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Summary 
 
The report contains the results of habitat mapping carried out in 2009 in County Laois. This focussed on 
townlands associated with the Slieve Blooms. This survey is an expansion of habitat mapping exercises 
elsewhere in the county, the results of which are in Hickey and Tubridy (2008).  
 
Habitat mapping was informed principally by fieldwork. Information was also gathered through desk 
research, consultations and interpretation of colour aerial photographs. Ecologists examined habitats field 
by field within the survey area. A total of 29 townlands were surveyed covering 72.84 sq km. Permission 
was always sought before survey work took place. 
 
Methodology followed procedures used in previous studies. Habitats were examined and mapped using 
ƳŜǘƘƻŘƻƭƻƎƛŜǎ ǇǊƻƳƻǘŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ IŜǊƛǘŀƎŜ /ƻǳƴŎƛƭ ƛƴ Ψ! DǳƛŘŜ ǘƻ Iŀōƛǘŀǘǎ ƻŦ LǊŜƭŀƴŘΩ όCƻǎǎƛǘǘ нлллύ ŀƴŘ 5ǊŀŦǘ 
Habitat Survey Guidelines: A standard methodology for habitat survey and mapping in Ireland (The Heritage 
Council 2002, 2005). Each field or habitat was given a code on a field map. Lists were compiled of flowering 
plants associated with habitats to assist in habitat descriptions. Further information was recorded at sites 
which had potential  to be recognised as Local Biodiversity Areas.  
 
Results from the marked up maps were digitised to produce computerised versions of the final maps. The 
location of habitats were linked to target notes and location of potential Local Biodiversity Areas. 
 
Principal findings from 2009 survey are: 
 
A total of 50 habitats are present in this area of Laois. Two new habitats were added to the list of habitats 
previously identified. Dystrophic lakes and calcareous springs had not previously recorded in habitat 
surveys in the county.  
 
Most of the land is covered in conifer plantations and improved agricultural grassland respectively.  Within 
intensively farmed areas dominated by improved agricultural grassland, habitats of greater biodiversity 
interest are found, such as hedgerows and drainage ditches. Field mapping confirmed the presence of 5.01 
km of hedgerow per square kilometre. This is lower than that found elsewhere in the county as drainage 
ditches provide many field boundaries. 
 
Semi-natural habitats, some of which are of high biodiversity value, account for over 26.5% the total area 
surveyed. This contrasts with c. 3% found in previous surveys. These include upland blanket bog (8.29%), 
wet heath (7.29%) and dry-humid acid grassland 0.37%.  Some habitats are only found at one or two sites 
such as bog woodland and dystrophic lakes. Almost all areas with important semi natural habitats are now 
found within designated sites (SAC, SPA, Nature Reserve). A number of other areas have potential to be 
recognised as Local Biodiversity Areas including parts of the Delour River Valley, the Deerpark estate, land 
south and east of Conlawn hill, Ballyfin Demesne, parts of the Owennahallia, Owenass and Murglash River 
Valleys. 
 
The 50 habitats which have been identified support 320 plant species. Species diversity varies greatly 
between habitats. The most valuable habitats for plants are wet grassland (>131) scrub with >103 species 
and willow-alder-ash woodland (>96 species). Those with the lowest number of native species include 
dystrophic lakes, eroding upland rivers, amenity grassland, set aside land, spoil and bare ground, garden 
shrubberies and some types of woodland. Several other plants found are rare in the region and in Laois. 

 
The habitat and floristic survey provides an essential report on biodiversity for this part of Laois. It can be 
used to inform management in privately owned land, Coillte property and designated sites.  
 
The report concludes with a number of suggestions on how the results of the mapping exercise can be used 
to generate greater awareness of habitats and their management needs. 
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1. Introduction 
 

1.1 Brief  

The brief requested that the study address the following tasks:  

 To carry out a detailed field survey of habitats in selected townlands in County Laois and to make data 
collected available in map and report format. 

 To liaise with the public and landowners in the areas surveyed, to ensure public awareness of the 
project being undertaken. 

 To use data collected to make recommendations on conservation priorities and any future work that 
should be carried out. 

 To collate and make this information available for future research, through a detailed survey report, 
annotated maps and a set of raw data (including field notes and maps) as appendices. 
 

1.2 Approach  

A habitat is a defined area, which supports a collection of typical plants and animals. By mapping habitats 
information can be gathered about the plants and animals which are associated with an area. The Heritage 
Council has promoted methodologies to map habitats. A guide produced by the Heritage Council (Fossitt, 
2000) lists habitats found in Ireland and a methodology has been developed to carry out mapping exercises. 
 
