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1. INTRODUCTION
The purpose of this report is to provide an ecological assessment of the application site and to
examine the possible impacts of the development proposed in Ballinderry on the integrity of the
Natura 2000 site network, in particular on the sites in the same catchment (Lough Ennell).
The proposed development is located under 3km from this lake so the application has to have
due regard to Article 6 (3) of the EU Habitats Directive which states:
Article 6 (3): Any plan or project not directly connected with or necessary to the
management of the [Natura 2000] site but likely to have a significant effect thereon,
either individually or in combination with other plans or projects, shall be subject to
appropriate assessment of its implications for the [Natura 2000] site in view of the
[Natura 2000] site’s conservation objectives.
This is transposed into national legislation by Regulation 31 of the European Communities
(Natural Habitats) Regulations 1997.
The Screening Report will assess the likely impacts on the local Natura 2000 sites and determine
if a full Appropriate Assessment is required. It includes a description of the flora and fauna of
the development site to see if any ecological connection or parallels exist between the subject
area and these sites.
The Assessment is based on field visits and surveys in March 2019 and February 2022, having
examined the available files and online sources of information for the local Natura 2000 sites.
All work was undertaken by Roger Goodwillie, a full Member of the Chartered Institute of
Ecology and Environmental Management (CIEEM) and a practising ecologist for 40 years.
The sources of information used to collect data on the Natura 2000 network of sites include:





Ordnance Survey of Ireland mapping and aerial photography available from www.osi.ie,
Google Earth and Bing aerial photography.
Online data available on Natura 2000 sites as held by the National Parks and Wildlife
Service (NPWS) from www.npws.ie including; the Natura 2000 network Data Form; Site
Synopsis; Generic Conservation Objective data.
Online databases of rare, threatened and protected species. Publicly accessible
biodiversity datasets.
Status of EU Protected Habitats in Ireland. (National Parks & Wildlife Service, 2013).
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2. Ecological Assessment of Application Site
The site consists of a single field to the south of an existing housing estate. Lands to the east and
further west are developed and consist of a mix of uses including housing and healthcare uses.
The site has a dry central area surrounded on the west and south by damper ground with
occasional standing water. It falls to a marshy area in the NW corner.

Aerial photo of site showing habitat features
2.1 Flora and vegetation
The dry section of the field is partly enclosed by a hedge and consists of a pasture based on
crested dogstail Cynosurus cristatus, cocksfoot Dactylis glomerata and scutch Elytrigia repens
with a little ryegrass Lolium perenne and red fescue Festuca rubra. Associated broad-leaved
species are the buttercups Ranunculus repens, R.acris, sorrel Rumex acetosa and pignut
Conopodium majus, the latter suggesting a limestone influence just below the surface. The
habitat would be classified as improved agricultural grassland (GA1 in Fossitt 2000). At the
northern end a sloping site brings in additional species on a thinner, calcareous soil, which could
be classed as dry calcareous grassland (GS1). The species include
Bulbous buttercup
Small hawkbit
Daisy
Yarrow
Bird’s-foot trefoil
Salad burnet
Glaucous sedge

Ranunculus bulbosus
Leontodon saxatilis
Bellis perennis
Achillea millefolium
Lotus corniculatus
Sanguisorba minor
Carex flacca
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Fairy flax
Field woodrush

Linum catharticum
Luzula campestris

The nutritional level declines with elevation so that the surrounding wet grassland (GS4) is
poorer in growth – but not in species diversity. The grasses are augmented by Yorkshire fog
Holcus lanatus, tufted hairgrass Deschampsia cespitosa, sweet vernal grass Anthoxanthum
odoratum and common bent Agrostis capillaris. The obvious feature are the rushes, both Juncus
effusus and J.inflexus while additional herbs include
Lady’s smock
Curled dock
Brown sedge
Marsh thistle
Sweet grass
Brooklime
Marsh ragwort
Marsh arrowgrass

Cardamine pratensis
Rumex crispus
Carex disticha
Cirsium palustre
Glyceria fluitans
Veronica beccabunga
Senecio aquaticus
Triglochin palustris

