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SITE NAME:  KILLARNEY NATIONAL PARK, MACGILLYCUDDY'S REEKS                 

  AND CARAGH RIVER CATCHMENT 

 

SITE CODE:  000365 

 

 

This very large site encompasses the mountains, rivers and lakes of the Iveragh peninsula, and the 

Paps Mountains which stretch eastward from Killarney towards Millstreet.  It is the most 

mountainous region in Ireland and includes Carrauntoohil (1039m), the highest peak in the country.  

The underlying geology is almost entirely Old Red Sandstone, although Carboniferous Limestone 

occurs on the eastern shores of Lough Leane and rhyolitic lavas occur above Lough Guitane.  The 

dramatic sandstone ridges and valleys have been shaped by glacial processes and many of the lakes 

are impounded by glacial moraines.  Located close to the Atlantic in the south-west of Ireland, the 

site is subject to strong oceanic influences.  Generally, the Lusitanian flora and fauna is well 

represented, while the high peaks and cliffs support arctic-alpine relicts. 

 

The site is of great ecological interest, with at least ten habitats which are listed on Annex I of the 

EU Habitats Directive.  The site is a candidate SAC selected for blanket bog, Yew wood and 

alluvial woodlands, priority habitats on Annex I of the E.U. Habitats Directive.  The site is also 

selected as a candidate SAC for lowland oligotrophic lakes, upland oligotrophic lakes, floating river 

vegetation, alpine heath, dry heath, wet heath, Molinia meadows, old Oak woodlands, 

Rhynchosporion, Calaminarian grassland and Juniper scrub, all habitats listed on Annex I of the 

E.U. Habitats Directive.  The site is also selected for the following species listed on Annex II of the 

same directive – Killarney Fern, Slender Naiad, Freshwater Pearl Mussel, Kerry Slug, Marsh 

Fritillary, Killarney Shad, Atlantic Salmon, Brook Lamprey, River Lamprey, Sea Lamprey, Lesser 

Horseshoe Bat and Otter. 

 

The Oak woodlands, occurring mostly around the Killarney lakes, are the habitat for which the area 

is perhaps best known.  They form the most extensive area of native woodland remaining in Ireland 

and include Derrycunihy Wood, described as perhaps the most natural Sessile Oak wood in the 

country.  The woods are typically dominated by Sessile Oak (Quercus petraea) with an understorey 

of Holly (Ilex aquifolium).  The Strawberry Tree (Arbutus unedo) is a notable component of the 

woods and there are scattered Yew (Taxus baccata).  The herb layer is not particularly species-rich, 

but the woods support perhaps the best developed Atlantic bryophyte community in Europe.  

Several rare species are present including Lejeunea flava, Cyclodictyon laetivirens, Daltonia 

splachnoides, Sematophyllum demissum and Radula carringtonii. 

 

Yew, which favours the limestone of Muckross peninsula, forms the only sizeable Yew woodland in 

Ireland and some of the trees are up to 200 years old.  The dense shade beneath the tree results in 

few herbs in the ground flora, but the bryophyte layer is almost continuous. 

 

Wet woodland or carr, occurring on the low-lying limestone areas within the flood plain of Lough 

Leane, forms one of the most extensive areas of this woodland type in Ireland.  The dominant 

canopy species are Alder (Alnus glutinosa), willows (Salix spp.), Ash (Fraxinus excelsior) and 

Downy Birch (Betula pubescens), while the field layer is dominated by Remote Sedge (Carex 

remota) and Creeping Bent (Agrostis stolonifera). 

 



Adding to the diversity of the woodland component of the site are a number of mixed woodlands, 

including those of Ross Island which support one of the richest herb layers of the Killarney woods. 

 

The dominant habitat types within the overall site are blanket bog, heath and upland grassland.  The 

heath and grassland generally occur on areas with shallow peat and on the mineral soils of the steep 

mountain sides, while the blanket bog occurs on the more gentle slopes, plateaux and other level 

ground.  Often the habitats occur in a mosaic, with exposed rock frequently occurring.  

 

A variety of blanket bog types are represented from lowland valley to mountain blanket bog.  Some 

of the best include: Cummeragh River Bog Nature Reserve, a domed bog which is perhaps the most 

southerly intact blanket bog in the country; Ballygisheen, which contains one of the most extensive 

areas of intact lowland blanket bog in Co. Kerry; Coomacheo/Caherbarnagh, which combine to 

form the largest mountain blanket bog in the south-west; Eirk Bog Nature Reserve, a classic 

example of a bog intermediate between a raised and blanket bog; Mangerton Bog, an upland bog 

which grades into an unusual lichen heath seen at no other site; and Oolagh East, a quaking basin 

mire.  Generally, the bogs have a characteristic flora.  The Lusitanian species, Large-flowered 

Butterwort (Pinguicula grandiflora) is common.  The bogs also support a number of unusual 

species, including mosses (Sphagnum pulchrum, S. fuscum, S. platyphyllum, S. strictum, S. 

contortum and Calliergon stramineum), liverworts (Cladopodiella francisci and Calypogeia azurea) 

and lichens (Cladonia mediterranea, C. macilenta, C. rangiferina, C. arbuscula and Cetraria 

islandica). 