Identification of habitats is particularly important to the implementation of the most important piece of 
wildlife legislation which applies in Ireland; the Habitats Directive (92/43/EEC). The Habitats Directive was 
brought into force in Ireland through the European Communities (Natural Habitats) regulations 1997 (SI 
/97/094) and The Planning and Development Regulations 2001 (S.I. 600 of 2001) made under the Planning 
and Development Act, 2000.  
 
Under this Directive there is a legal obligation on Ireland to protect particular habitats, so called priority 
and non-priority types, and species listed in annexes to this directive. Appendix 1 lists habitats, which 
require protection under the Habitats Directive. Priority types include several which  might expect to be 
found in Laois.  
 
While the emphasis in the Habitats Directive is on specific habitats and species it also recognises the need 
ŦƻǊ ƳŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿƛŘŜǊ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅǎƛŘŜΦ ¢ƘŜ ǇǊŜŀƳōƭŜ ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛǎŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ άƭŀƴŘ ǳǎŜ ǇƭŀƴƴƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ 
development policies should encourage the management of features of the landscape which are of major 
ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴŎŜ ǘƻ ŦƭƻǊŀ ŀƴŘ ŦŀǳƴŀέΦ  
 
Under Article 3 that there are obligations on member states to maintain features of the landscape, which 
will improve the ecological coherence of the network of designated sites (Special Areas of Conservation or 
Special Protection Areas) which contain the best examples of the these priority and non priority habitats. 
The obligations and the type of features are highlighted in Article 10 as follows: 
 
ά{ǳŎƘ ŦŜŀǘǳǊŜǎ ŀǊŜ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǿƘƛŎƘ ōȅ ǾƛǊǘǳŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ linear and continuous structure (such as rivers with their 
banks or traditional systems for marking field boundaries (i.e. hedgerows) or their function as stepping 
stones (such as ponds or small woods) are essential for the migration, dispersal and genetic exchange of 
ǿƛƭŘ ǎǇŜŎƛŜǎΦέ 
 
As habitat mapping provides comprehensive maps of biodiversity; the location of priority and non-priority 
sites, linking features such as rivers and hedgerows and all types of habitats even less natural types will be 
shown.  
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Global awareness of the decline in biodiversity has led to a greater focus on managing biodiversity at the 
ƭƻŎŀƭ ƭŜǾŜƭΦ ¢ƘŜ /ƻƴǾŜƴǘƛƻƴ ƻƴ .ƛƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ 5ƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ό/.5ύ ŘǊŀǿƴ ǳǇ ƛƴ мффн ŘŜŦƛƴŜŘ ōƛƻŘƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ŀǎ άǘƘŜ 
variability among living organisms including inter alia marine, terrestrial and aquatic ecosystems and the 
ecological complexes of which they are part; this includes diversity within species, between species and of 
ŜŎƻǎȅǎǘŜƳǎέΦ Lǘ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ŜȄǇǊŜǎǎŜŘ ŀǘ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ƭŜǾŜƭǎΤ ƭŀƴŘǎŎŀǇŜΣ ƘŀōƛǘŀǘǎΣ ŜŎƻǎȅǎǘŜƳǎΣ species and genes.  
 
Ireland ratified the CBD in 1996. Under Article 6 all signatories are obliged to develop a national strategy for 
biodiversity and to integrate the conservation and sustainable use of biological diversity with relevant 
sectoral or cross-sectoral plans, programmes and policies. The CBD represents a shift away from 
preservation of rare species and habitats. It is concerned with biodiversity in all its forms and with 
integrating biodiversity with development. Arising from its ratification of the CBD Ireland drew up a 
National Biodiversity Plan in 2002 (Department of Arts, Heritage, Gaeltacht and the Islands). This stated the 
need for both sectoral biodiversity action plans and plans for local areas such as Local Biodiversity Action 
Plans for which responsibility was given to Local Authorities.  
 
The wildlife, habitats, flora and fauna found in County Laois are unique to it and thus are a valuable part of 
its heritage.  
 
Previous habitat mapping exercises each year from 2005 have provided comprehensive and detailed 
surveys of habitat diversity within County Laois. The approach has evolved as designated areas were only 
mapped from 2007. A review of  geodiversity informed survey work in the Castlecomer area in 2008. In 
нллу ǘƘŜ ƳŜǘƘƻŘƻƭƻƎȅ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŀǊŜŀǎ ƻŦ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴŎŜ ά[ƻŎŀƭ .ƛƻŘƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ 
!ǊŜŀǎέΦ {ŎƘŜƳŜǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŜǾŀƭǳŀǘŜ ŀǊŜŀǎ ƛƳǇŀŎǘŜŘ ōȅ ǊƻŀŘ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘǎ ό!ǇǇŜƴŘƛȄ нύ ƘŀǾŜ ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘŜŘ 
criteria to ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦȅ [ƻŎŀƭ .ƛƻŘƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ !ǊŜŀǎ Σ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ά!ǊŜŀǎ ƻŦ [ƻŎŀƭ .ƛƻŘƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ LƳǇƻǊǘŀƴŎŜ όbw!Σ нллрύέΦ Lƴ 
2008 criteria to identify LBAs in Laois based on information available through the habitat survey were 
identified and circulated to surveyors (Appendix 3).  
 
