
Special Protection Areas 

Ireland’s SPA Network encompasses over 570,000 hectares of marine and terrestrial habitats. The 

marine areas include some of the productive intertidal zones of our bays and estuaries that provide 

vital food resources for several wintering wader species including Dunlin, Knot and Bar-tailed 

Godwit. Marine waters adjacent to the breeding seabird colonies and other important areas for 

seaducks, divers and grebes are also included in the network. 

The remaining areas of the SPA network include inland wetland sites important for wintering 

waterbirds and extensive areas of blanket bog and upland habitats that provide breeding and 

foraging resources for species including Merlin and Golden Plover. 

Agricultural land represents a share of the SPA network ranging from the extensive farmland of 

upland areas where its hedgerows, wet grassland and scrub offer feeding and/or breeding 

opportunities for Hen Harrier to the intensively farmed coastal polderland where internationally 

important numbers of swans and geese occur. 

The majority of the breeding seabirds and wintering waterbirds are considered to be regularly 

occurring migratory birds; over 60% of 25 Annex I listed species that now occur in Ireland on a 

regular basis belong to the breeding seabird and wintering waterbird groups. This has in part led to 

the situation that the majority (> 80%) of Ireland’s SPAs are designated for these two bird groups. 

Other species listed on Annex I of the Birds Directive that are relevant to Ireland SPA network 

include Chough, Peregrine, Hen Harrier, Corncrake, Kingfisher, Merlin, Golden Plover, Dunlin 

(schinzii) and Merlin. 

 

https://www.npws.ie/protected-sites/spa 

National Heritage Areas 

The basic designation for wildlife is the Natural Heritage Area (NHA). This is an area considered 

important for the habitats present or which holds species of plants and animals whose habitat needs 

protection. 

To date, 75 raised bogs have been given legal protection, covering some 23,000 hectares. These 

raised bogs are located mainly in the midlands. A further 73 blanket bogs, covering 37,000ha, mostly 

in western areas are also designated as NHAs. 

The Geological Survey of Ireland (GSI) is compiling a list of geological/geomorphological sites in need 

of protection through NHA designation. A committee of expert geologists provides an initial list of 

sites which then undergo a process of survey, reporting and review, to provide recommendations 

regarding NHA status or otherwise. The GSI has completed its list of karst (i.e. exposed limestone) 

and early fossil sites. 

https://www.npws.ie/protected-sites/nha 

Proposed National Heritage Areas 

In addition, there are 630 proposed NHAs (pNHAs), which were published on a non-statutory basis in 

1995, but have not since been statutorily proposed or designated. These sites are of significance for 

wildlife and habitats. Some of the pNHAs are tiny, such as a roosting place for rare bats. Others are 

large  - a woodland or a lake, for example. The pNHAs cover approximately 65,000ha and 

designation will proceed on a phased basis over the coming years. 

https://www.npws.ie/protected-sites/spa
https://www.npws.ie/protected-sites/nha


Special Areas of Conservation 

These are prime wildlife conservation areas in the country, considered to be important on a 

European as well as Irish level. Most Special Areas of Conservation (SACs) are in the countryside, 

although a few sites reach into town or city landscapes, such as Dublin Bay and Cork Harbour. 

Conservation management plans are available for many SACs and as additional ones are approved 

they will be posted. 

The legal basis on which SACs are selected and designated is the EU Habitats Directive, transposed 

into Irish law by the European Communities (Birds and Natural Habitats) Regulations 2011 (S.I. No. 

477 of 2011), as amended. 

The Directive lists certain habitats and species that must be protected within SACs. Irish habitats 

include raised bogs, blanket bogs, turloughs, sand dunes, machair (flat sandy plains on the north and 

west coasts), heaths, lakes, rivers, woodlands, estuaries and sea inlets. The 25 Irish species which 

must be afforded protection include Salmon, Otter, Freshwater Pearl Mussel, Bottlenose Dolphin 

and Killarney Fern. 

The areas chosen as SAC in Ireland cover an area of approximately 13,500 sq. km. Roughly 53% is 

land, the remainder being marine or large lakes.  Across the EU, over 12,600 sites have been 

identified and proposed, covering 420,000 sq. km of land and sea. 

https://www.npws.ie/protected-sites/sac 

https://www.npws.ie/protected-sites/sac