This community continues up the western boundary of the site where there is a narrow band of
marsh (GM1) involving sharp-flowered rush Juncus acutiflorus, bottle sedge Carex rostrata,
lesser spearwort Ranunculus flammula, water horsetail Equisetum fluviatile and the spear moss
Calliergonella cuspidata – species that are very common further west, off-site. They are joined
in the northwest corner by a little common sedge Carex nigra, carnation sedge C.panicea,
meadowsweet Filipendula ulmaria and marsh valerian Valeriana officinalis.
A former field division through the southern part of the field is marked by excavated soil bringing
in the calcareous species as mentioned above. Additional species here are
Ribwort plantain
Self-heal
White clover
Red clover
Mouse-eared hawkweed

Plantago lanceolata
Prunella vulgaris
Trifolium repens
T.pratense
Pilosella officinarum

The hedges (hedgerows WL1) inside the site consist of the central N-S section which used to
surround the dry grassland, and a short length at the southern tip. These are based on hawthorn
Crataegus monogyna, blackthorn Prunus spinosa, bramble Rubus fruticosus and a little gorse
Ulex europaeus and have been kept open at the base by cattle. Herbaceous species include
Lesser celandine
Herb robert
Hedge mustard
Nettle
Primrose
Common violet
Catsear

Ficaria verna
Geranium robertianum
Sisymbrium officinale
Urtica dioica
Primula vulgaris
Viola riviniana
Hypochaeris radicata
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2.2 Fauna
There were no burrows or earths of large mammals found on site, except rabbits in the northern
half, and it is likely that an occasional fox is the only visiting species. There are records of both
badger and pine marten within 1km (NBDC data) but conditions on-site do not favour them.
Animal paths and footprints were looked for without success.
The site would have little importance for bats as the hedges are low and the only trees consist
of a belt of Leyland cypress which support little insect food. There is no likely roosting site
available for pipistrelles but individuals may occasionally feed along the southern hedge. Lesser
noctule bats have been seen within 5km (NBDC data) and may over-fly the site at times.
The birds seen were mainly garden species associated with the hedges, i.e. blackbird, robin,
great tit, blue tit, wren, goldcrest, house sparrow and chaffinch. All these are likely to nest in
small numbers. Both collared doves and woodpigeon were present in the cypress trees while
rook, hooded crow, magpie, jackdaw and starling flew over. Two snipe were flushed from the
NW corner and were joined by 8 more in the main marsh to the west. A single snipe was also
flushed from the rushes in the southeast corner. There is no suitable ground for other waders
or wildfowl and none would be expected to occur

2.3 Evaluation
The site contains typical species and communities for dry and damp old pastureland and is most
unlikely to contain rare species. The fauna likewise has no features of interest.
Japanese knotweed Fallopia japonica or other invasive plant species do not occur.

3. APPROPRIATE ASSESSMENT
3.1 Introduction
Appropriate assessment was introduced by the EU Habitats Directive as a way of determining
during the planning process whether a project is likely to have a significant effect on the integrity
of any of the Natura 2000 sites so far designated (i.e. the candidate SAC’s and SPA’s), or their
conservation objectives. There are eight sites within 15km of the proposed project that could
theoretically be affected (see map at end). They are:
Name of Site

Site Code

km

Lough Ennell SAC

0685

2.7

Lough Ennell SPA

4044

3.0

Woodtown Bog SAC

2205

4.5

Lough Owel SAC

0688

5.4

Lough Owel SPA

4047

5.4

4

Scragh Bog SAC

0692

7.8

Lough Iron SPA

4046

12.1

River Boyne & River Blackwater

2299

12.4

The AA Screening Report has been prepared in accordance with the following guidance
documents:
•
•
•