This survey work commissioned by the local authority complements survey work on designated areas, 
particular habitats and areas (land owned by Coillte) and sites for which development is proposed. Habitat 
mapping is providing information on the general distribution of habitats within the country including man-
made habitats such as those found in urban areas, along roadsides and even among the ruins of old 
buildings. As mapping is digitised it is possible to access this data set and integrate its results with those 
from other sources of habitat mapping. An important indirect result of habitat mapping is the opportunity 
it offers for contacts between ecologists and landowners.  
 
The preparation of habitat maps provides baseline information to support the preparation of a local 
biodiversity action plan. The listing of Local Biodiversity Areas provides further insights into areas of 
significance. Both types of information should raise awareness among landowners and the public of the 
usefulness of biodiversity. The information gathered can be used to inform spatial planning, specific local 
development initiatives such as agri-environmental measures, forestry development, the location of 
infrastructure, environmental education and special interest or eco-tourism.  
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2. Methodology 
 
The approach and methodology used for the County Laois Habitats Survey in 2009 follows that described in 
Hickey and Tubridy (2008) and  draws on their experience of habitat mapping in the county since 2005.  
Brief notes are provided here. A more detailed account of the methodology is contained in  previous 
reports (Hickey and Tubridy, 2005, 2006, 2007, 2008).  
 
The townland was retained as the mapping unit as administrators, residents particularly landowners and 
land managers identify with it. Townland boundaries are often associated with areas  of biodiversity 
interest. Townland selection was made with the assistance of the Habitats Working Group. Priorities were 
to include representative features of the landscape of the Slieve Blooms within designated and 
undesignated areas. Figure 1 shows area surveyed in Laois since 2005. Table 1 lists the townlands surveyed 
in 2009. 
 

 
 
Figure 1. Areas surveyed and digitised during the Laois Habitats Survey 

 
Note: The green shading represents the areas completed from 2005-2008. The yellow shading represents 
the 2009 survey. 
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Table 1. Townlands surveyed and digitised in 2009  
 

Townland   

Ballyfin Derrylamogue 
Ballyfin demesne Drim 
Ballyfin upper Drimhill/Quarryfarm 
Ballyhuppahane Glennaglass 
Baunreagh Gorteenameale 
Bockagh Inchanisky 
Bordowin Knocks 
Briscula Moher  west 
Camcloon Moher east 
Cappalane Monicknew 
Castleconnor Mountainfarm 
Cavansheath Sconce upper 
Clonehurk Shanavaur 
Deerpark Skerry 
Derrycon  
  

 
 

 
 
Figure 2 Townlands surveyed in 2009 

 
 
Trial surveys took place with all field workers (Betsy Hickey, Mark Mc Corry and Mary Tubridy) to  test the 
survey methodology, exploit the local knowledge of one of the field workers, clarify the requirements for 
mapping and allow for the resolution in differences in interpretation between surveyors.  
 
Ancillary data included Coillte sponsored studies of Biodiversity Areas in their forests (Forest Management 
Units 705 (FMU) and maps of different forest blocks; NPWS files and mapping on designated areas, a study 
ōȅ {ǘŜǇƘŜƴ IŜŜǊȅ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƛƻǊƛǘȅ Ƙŀōƛǘŀǘ tŜǘǊƛŦȅƛƴƎ {ǇǊƛƴƎǎ  όIŜŜǊȅΣ нллуύ Σ WƻƘƴ CŜŜƘŀƴΩǎ ōƻƻƪǎ ƻƴ [ŀƻƛǎ 
and the Slieve Blooms (Feehan, 2008 reissue) . The account of Coillte  Biodiversity Areas was particularly 
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valuable. However while habitats were listed within Coillte Biodiversity Areas, habitat mapping was not 
carried out.  
 
Regular consultations were held with the Heritage Officer and Heritage Forum to discuss areas to be 
surveyed, fieldwork priorities and local contacts. A particular request was made to record presence of 
meadows with a high cover of Succisa as this species is an important host plant  of the marsh fritillary 
butterfly, a species listed in the Habitats Directive.  
 
