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5 CONCLUSION 

The designated grassland along the River Brosna at the intersection between RCO2 and the Split Hills and 
Long Hill Esker SAC is highly modified, improved agricultural grassland of negligible ecological value. There 
are no Annex I grassland communities present.  

If any works are proposed across the wider study area from the River Brosna extending west to the R389, 
further ecological constraints will need to be considered. These include: 

• probable qualifying Orchid-rich Calcareous Grassland [6210] as well as degraded forms of this habitat.  

• potential high nature value grassland / Annex I grassland identified along the R389. 

• protected fauna – smooth newt, badger, marsh fritillary butterfly, and common lizard. 
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Split Hills and Long Hill Esker SAC Site Synopsis 
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Site Name: Split Hills and Long Hill Esker SAC 
 
Site Code: 001831 
 
 
Split Hills and Long Hill Esker is a 5 km long site which crosses the main Galway-
Dublin road mid-way between Kilbeggan and Tyrrellspass in Co. Westmeath. It is a 
prominent feature on the local landscape. 
 
The site is a Special Area of Conservation (SAC) selected for the following habitats 
and/or species listed on Annex I / II of the E.U. Habitats Directive (* = priority; 
numbers in brackets are Natura 2000 codes): 
 

[6210] Orchid-rich Calcareous Grassland* 

 
The main habitat at this site is semi-natural woodland dominated by Hazel (Corylus 
avellana), Ash (Fraxinus excelsior) and Hawthorn (Crataegus monogyna). Pedunculate 
Oak (Quercus robur), Wych Elm (Ulmus glabra) and Irish Whitebeam (Sorbus hibernica) 
are other important constituents. There are very fine examples of these trees 
throughout the site, with some of the Hazel trees, in particular, being impressive. The 
ground flora is species-rich and includes Primrose (Primula vulgaris), Enchanter's-
nightshade (Circaea lutetiana), Golden-saxifrage (Chrysosplenium oppositifolium), 
Bluebell (Hyacinthoides non-scripta), Ground-ivy (Glechoma hederacea), Sanicle (Sanicula 
europaea) and other typical woodland plants. The scarce woodland grass, Wood 
Fescue (Festuca altissima), is present, and the scarce Bird's-nest Orchid (Neottia nidus-
avis) has also been recorded here. The presence of Wych Elm is interesting in view of 
its decline due to Dutch elm disease. 
 
Several areas of species-rich calcareous grassland occur, with typical calcicole species 
such as Yellow-wort (Blackstonia perfoliata), Carline Thistle (Carlina vulgaris), 
Mountain Everlasting (Antennaria dioica) and Early-purple Orchid (Orchis mascula). 
These occur on unstable old and active quarry faces, and on cleared woodland areas.  
 
Areas of scrub with Blackthorn (Prunus spinosa) and Gorse (Ulex europaeus) occur, 
and regenerating Hazel scrub exists in some areas where woodland has been cleared. 
Other habitats in the site include a small lake and freshwater marsh with Slender 
Sedge (Carex lasiocarpa). 
 
Narrow-leaved Bitter-cress (Cardamine impatiens) occurs among the woodland flora at 
this site. It is an annual or biennial, whose populations are known to 'disappear' in 
some years only to 'reappear' again. The species is protected under the Flora 
(Protection) Order, 1999, and this is its only known location in Ireland. Another 
legally protected species, Red Hemp-nettle (Galeopsis angustifolia), occurs on more 
open ground on the esker. 
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The main threat to the esker is quarrying for sand and gravel. This activity already 
occurs on the site at several locations. Grazing is a critical factor affecting esker 
habitats, and getting a balance right is important. The presence of too many grazers 
causes damage to the ground vegetation in both woodlands and grasslands and 
prevents regeneration of woody species. However, if the grazing level is too low, 
grasslands are vulnerable to the encroachment of scrub at the expense of species 
which require open conditions. Fertiliser application, associated with agricultural 
improvement, also leads to a reduction in species-richness of grasslands. 
 
Split Hill and Long Hill Esker is one of the finest and longest wooded eskers in the 
country. It is also one of the few woodlands in the area and a fine geomorphological 
feature of great scenic value. The trees are particularly well-grown and impressive, 
and much of the woodland has developed naturally on its steep slopes. The presence 
of a species-rich ground flora, which includes a rare and legally protected plant 
species at its only known Irish location, makes this site of great botanical and 
ecological importance. The site also supports some excellent examples of calcareous 
grassland which is rich in orchids. The increasing rarity of this habitat (due to 
agricultural intensification) is recognised in that it is awarded priority status on 
Annex I of the E.U. Habitats Directive. 
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Initial Wider Survey Species List 
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Semi-natural dry grasslands & scrub facies on calcareous substrates (6210); important orchid sites 

(*6210) 

High Quality Positive Indicator Species 

mountain everlasting Antennaria dioica  

yellow-wort Blackstonia perfoliata 

carline thistle Carlina vulgaris 

fairy flax Linum catharticum 

kidney vetch Anthyllis vulneraria 

field scabious Knautia arvensis 

salad burnet Sanguisorba minor 

cowslip Primula veris   

Orchids early purple orchid Orchis mascula, bee orchid Ophrys apifera, common fragrant orchid Gymnadenia conopsea

  

Positive Indicator Species 

wild thyme Thymus polytrichus 

wild carrot Daucus carota 

lady’s bedstraw Galium verum 

mouse-ear-hawkweed Pilosella officinarum 

birdsfoot trefoil Lotus corniculatus  

rough/lesser hawkbit Leontodon hispidus / L. saxatilis 

Pleurocarpous moss Ctenidium molluscum 

Negative Indicator Species  

false oatgrass Arrhenatherum elatius   

creeping thistle Cirsium arvense  

spear thistle Cirsium vulgare  

common ragwort Senecio jacobaea 

common nettle Urtica dioica    

white clover Trifolium repens 

Other recorded species  

wild strawberry Fragaria vesca  

self-heal Prunella vulgaris 

daisy Bellis perennis 

common centaury Centaurium erythraea  

tormentil Potentilla erecta   

weld Reseda luteola   

devilsbit scabious Succisa pratensis 

common knapweed Centaurea nigra 
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creeping cinquefoil Potentilla reptans  

dandelion Taraxacum officinale agg. 