•
•
•
•
•


•

Appropriate Assessment of Plans and Projects in Ireland - Guidance for Planning
Authorities (DEHLG 2009, Revised February 2010).
EU Guidance document on Article 6(4) of the 'Habitats Directive' 92/43/EEC (EC, 2007).
Assessment of plans and projects significantly affecting Natura 2000 sites.
Methodological guidance on the provisions of Article 6(3) and (4) of the Habitats
Directive 92/43/EEC (EC, 2002).
Managing Natura 2000 Sites: The provisions of Article 6 of the ‘Habitats’ Directive 9. (EC
2000).
Appropriate Assessment under Article 6 of the Habitats Directive: Guidance for Planning
Authorities. Circular NPW 1/10 and PSSP 2/10.
Guidelines for Good Practice Appropriate Assessment of Plans under Article 6(3)
Habitats Directive (International Workshop on Assessment of Plans under the Habitats
Directive, 2011).
Guidance document on the strict protection of animal species of Community interest
under the Habitats Directive 92/43/EEC.
The Status of EU Protected Habitats and Species in Ireland 2013 (Department of Arts,
Heritage and the Gaeltacht, 2013). 2/43/EEC (EC, 2000.)
Directive 92/43/EEC — Conservation of natural habitats — Special areas of conservation
— Article 6(3) — Screening in order to determine whether or not it is necessary to carry
out an assessment of the implications, for a special area of conservation, of a plan or
project — Measures that may be taken into account for that purpose. CJEU Case C323/17.
Appropriate Assessment Screening for Development Management OPR Practice Note
PN01. March 2021

3.2 Stages of Appropriate Assessment
In the Irish context the process is organised into four stages. Firstly a screening exercise (Stage
1, this document) determines if a project could have significant effects on a Natura site. The
project is screened without the inclusion of special mitigation measures. If impacts are identified
or the situation is unclear a Natura Impact Statement (Stage 2) is provided to the planning
authority and this includes any required mitigation. Examples of significant effects are loss of
habitat area, fragmentation of the habitat, disturbance to species using the site and changes in
water resources or quality. If such negative effects come to light in the assessment, alternative
solutions are investigated by the proponent (Stage 3) and modifications made unless the project
is deemed to be driven by ‘imperative reasons of overriding public interest’ in its current form.
In this case Stage 4 deals with compensatory action.
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3.3 Appropriate Assessment screening of the project
3.3.1 Description
The development is one of housing and will include 130 houses in buildings of 2-2.5 storeys in
height units. Open spaces will total 0.65ha and are located at the SW corner and internally. The
development will be built in six phases – the first will involve levelling the slight hill on site and
filling the surrounding low land for construction. Filling will be done with a sediment blanket in
place to prevent migration of material into the adjoining marsh.
The development will be connected to public systems of water supply and wastewater
treatment.
3.3.2 Identification of relevant Natura 2000 sites
The Lough Ennell sites are the only ones in the same catchment and therefore the only ones
with a possible linkage to the development. Although there is little drainage of the low-lying land
in the vicinity, water finds its way gradually southward to a stream that flows into the Brosna
above the lake.
Lough Ennell SAC
Lough Ennell is a large, open, steep-sided lake, with a bed of limestone covered by a marl
deposit. The water is markedly alkaline and mesotrophic, possibly owing to effluents received
from Mullingar town and to fertilizer inputs from farmland surrounding the lake. The River
Brosna flows into the lake from the north at Butler's Bridge, and out from the south.
The site is a Special Area of Conservation (SAC) selected for the habitat of [7230] Alkaline Fens.
Much of the lakeshore consists of dry, stony ground colonised by calcareous grassland. These
areas were formerly part of the lake bed but are now exposed as a consequence of drainage.
Species such as Mountain Everlasting Antennaria dioica, Hairy Lady's-mantle Alchemilla filicaulis
subsp. vestita, Frog Orchid Coeloglossum viride, Fairy Flax Linum catharticum and Yellow-wort
Blackstonia perfoliata occur here. Alkaline fen is also found on the lake shore, with species such
as Grass-of-parnassus Parnassia palustris, Marsh Pennywort Hydrocotyle vulgaris and Bottle
Sedge Carex rostrata. In wet marshy patches along the shore Marsh-marigold Caltha palustris,
Brookweed Samolus valerandi and Lesser Water-plantain Baldellia ranunculoides are common.
Reedbeds and species-poor swamp vegetation fringe the lake in places, particularly around the
points of inflow and outflow, and on the eastern shore around Tudenham Park. Common Reed
Phragmites australis is abundant here. Water-plantain Alisma plantago-aquatica, Cowbane
Cicuta virosa, Frogbit Hydrocharis morsus-ranae and Tufted-sedge Carex elata also occur. The
latter two species are of note in that they have restricted distributions in Ireland. The rare
Fibrous Tussock-sedge Carex appropinquata has also been recorded from this site.
Lough Ennell supports a diverse aquatic flora. Seven stonewort species have been identified,
including two Red Data Book species, Chara denudata and C. tomentosa.