A leaflet was produced providing information about the project (see Appendix 4).  This was given to 
landowners, libraries, to members of the public encountered by surveyors and left in local authority offices 
and libraries. During consultations with farmers information was gathered on past and current land 
management practices, their aspirations for further development and whether they would be interested in 
obtaining information about the results of the survey.  A list was compiled of landowners who actively 
participated in the survey. ( Appendix 5). 
 
Practises in the field followed conventions used in previous studies (Hickey and Tubridy, 2008). In 2009 
hard copy maps and aerial photographs for use in the field were produced by the consultants. Historical OS 
mapping was accessed to discover continuity of habitat cover. Betsy Hickey was the principal surveyor for 
the 2008 survey, assisted by Mark Mc Corry and Mary Tubridy. Target notes principally comprising detailed 
plant species lists were prepared at sites of interest or an aid to compiling habitat descriptions. 
Photographs were also taken. A record was compiled of the location of invasive species and meadows 
containing a high cover of Succisa. Their location was recorded on the hard copy map and grid referenced.  
 
Potential Local Biodiversity Areas  were identified and described following  guidelines developed in 2008 
(Appendix 3).  
 
Timing affected the completeness of plant lists in surveyed habitats. While almost all habitat types can be 
identified in all seasons, plants in woodlands were under recorded as they flower early in the season.  
 
All the habitat information and boundaries of LBAs were digitised using Mapinfo. Target notes were linked 
to the habitat layer, as also were the accounts of  LBAs .  
 
This report contains an account of the habitats, illustrated by photographs and complemented by checklists 
of plants in appendices. It is accompanied by two large  hard copy maps 1) habitat map for the survey area 
and 2) hard copy of map showing LBAs. Further data has been delivered to the Co Co on CD (GIS with 
habitat layer linked to target notes and LBAs). 
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3 Results 
 

3.1 Summary 

The principal results of the survey are summarised in the following Tables. Table 2 lists habitats identified 
and associated plant species. Table 3 provides details of the cover associated with these habitats. Table 4 
lists important semi natural-types and Table 5 describes linear types. Appendix 6 contains a complete 
species list of plants recorded in 2009. Other appendices list species associated with particular habitats, 
location of target notes, invasive exotics and Succisa rich meadows.  
 

3.1.1 Habitat and plant species diversity 

Table 2 shows the identity of habitats in the area surveyed and total number of plant species recorded from 
these habitats.  
 
Table 2 Habitats and plant species diversity 
 

Level 1 Habitat Level 2 Habitat Level 3 Habitat No. of species 
recorded per 
habitat 

F Fresh water                                                                                                                                                                            FL Lakes and ponds FL1 Dystrophic Lakes 0 
  FL8 Other artificial lakes and 

ponds 
22 

 FW Watercourses FW1 Eroding/upland rivers 0 
  FW2 Depositing lowland rivers 0 
  FW4 Drainage ditches 20 
 Springs FP1 Calcareous springs 1 
 FS Swamps FS1 Reed and large sedge swamp 21 
G Grassland and 
marsh 

GA Improved grassland GA1 Improved agricultural 
grassland 

40 

  GA2 Amenity grassland 
(improved) 

22 

 GS Semi-natural grassland GS1 Dry calcareous and neutral 
grassland 

65 

  GS2 Dry meadows and   grassy 
verges 

44 

  GS3 Dry-humid acid grassland 46 
  GS4 Wet grassland 131 
  GM1 Marsh 1 
H Heath and 
dense bracken 

HH Heath HH1 Dry siliceous heath 78 

  HH3 Wet heath 50 
 HD Dense bracken HD1 Dense bracken 7 
 P Peatlands PB Bogs PB2 24 
  PB4 Cutover bog 47 
 PF Fens and flushes PF2 Poor fen and flush 78 
W Woodland and 
scrub 

WN Semi-natural woodland WN1 Oak-birch-holly woodland 68 

  WN2 Oak-ash-hazel woodland 112 
  WN4 Wet pedunculate-oak-ash-

woodland 
5 
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Level 1 Habitat Level 2 Habitat Level 3 Habitat No. of species 
recorded per 
habitat 

  WN6 Wet willow-alder-ash 
woodland 

96 

  WN7 Bog woodland 
 

8 

 WD Highly modified /non-
native woodland 

WD1 (Mixed) broadleaved 
woodland 

85 

  WD2 Mixed broadleaved/ conifer 
woodland 

19 

  WD3 (Mixed) conifer woodland No records 
  WD4 Conifer plantation 30 
  WD5 Scattered trees and 

parkland 
9 

 WS Scrub/transitional 
woodland 

WS1 Scrub 103 

  WS2 Immature woodland 17 
  WS3A Ornamental/non native 

hedgerows 
4 

  WS3B Ornamental/non native 
shrub 

8 

  WS5  Recently felled woodland 56 
 WL Linear woodland/scrub WL1 Hedgerows 32 
  WL2 Tree line 7 

