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Buckroney-Brittas Dunes and Fen SAC Site Synopsis Site Code: 000729

Buckroney-Brittas Dunes and Fen is a complex of coastal habitats located about
10 km south of Wicklow town. It comprises two main sand dune systems, Brittas
Bay and Buckroney Dunes, connected on the coast by the rocky headland of
Mizen Head. The dunes have cut off the outflow of a small river at Mizen Head
and a fen, Buckroney Fen, has developed. A further small sand dune system
occurs south of Pennycomequick Bridge.

The site is a Special Area of Conservation (SAC) selected for the following
habitats and/or species listed on Annex I / Il of the E.U. Habitats Directive (* =
priority; numbers in brackets are Natura 2000 codes):

[1210] Annual Vegetation of Drift Lines [1220] Perennial VVegetation of Stony
Banks [1410] Mediterranean Salt Meadows

[2110] Embryonic Shifting Dunes

[2120] Marram Dunes (White Dunes) [2130] Fixed Dunes (Grey Dunes)*
[2150] Decalcified Dune Heath*

[2170] Dunes with Creeping Willow

[2190] Humid Dune Slacks

[7230] Alkaline Fens

Along much of the higher parts of the beach at this site, typical annual strandline
vegetation occurs. Species such as Sea Rocket (Cakile maritima), Prickly Saltwort
(Salsola kali) and Spear-leaved Orache (Atriplex prostrata) are frequent in this
zone, with the scarcer Yellow Horned-poppy (Glaucium flavum) present in places.

A shingle ridge occurs along the Buckroney dune system. The amount of exposed
shingle is low, but it is likely that shingle underlies much of the sandy areas also.
The vegetation on the shingle is similar in composition to that which occurs as
part of the drift line and embryonic dune habitats. Sea Sandwort (Honkenya
peploides) is characteristic, and other species include Sand Couch (Elymus
farctus), Sand Sedge (Carex arenaria), Sea Rocket and Yellow Horned-Poppy.

An area of saline vegetation which conforms to ‘Mediterranean salt meadows’
occurs in the Buckroney dune system south of the inlet stream to the fen, and
possibly in small areas elsewhere within the site. It is typically dominated by
rushes (Juncus spp.), and of note is the presence of Sharp Rush (J. acutus). Sea
Club-rush (Scirpus maritimus) also occurs. The area is inundated by the tide only
occasionally via the narrow inlet leading to Buckroney Fen.

Embryonic dune development occurs at the southern part of Brittas and more
widely at Buckroney and Pennycomequick. Typical species are couch grasses
(Elymus sp.), Sand Sedge and Sea Sandwort. The main dune ridges are dominated
by Marram (Ammophila arenaria), with herbaceous species such Sea Spurge
(Euphorbia paralias), Sea-holly (Eryngium maritimum) and Common Restharrow
(Ononis repens) occurring throughout. The main dune ridges are well developed,
reaching heights of 10 m at Brittas. The northern end of the Brittas system has
fine examples of parabolic dunes.
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Stable fixed dunes are well developed at Brittas and Buckroney. Marram is less
frequent in these areas and is replaced by Red Fescue (Festuca rubra) as the most
common grass species. A rich flora occurs, especially in the more open areas.
Common species include Pyramidal Orchid (Anacamptis pyramidalis), Common
Milkwort (Polygala vulgaris), Wild Pansy (Viola tricolor subsp. curtisii), Carline
Thistle (Carlina vulgaris), Biting Stonecrop (Sedum acre), Wild Thyme (Thymus
praecox) and Common Bird’s-foot-trefoil (Lotus corniculatus). The mature areas
of fixed dune also contain Burnet Rose (Rosa pimpinellifolia), Bracken (Pteridium
aquilinum), Wood Sage (Teucrium scordonia) and Common Sorrel (Rumex
acetosa). Mosses such as Tortula ruralis subsp. ruraliformis, Rhytidiadelphus
triquetris, and Homalothecium lutescens are frequent, along with lichens
(Cladonia spp., Peltigera canina).

This is one of the few Irish east coast sites to possess good examples of wet dune
slacks and dunes with Creeping Willow (Salix repens). These areas of the dunes
have a rich and varied flora, including species such as Creeping Willow, Water
Mint (Mentha aquatica), Silverweed (Potentilla anserina), Meadowsweet
(Filipendula ulmaria) and Meadow Thistle (Cirsium dissectum). The slacks are
notably rich in rushes and sedges. Of particular interest is the presence of Sharp
Rush (Juncus acutus), a scarce species in eastern Ireland and one that is indicative
of a saline influence.

The site is also notable for the presence, at the back of the dunes, of areas of
decalcified dune heath, a rare habitat type, and one which is listed with priority
status in the E.U. Habitats Directive. Heath species present include Heather
(Calluna vulgaris), Bell Heather (Erica cinerea) and Gorse (Ulex europaeus).

Buckroney Fen lies west of Mizen Head. It is backed to the west by a dense
swamp of Common Reed (Phragmites australis). The fen is dominated by
Tussock Sedge (Carex paniculata), with Water Mint, Purple Loosestrife (Lythrum
salicaria), Marsh Pennywort (Hydrocotyle vulgaris), Greater Bird's-foot-trefoil
(Lotus uliginosus), Water Horsetail (Equisetum fluviatile), small sedges (Carex
spp.) and other flowering plants. An extensive stand of Blunt-flowered Rush
(Juncus subnodulosus) is of note. Throughout this area the rare Marsh Fern
(Thelypteris palustris) is frequent. There are also extensive areas of Rusty Willow
(Salix cinerea subsp. oleifolia) scrub.

This site contains two rare plant species protected under the Flora (Protection)
Order, 1999: Wild Asparagus (Asparagus officinalis subsp. prostratus), in its
most northerly Irish station, and Meadow Saxifrage (Saxifraga granulata). Other
rare species which occur within the site include Green-flowered Helleborine
(Epipactis phyllanthes), Bird’s-foot (Ornithopus perpusillus) and Spring Vetch
(Vicia lathyroides). All of these are Red Data Book species. The rare sedge hybrid
Carex riparia x C. vesicaria (Carex x csomadensis) is only known from Mizen
Head.

The invertebrate fauna of Buckroney fen has been investigated and some notable
species have been recorded, including the beetle Eurynebria complanata and the
following flies: Machimus cowini, Anasimyia lunulata, Parhelophilus consimilis
and Lejogaster splendia.
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Little Tern, a species listed on Annex | of the E.U. Birds Directive, has bred or
attempted to breed at Buckroney strand in recent years. In 1992 between 7 and 10
pairs were present and in 1993 up to 8 pairs. Teal are regular in winter (119), as
are Curlew (46), Lapwing (515) and Snipe (87). All figures are average peaks for
1994/95 - 1995/96.

The dune systems and beaches are subject to high amenity usage from day-
trippers and several areas around the site have been developed as caravan parks,
car parks and golf courses. The marginal areas of the fen have been reclaimed,
especially at the south end, though these areas still flood in winter and attract
waterfowl.

This site is important as an extensive sand dune/fen system with well developed
plant communities. Several coastal habitats listed on the E.U. Habitats Directive,
including two priority habitats - fixed dune and decalcified dune heath - are
present. The area contains two legally protected plants, as well as a number of
other rare or scarce plant species. The site provides habitat for some rare species
of invertebrate and for the vulnerable Little Tern. A rich flora and fauna has
persisted on this site despite extensive amenity use and adjacent farming.
However, future land use practices will need to be managed to ensure the
continued survival of this unique mosaic of coastal habitats.
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