Milkwort Polygala spp. 

Catsear Hypochaeris radicata 

coltsfoot Tussilago farfara 

red fescue Festuca rubra 

sweet vernal grass Anthoxanthum odoratum 

greater plantain Plantago major 

St. John’s Worts Hypericum spp.  

Field-wood rush Luzula campestris  

Yarrow Achillea millefolium 

a lady’s mantle Alchemilla spp. 

a violet Viola sp. 

Unidentified vetches  

neat feathermoss Pseudoscleropodium purum   

Lowland hay meadows (Alopecurus pratensis, Sanguisorba officinalis) (6510) 

High Quality Positive Indicator Species 

Yellow Rattle Rhinanthus minor 

ox-eye daisy Leucanthemum vulgare 

Positive Indicator Species 

meadowsweet Filipendula ulmaria 

meadow foxtail Alopecurus pratensis 

red clover Trifolium pratense 

common hogweed Heracleum sphondylium 

meadow buttercup Ranunculus acris 

ribwort plantain Plantago lanceolata 

meadow vetchling Lathyrus pratensis 

common knapweed Centaurea nigra 

birdsfoot trefoil Lotus corniculatus  

rough/lesser hawkbit Leontodon hispidus / L. saxatilis 

Negative Indicator Species  

cock’s-foot Dactylis glomerata     

false oatgrass Arrhenatherum elatius   

creeping thistle Cirsium arvense  

spear thistle Cirsium vulgare  

common ragwort Senecio jacobaea 

common nettle Urtica dioica      
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white clover Trifolium repens 

Other recorded species 

sweet vernal grass Anthoxanthum odoratum 

Yorkshire fog Holcus lanatus 

germander speedwell Veronica chamaedrys 

common mouse-ear Cerastium fontanum 

common sorrel Rumex acetosa 

cuckooflower Cardamine pratensis 

dandelion Taraxacum officinale agg. 

creeping buttercup Ranunculus repens 

yarrow Achillea millefolium 

pignut Conopodium majus     

pointed spear-moss Calliergonella cuspidata 
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River Brosna SAC Grassland Botanical Survey – Update 

June 2025 (Quadrats) 
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Botanical Survey Data  

 

   Figure 1 Quadrat locations  
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Quadrat Species and % Cover 

 

Q1 

 

 

ITM 

0635520 

0737721 

Species  % cover 

  

cock’s-foot Dactylis glomerata 15 

perennial ryegrass Lolium perenne 35 

soft-brome Bromus hordeaceus < 4 a few individuals  

rough meadow-grass Poa trivialis 45 

common mouse-ear Cerastium fontanum 5 

red clover Trifolium pratense + 

dandelion Taraxacum officinale agg. < 4 several individuals  

  

Bare ground 0 

Vegetation  100 

 

‘+’ indicates a just a single individual    

 

Q2 ITM 

0635518 

0737750 

Species  % cover 

  

soft-brome Bromus hordeaceus 15 

cock’s-foot Dactylis glomerata 15 

Yorkshire fog Holcus lanatus 25 

rough meadow-grass Poa trivialis < 4 a few individuals 

perennial ryegrass Lolium perenne 55 

dandelion Taraxacum officinale agg. < 4 many individuals 

daisy Bellis perennis   4 

common mouse-ear Cerastium fontanum < 4 many individuals 

creeping cinquefoil Potentilla reptans  + 

creeping buttercup Ranunculus repens + 

lesser trefoil Trifolium dubium < 4 a few individuals 

  

Bare ground 2 

Vegetation  98 
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Q3 ITM    

0635495 

0737763 

Species  % cover 

  

annual meadow grass Poa annua  4 

rough meadow-grass Poa trivialis < 4 a few individuals 

creeping bent Agrostis stolonifera < 4 many individuals 

greater plantain Plantago major 18 

white clover Trifolium repens < 4 a few individuals 

dandelion Taraxacum officinale agg. + 

Pineappleweed Matricaria discoidea < 4 a few individuals 

  

Bare ground 78 

Vegetation  22 

 

 

 

Q4 ITM           

0635511 

0737785 

Species  % cover 

  

hairy brome Bromopsis ramosa + 

coarse tussock forming grass no ID + 

Yorkshire fog Holcus lanatus < 4 many individuals 

perennial ryegrass Lolium perenne 4 

meadow grasses Poa spp. 15 

greater plantain Plantago major  < 4 a few individuals 

white clover Trifolium repens 15 

common mouse-ear   Cerastium fontanum < 4 a few individuals 

dandelion Taraxacum officinale agg. < 4 a few individuals 

common feather-moss Kindbergia praelongum < 4 many individuals 

  

Bare ground 25 

Vegetation  75 
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Plates 

 

Plate A showing Q1 

 

Plate B showing Q2 
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Plate C showing Q3 

 

Plate D showing Q4 
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Plate E showing improved agricultural grassland in the SAC east to the Brosna (Qs 1 and 2) 

 

Plate F showing the bare ground and improved grassland edges within the SAC, immediately west of the Brosna 

(Qs 3 and 4) 