E Exposed rock 
and disturbed 
ground 

ED Disturbed ground ED1 Exposed sand, gravel or till 4 

  ED2 Spoil and bare ground 4 
  ED3 Re-colonising bare ground 7 
  ED4 Active quarries and mines 0 
B Cultivated and 
built land 

BC Cultivated land BC1 Arable crops 1 

  BC2 Horticultural land No records 
  BC3 Tilled land No records 
  BC4 Flower beds and borders 5 
  BL1A Stone wall 3 
  BLIB Other stone-works 5 
  BL2 Earth banks 71 
  BL3 Building and artificial 

surfaces 
No records  

  BL3 D Land being developed* No records 

 
As a result of previous studies sixty different habitats have been identified in Laois. In this area fifty habitats 
are present. The area has added two new habitats to the list of those recorded for the county, Dystrophic 
lakes (one site) and Calcareous Springs (two sites).  
 
The fifty habitats which have been identified support 320 plant species. Table 2 reveals that species 
diversity varies greatly between habitats. The most valuable habitats for plant biodiversity are wet 
grassland (>131) scrub with >103 species and willow-alder-ash woodland (>96 species). Those with the 
lowest number of native species include dystrophic lakes, eroding upland rivers, amenity grassland, set 
aside land, spoil and bare ground, garden shrubberies and some types of woodland. 
 



 

Laois Habitats 2009 10 Mary Tubridy & Associates 

In contrast to the presence of native plant species which are rare, reflect local ecological conditions and 
threaten semi natural habitats, two non-native plants; Japanese knotweed and giant rhubarb were found 
growing actively in the survey area.  
 

3.1.2 Cover of habitats  

Table 3 describes the distribution of habitats in the area.  The hard copy habitat map illustrates their location.   
 
Most of the land is covered in conifer plantations (36%)and improved agricultural grassland (32%) 
respectively. This contrasts with other areas in Laois (5.6% and 56% respectively).  
 
Semi-natural habitats, some of which are of high biodiversity value, account for over 26.5% the total area 
surveyed (Table 4). This cover contrasts with results of previous surveys which showed a cover of 5%.  
Important semi-natural habitats include upland blanket bog (8.29%), wet heath (7.29%) and dry-humid acid 
grassland  (0.37%).  Some habitats are only found at one or two sites such as bog woodland, calcareous 
springs and dystrophic lakes. Most of these semi-natural habitats are protected in designated areas.  
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Table 3. Cover of principal habitats  
 

Habitat  Area (ha) 2009  % total area 
surveyed 

Conifer plantation 2776.40 36.43 
Improved agricultural grassland (semi improved in this 
areas) 

2462.23 32.30 

Upland Blanket Bog 632.14 8.29 
Wet heath 555.38 7.29 
Wet grassland 218.60 2.87 
Scrub  194.96 2.56 
Dry heath 120.95 1.59 
Mixed broadleaved woodland 83.49 1.10 
Recently-felled woodland 78.46 1.03 
Oak-birch-holly woodland 67.41 0.88 
Dry meadows and grassy verges 55.84 0.73 
Poor fen and flush 46.63 0.62 
Buildings and artificial surfaces 40.81 0.54 
Wet-willow-alder-ash woodland 37.98 0.50 
Immature woodland 32.89 0.43 
Scattered trees and parkland 30.30 0.40 
Amenity grassland (improved) 30.26 0.40 
Dry-humid acid grassland 28.19 0.37 
Dense bracken 27.19 0.36 
Mixed conifer/broadleaved woodland 25.04 0.33 
Oak-ash-hazel woodland 23.40 0.31 
Other artificial lakes and ponds 14.57 0.19 
Dry calcareous and neutral grassland 11.03 0.14 
Arable crops 10.27 0.13 
Land under development 4.34 0.06 
Recolonising bare ground 2.14 0.03 
Spoil and bare ground 2.00 0.03 
Horticultural land 1.63 0.02 
Cutover bog 1.22 0.02 
Mixed conifer woodland 1.08 0.01 
Flower beds and borders 0.60 0.01 
Marsh 0.59 0.01 
Ornamental/non-native shrub 0.58 0.01 
Tilled land 0.46 0.01 
Exposed sand, gravel or till 0.38 0.00 
Bog woodland 0.37 0.00 
Reed and large sedge swamp 0.35 0.00 
Other stonework 0.22 0.00 
Active quarries and mines 0.14 0.00 
Dystrophic lakes  0.06 0.00 
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Table 4 Cover of  important semi-natural habitats 
Note: Habitats marked with * are listed in the Habitats Directive) 
 