Lough Ennell SPA

The site is a Special Protection Area (SPA) under the E.U. Birds Directive, of special conservation
interest for the following species: Pochard, Tufted Duck and Coot.
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 &
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Waterbirds. Lough Ennell is one of the most important Midland lakes for wintering waterfowl,
with nationally important populations of Pochard (738), Tufted Duck (1,303) and Coot (433) - all
figures are mean peaks for the 5 winters 1995/96-1999/2000. The population of Tufted Duck
represents over 3% of the all-Ireland population. The site is also utilised by an internationally
important population of non-migratory Mute Swan (340). Other species which occur include
Golden Plover (1,000 in 1998/99), Lapwing (673), Mallard (93), Little Grebe (30), Great Crested
Grebe (24) and Goldeneye (22).

3.4 Conservation objectives (NPWS 2011)
SAC

To maintain the favourable conservation condition of Alkaline fens in Lough Ennell SAC.
This is defined by a list of attributes and targets such as area, distribution, nutrient level,
vegetation composition, level of disturbance etc.

SPA

To maintain or restore the favourable conservation condition of the bird species listed as Special
Conservation Interests for this SPA:
A059 Pochard Aythya ferina
A061 Tufted Duck Aythya fuligula
A125 Coot Fulica atra
The favourable conservation condition of a species is achieved when:




population data on the species concerned indicate that it is maintaining itself
the natural range of the species is neither being reduced or likely to be reduced
for the foreseeable future
there is, and will probably continue to be, a sufficiently large habitat to
maintain its populations on a long-term basis.

Favourable conservation condition of a habitat is achieved when:




its natural range, and area it covers within that range, is stable or increasing,
the ecological factors that are necessary for its long-term maintenance exist and
are likely to continue to exist for the foreseeable future, and
the conservation status of its typical species is favourable.

3.5 Likely effects
The development will result in a change of land-use in the area as the open fields will be
converted to housing and amenity grassland. This will require some filling of the low-lying
ground in the SE and NW parts of the site. The latter is a small section of the overall wetland
which extends about 120m to the southwest. All the flora here is replicated elsewhere in the
wetland and there are no protected species. While the marsh community shares some plants
with Alkaline fens, there are none of the specially characteristic ones (EC Habitat Interpretation
Manual 2013).
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None of the designated habitats in the SAC occurs on the project site and there is also no regular
use by any of the bird species listed for the SPA.
Any indirect effect from the construction stage would have to be mediated through water but
there is so little flow away from the site that the risk of contamination is minimal. A drain occurs
outside the boundary on the SE side but the site is fenced off from it. Therefore all filling and
construction work will be separated physically from the drain. The only link will be the outflow
of the surface drainage attenuation tank but this will be safeguarded by effective grit and oil
separation.
No regular spring or watercourse occurs on site and the nearest flow to the NW corner, where
there is filling, is in a lateral drain from the wetland 110m from the project site.
Measures to prevent any input of sediment to the adjoining marshland will be included in the
Construction & Waste Management plan to be agreed with the Council once the contractor is
appointed.
Viewed in combination with the rest of the conurbation, the only cumulative impact that can
be foreseen is one of extra loading on the public sewage treatment plant.

4. CONCLUSION
In screening for an appropriate assessment of this project for the local Natura 2000 sites, in
particular the two at Lough Ennell, this analysis finds that there will be no perceptible change in
the state of the sites and no impairment of their integrity nor influence on the attainment of
their conservation objectives.
No listed species or habitat will be affected adversely and since this is so, there is no possibility
of a wider cumulative impact.
I am satisfied the development by itself or in combination with other plans or projects would
not adversely affect the integrity of European Sites in view of the sites’ Conservation Objectives.
This conclusion is based on the best available scientific evidence and on a complete assessment
of all aspects of the proposed project. There is no reasonable scientific doubt as to the absence
of adverse effects and a Stage 2 Appropriate Assessment (and submission of an NIS) is not
therefore required.
The further stages of appropriate assessment are not required at this stage.
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Position of project (arrowed) in relation to Lough Ennell and other Natura 2000 sites
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