon estuary,
notably Clonderalaw Bay and Poulnasherry Bay, as well as the intertidal areas on the
south shore of the Shannon between Tarbert and Beal Point.

The site has vast expanses of intertidal flats. The main macro-invertebrate community
present is a Macoma-Scrobicularia-Nereis community which provides a rich food
resource for the wintering birds. Other species occurring inclyde Common Cockle
(Cerastoderma edule), Lugworm (Arenicola marina), the B ychaete Nepthys
hombergii, the gastropod Hydrobia ulvae and the crust Ean Corophium volutator.
Eelgrass (Zostera spp.) is present in places, alon ﬁr ﬁ\green algae {(e.g. Ulva spp. and
Enteromorpha spp.). Salt marsh vegetation fr s\tly fringes the mudflats and this
provides important high tide roost areas for@ mtermg birds. Characteristic species
occurring include Common Saltmarsh- ﬁ,gzﬁ’uccmellta maritima), Sea Aster (Aster
tripolium), Thrift (Armeria maritima 36 ~milkwort {Glaux maritima), Sea Plantain
(Plantago maritima), Red Fescue (Fesfica rubra) and Saltmarsh Rush (Juncus
gerardi). In the innermost parts o qﬁﬁe estuaries, the tidal channels or creeks are
fringed with species such as Co ?non Reed (Phragmites australis) and club-rushes
(Scirpus maritimus, S. lacus &%ﬂ subsp. rabernaemontani). Also found is the nationally
rare Triangular Club-rush (Scirpus trigueter). Elsewhere in the site the shoreline
comprises stony or shingle beaches.

The site is the most important coastal wetland site in the country and regularly
supports in excess of 50,000 wintering waterfowl (mean of 59,183 for the 4
seasons 1996-97 to 1999/00), a concentration easily of international importance.
The site has internationally important populations of Dunlin (14,987), Black-tailed
Godwit (706) and Redshank (1,983) - all figures are average peaks for 3 of the 5
seasons in the 1995/96-1999/00 period. A further 16 species have populations of
national importance, i.e. Cormorant (148), Whooper Swan (141), Greylag Goose
(88), Shelduck (895), Wigeon (3,025), Teal (1,558), Pintail (40}, Shoveler (56),
Scaup (76), Golden Plover (4,073), Grey Plover (564), Lapwing (13,007), Knot
(686), Bar-tailed Godwit (481}, Curlew (1,231) and Greenshank (33). The site is
among the most important in the country for several of these species, notably
Dunlin (11% of national total), Grey Plover (7.5% of total), Lapwing (6.5% of
total), Redshank (6% of total) and Shelduck (6.0% of total}. The site is also used
by Oystercatcher (363), Ringed Plover (70), Brent Goose (135), Great Crested
Grebe (47), Red-breasted Merganser (14), Mallard (247), Turnstone (71), Mute
Swan (54), Grey Heron (25), Black-headed Gull (1,233) and Common Gull (194).
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The Shannon / Fergus system was formerly frequented by a Greenland White-
fronted Goose population but this declined during the 1980s and 1990s and the
birds now appear appear to have abandoned the area. The site provides both
feeding and roosting areas for the wintering birds. Habitat quality for most of the
estuarine habitats is good. Some species, particularly Whooper Swan and Greylag
Goose, utilise areas outside of the site for feeding.

Apart from the wintering birds, large numbers of some species also pass through the
site whilst on migration in spring and/or autumn. Regular species include Black-
tailed Godwit, Whimbrel and Greenshank.

Much of the land adjacent to the rivers and estuaries has been reclaimed and improved
for agriculture and is protected by embankments (especially along the River Fergus
estuary). Further reclamation, especially near to the urbanised and industrial areas
continues to pose a threat. The site receives pollution from several sources, including
industry and agriculture, but it is not known if this has any significant impacts on the
wintering birds. Aquaculture occurs in some areas of the site — future increases in this
activity could cause disturbance to the habitats and the associated birds. Common
Cord-grass (Spartina anglica) is well-established and may threaten some of the
estuarine habitats. Some disturbance occurs from boating agtivities.

N
This site is of great ornithological interest, being of manonal importance on
account of the numbers of wintering birds it su Qqﬁs It also supports internationally
important numbers of three species, i.e. Du ,\\ Black-tailed Godwit and Redshank.
In addition, there are 16 species that havq@oﬁh ations of national importance. For
several of the bird species, it is the to 1@“? the country. Also of note is that three of
the species which occur regularly a(%ed on Annex I of the E.U. Birds Directive,
i.e. Whooper Swan, Golden Plovféi‘ Bar-tailed Godwit. The site is most
effectively censused from the alg\&nd this is carried out in most winters.

&

&

1.4.2005

EPA Export 10-08-2018:04:19:35