Habitat Area (ha) 2009 % total area surveyed 

 
Upland Blanket Bog* 632.14 8.29 
Wet Heath* 555.38 7.29 
Wet Grassland 218.60 2.87 
Scrub 194.94 2.56 
Dry heath 120.95 1.59 
Oak-Birch-Holly Woodland 67.41 0.88 
Dry Meadows and Grassy Verges 55.84 0.73 
Poor fen and flush 47.63 0.62 
Wet Willow-Alder-Ash Woodland 37.98 0.50 
Dry Humid Acid Grassland 28.19 0.37 
Dense Bracken 27.19 0.36 
Oak-Ash-Hazel Woodland 23.40 0.31 
Dry Calcareous and Neutral Grassland* 11.03 0.14 
Cutover Bog* 1.22 0.02 
Marsh  0.59 0.01 
Bog woodland* 0.37 0.00 
Reed and large sedge swamp 0.35 0.00 
Dystrophic lakes* 0.06 0.00 

 
Almost all of these semi-natural habitats are rare nationally, regionally, locally Further research is needed 
to discover if sites supporting listed habitats which are not in designated areas are good examples of these 
habitats and thus potential SACs. 
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The status of linear habitats was measured by length and results are shown in Table 5. 
 
Table 5 Status of linear habitats 
 

Habitat  Length (km) 
2009 

% of total linear habitats 
2009  

Hedgerows 364.83 58.34 

Upland/eroding rivers 121.12 19.37 

Drainage Ditches 46.37 7.42 

Tree line 30.03 4.8 

Earth Banks 29.46 4.71 

Depositing Lowland Rivers 13.37 2.14 

Stone Walls 10.89 1.74 

Ornamental Non-Native Shrubs 9.23 1.47 

 
Linear habitats such as hedgerows and drainage ditches are particularly important in intensively managed 
areas, but of lesser importance in the vicinity of the Slieve Blooms. Field mapping confirmed the presence 
of 5.01 km of hedgerow per square kilometre. This contrasts with a figure of 8.1km revealed through 
previous surveys. The lower cover indicates the greater importance of drainage ditches as field boundaries 
in the Slieve Bloom area. Rivers form significant corridors/ linking features of biodiversity interest within 
the study area. Earth banks are important semi-natural features where they form boundaries along old 
roads.  
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3.2 Habitat  Diversity 

3.2.1  Introduction 

Summary descriptions and preliminary assessments of the principal habitats of biodiversity interest are 
complemented by plant species lists in Appendices 6 and 7. The location of  target notes is in Appendix 8. 
 

3.2.2 Wetlands 

 
(FL1) Dystrophic  lakes                   (sky blue horizontal lines).   
This habitat type is characterised by having a low pH (3.5-5.5) and few nutrients and is generally found on 
lowland blanket bogs. Only one example of this habitat type was recorded.  This was a small clear circular 
lake completely surrounded blanket bog in Gorteenameale within the Slieve Blooms SAC  and SPA and 
Nature Reserve (Figs. ? and ?, Grid square N2501 note 1, Tables 5 and 6). Its occurrence is unusual as the 
blanket bog on Slieve Blooms has relatively few pools compared to other blanket bogs.  No aquatic 
vegetation was observed but there were some flushes around the edges with abundant Sphagnum cover.  
At the edge of the pool there was a clump of Giant Wood-rush which was being used by roosting 
waterfowl.  Red Grouse was noted in the adjacent blanket bog.  A number of tracks used by walkers lead to 
and from the lake.   

 
 
Figure3  Dystrophic lakes (FL1), (Grid square N2501, Target note 1).  A small clear lake in blanket bog in 
Gorteenameale within the Nature Reserve. 
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FW1 Eroding/upland rivers            (dark blue solid line).  
 
Eroding upland rivers were found throughout the study area. Five river systems drain this part of the Slieve 
Blooms Mountains. These are the Gorteen and Delour rivers in the west, the Mountrath River which is 
more or less central to the study area and the Owenass and Owennahallia rivers in the east. In all 121.12 
km of upland eroding rives were recorded (Table 5). Few plants are found within the rivers as they are 
spate rivers. Their substrates tend to be stone, gravel or sand or a mixture of all.  This is evident on 
stretches of the Delour River in Moher East, Inchanisky, Glennaglass and Drim or Quarryfarm where the 
river bed contains the occasional boulder along with gravels and sands.  Sand banks can be found in several 
places along the Delour in particular on bends.  In other areas such as Ballyfin Upper and Sconce Upper 
(Figure 3) waterfalls are found. 
 

 
 
Figure 4.  Eroding/upland rivers (FW1), forming the boundary between Sconce Upper and Ballyfin Upper 
(Grid square S3599, Target note 1). 

 
While large stretches of the Gorteen, Delour and Owenass rivers flow through conifer woodland they and 
the others pass through several different semi-natural habitats including oak-birch-holly woodland, wet 
willow-alder-ash woodland, scrub, wet grassland, dry-humid acid grassland, wet heath and upland blanket 
bog.  Other habitats include improved agricultural grassland.  However many of the rivers in these area 
tend to have narrow zones of woodland or are adjacent to hedgerows which afford wildlife some 
protection.  Where rivers flow through conifer plantations the majority of which are owned by Coillte the 
trees traditionally come up to the edges of the river.  However, in recent times a number of river systems 
flowing through Coillte property are classified as Biodiversity Sites and appear to be managed to improve 
habitat value for wildlife.  This includes leaving clear-felled areas next to rivers to regenerate naturally and 
not re-planting with conifer species within 12 ς 20 m of the rivers themselves.  
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FP1 Calcareous springs  (sky blue circle). 
A large spring was found in a small oak-ash-hazel woodland dominated by hazel in Ballyfin Upper in a ravine 
through which the upper sections of the Owennahallia River flows (Grid square N3601 note 2). The second 
one in Glennaglass (Grid square S2998 note 5), was on the side of a low bank that has dry calcareous and 
neutral grassland growing on it.   Springs are found where lime rich water wells up from underground 
sources, and where the flow of water is sufficient to allow species such as mosses and liverworts to grow. 
Deposits of limestone may occur and coat or encrust the surrounding soil or plants, and as a result the 
ǎǇǊƛƴƎǎΣ ŀǊŜ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ϦǇŜǘǊƛŦȅƛƴƎέ ƻǊ ǘǳŦŀ ŦƻǊƳƛƴƎΦ 
 

 
 
Figure 5. Small calcareous spring in oak-ash-hazel woodland (WN2) in Ballyfin Upper (Grid square N3601, 
target note 2) 

 
The Tufa spring in Ballyfin Upper was flowing into a small branch of the main stream.  This spring is not 
listed in Heery (2008). The spring is badly damaged by cattle trampling and is in poor condition. The 
vegetation on the spring is dominated by Liverworts with Diplophyllum prominent..  Characteristic moss 
species of Tufa springs were not recorded.  This wood is within the SPA.   
The Glennaglass spring was small, with deposits of tufa occurring in small patches along its length. The 
surrounding area was damp and supported dry calcareous and neutral grassland in which 37 plant species 
were recorded.  Currently, this site is recovering from major disturbance, the footprint of a house and its 
driveway having been excavated a few years ago. Species found growing on and around the spring included 
Cladonia ǎǇΦ ƭƛŎƘŜƴǎΣ ōƛǊŘΩǎ Ŧƻƻǘ-trefoil, red clover, sheepΩǎ ŦŜǎŎǳŜΣ ŎŀǘǎŜŀǊ ŀƴŘ ōǊŀƳōƭŜΦ 
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Grasslands 

 
GS1 Dry calcareous and neutral grassland (yellow squares on white background). 
 
Soils where dry calcareous and neutral grassland is found are usually mineral in origin, free-draining, not 
acidic and management is not intensive.  
 
Dry calcareous and neutral grassland found in 7 sites in 6 townlands mostly at lower elevations, however 
dry calcareous and neutral grassland was found in a lay-by in Bordowin surrounded by conifer plantation, 
(Grid square N2903 GS1 note 1). 
 
Yarrow, eyebright, ox-eye daisy and biǊŘΩǎ-foot-trefoil were among the 24 species recorded there. In all 65 
ǎǇŜŎƛŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ ǊŜŎƻǊŘŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ с ǎƛǘŜǎ ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ƪƴŀǇǿŜŜŘΣ ǇŀƭŜ ƭŀŘȅΩǎ ƳŀƴǘƭŜ ό.ŀƭƭȅŦƛƴ ŘŜƳŜǎƴŜ DǊƛŘ 
ǎǉǳŀǊŜ bоуллл D{м ƴƻǘŜ пύ ŀƴŘ ǎƻǳǘƘŜǊƴ ƭŀŘȅΩǎ ƳŀƴǘƭŜ ƛƴ 5ǊƛƳ όDǊƛŘ ǎǉǳŀǊŜ {оофу D{м ƴote 1). 
 
 

 
 
Figure 6. Dry calcareous and neutral grassland (GS1) close to the Mountrath River in Drim (Grid square 
S3298 Target note 1). 
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GS3 Dry-humid acid grassland             (      (yellow diagonal lines slanting to the left). 
 
Dry-humid acid grassland is found in areas where fertiliser inputs are rare or very low. It is found on free-
draining and often on steeply sloping sites such as in Ballyhuppahane (Grid square N3603 GS3/GS4 note 2), 
growing in south facing fields around an abandoned farmhouse where it was being grazed by horses. In 
Baunreagh dry-humid acid grassland was found within a conifer plantation. 
 
This field was used in the past for grazing horses that worked in the forest drawing logs.  Crested ŘƻƎǎΩ ǘŀƛƭ, 
red fescue and sweet vernal grasses were recorded along with meadow buttercup, tormentil and 
knapweed. The owner of the property has seen foxes, badger, red squirrel, pine martens, fallow deer, 
ravens, kestrels in its vicinity. An observation by them of a tawny owl is a mistake. 
 
The largest area of dry-humid acid grassland was found in Ballyhuppahane in Grid square N3605 whilst the 
smallest area was also in Ballyhuppahane (Grid square N3704). The main semi-natural habitats associated 
with dry-humid acid grassland are scrub and wet grassland, hedgerows and conifer plantations. A total of 
21.9 ha of dry-humid acid grassland was recorded along with 46 species of plants (Tables 4, 5 and 6 ). 
 

 
 
Figure 7.  Dry-humid acid grassland (GS3) in Ballyhuppahane (Grid square N3704, target note 1) with lesser 
butterfly orchid growing in association with wood speedwell, clover and grasses. 
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GS4 Wet grassland                      (yellow diamonds on a white background). 
 
Found on poorly drained flat or sloping land on several soils types and in upland and lowland areas, wet 
grassland occurred in every townland within the study area, often forming clusters in close proximity to 
river valleys. Wet grassland covered 218.60 ha of land, the third highest area of semi-natural habitats in the 
study (Tables 5 and 6). 
 
Most of the wet grassland sites were connected to other semi-natural habitats by hedgerows, drainage 
ditches of earth banks, apart from two areas which were surrounded by conifer forest in Bordowin and 
Baunreagh. Many formed complexes with a number of habitats for example in Ballyfin Upper (Grid square 
N3603 FW1/WS1/GS4 note 1 ) where wet grassland was found with eroding upland rivers and scrub, whilst 
in Drimhill or Quarryfarm it was found with scrub and dense bracken (Grid square S2999 GS4WS1HD1 note 
5). 
 
Wet grassland had the greatest species diversity (131 different plants, Table 4) of all habitats featuring 
rushes such as soft rush and jointed rush.  Purple moor grass, lesser spearwort, self heal and horsetails 
commonly occurred.  Occasionally ling heather was recorded in wet grassland such as in Moher East (Grid 
square N2800 GS4 note1) and in Ballyfin upper (Grid square N3603 GS4 note 1).  Devils bit scabious was 
also found in Moher East (Grid square N2800 GS4 note1) and in at least seven other sites within the wet 
grassland areas. Oval sedge, green ribbed sedge and star sedges were among the ten recorded sedges in 
wet grassland. The lesser butterfly orchid and the heath spotted orchid were both found in a wet 
grassland/dry-humid acid mosaic in Ballyhuppahane (Grid square N3704 GS4 note 1). 
 

 
 
Figure 8.  Wet grassland (GS4) in Deerpark (Grid square S3498, target note 1). 
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GA1 improved agricultural grassland                       (yellow horizontal lines on a white background).  
 
Improved agricultural grassland is usually intensively managed, receiving large inputs of fertilisers in 
tandem with high stocking rates and or severe cutting regimes to produce winter fodder for animals.  As a 
result species diversity tends to be poor with usually one species dominating.  This is perennial ryegrass or 
as in Ballyfin Demesne (Grid square N3801 GA1 note 3), the grassland consisted almost entirely of Timothy 
grass which gave the impression of semi-natural grassland from the aerial photograph.   
 
In the study area, in contrast to other parts of Laois much of the improved agricultural grassland (in total 
2,462 ha, Table 5), tended to be less intensively managed, only receiving fertiliser inputs every few years or 
so.  In wet years other forms of management such as topping thistles and rushes are not carried out as the 
ground is too wet to support machinery.  Grazing by animals may also be reduced due to causing severe 
poaching.   
 
Some improved grasslands surveyed  were more species rich than is the norm at least 18 species were 
recorded including yellow rattle, red clover knapweed and  crested dogs tail (Ballyhuppahane, grid square 
N3604 note 1, Figure 8, Table 4). 
 

 
 
Figure 9. Species rich Improved agricultural grassland (GA1) in Ballyhuppahane (Grid square N3604, Target 
note 1). 

 
 

 