 

Rhynchosporion vegetation is confined to wet areas within the lowland blanket bogs, with one of 

the best areas for the habitat being to the north-east of the Ballygisheen Pass.  On a portion of this 

bog there is an extensive area of quaking flats and pools dominated by Sphagnum cuspidatum and 

Sphagnum auriculatum.  These areas have a typically species-poor flora which includes Bogbean 

(Menyanthes trifoliata), White Beak-sedge (Rhynchospora alba), Bog Asphodel (Narthecium 

ossifragum), Bog Cotton (Eriophorum angustifolium) and Great Sundew (Drosera anglica).  Brown 

Beak-sedge (Rhynchospora fusca), a locally rare plant of wet bog pools, is occasional within the 

site.  Although the habitat is best developed in very wet areas of intact bog it may also occur in wet 

areas of regenerating cutover blanket bog. 

 

Wet heath often occurs in association with blanket bog and features Cross-leaved Heath (Erica 

tetralix).  Dry heath is more frequent and is dominated by Heather (Calluna vulgaris), Bell Heather 

(Erica cinerea) and Western Gorse (Ulex gallii), with occasional Bilberry (Vaccinium myrtillus).  

This habitat is well developed on the Paps.  Elsewhere it is often overgrazed, with upland grassland 

becoming more frequent.  Some of the highest ridges support alpine heath (referable to the 

Lycopodium alpinum - Racomitrium lanuginosum association).  Widespread plant species of the 

alpine heath include Bog Myrtle (Vaccinium myrtillus), Crowberry (Empetrum nigrum) and Fir 

Clubmoss (Huperzia selago), while species such as Juniper (Juniperus communis subsp. nana) and 

Dwarf Willow (Salix herbacea) have a much more restricted distribution.   

 

The site contains many lakes, but these can be broadly divided into two types: small upland corrie 

lakes and larger lowland lakes.  Examples of the first type are Lough Murtagh and Lough Gortavehy 

in the Paps.  They are oligotrophic and typically species-poor, with Quillwort (Isoetes lacustris), 

Water Lobelia (Lobelia dortmanna) and Shoreweed (Littorella uniflora) occurring most commonly.  

The lowland lakes are mostly oligotrophic, although Lough Leane, the largest fresh water body in 

the region, has become somewhat mesotrophic as a result of pollution from Killarney town.  These 

lowland lakes tend to be more species-rich than those at higher altitudes, with additional species 

such as Awlwort (Subularia aquatica), Six-stamened Waterwort (Elatine hexandra) and Alternate 



Water-milfoil (Myriophyllum alterniflorum).  Good examples include Lough Caragh, Upper Lake 

and Muckross Lake. 

 

The rivers associated with these lakes are also of importance.  The Caragh is relatively unpolluted 

from headwater to estuary, a rare phenomenon in Europe.  The Flesk runs over Old Red Sandstone 

in its upper reaches and limestone as it nears Lough Leane.  Both rivers support floating and 

submerged vegetation and rare invertebrates.  Rocks around the smaller mountain streams often 

support a lush vegetation of ferns and bryophytes, most notably at Torc Waterfall. 

 

Other habitats of note include: Juniper (Juniperus communis) scrub found on islands in the Upper 

Lake and on dry ridges in nearby Newfoundland Bog; damp meadows, with Purple Moor-grass 

(Molinia caerulea), supporting scarce species such as Whorled Caraway (Carum verticillatum) and 

Ivy-leaved Bellflower (Wahlenbergia hederacea); and Calaminarian grasslands, associated with the 

old copper mines on Ross Island, with species such as Sea Campion (Silene vulgaris subsp. 

maritima) and Thrift (Armeria maritima). 

 

A large number of plant and animal species of interest occur within the site: 

 

There are two plant species listed on Annex II of the EU Habitats Directive: Slender Naiad (Najas 

flexilis) which is found in some of the lakes; and, most famous of all, the Killarney Fern 

(Trichomanes speciosum).  An additional twenty-two Red Data Book plant species have been 

recorded, but only twelve of these have been seen recently.  These are Pillwort (Pilularia 

globulifera), Kerry Lily (Simethis planifolia), Irish Lady's Tresses (Spiranthes romanzoffiana), 

Slender Cottongrass (Eriophorum gracile), Slender Cudweed (Logfia minima), Betony (Stachys 

officinalis), Heath Cudweed (Omalotheca sylvatica), Alder Buckthorn (Frangula alnus), Alpine 

Saw-wort (Saussurea alpina), Hoary Whitlowgrass (Draba incana), Smooth Brome (Bromus 

racemosus) and Holly Fern (Polystichum lonchitis).  The first seven of these species are legally 

protected (Flora Protection Order, 1999). 

 

The site is very important for oceanic bryophytes, particularly the woodland species.  It also 

contains good representative examples of the Northern Atlantic Hepatic Mat community and other 

oceanic montane communities.  Killarney Oak woods and mountains have been nominated as a site 

of international importance for bryophytes.   

 

Additional plant species of interest include a fern (Dryopteris affinis subsp. stilluppensis) and a 

Whitebeam (Sorbus anglica), both at their only Irish locations.    

 

The Killarney Woods are notable for the number of rare species of Myxomycete fungus that have 

been recorded, namely Collaria arcyrionema, Craterium muscorum, Cribraria microcarpa (only 

known Irish site), C. rufa, C. violacea, Diderma chondrioderma, D. lucidum, D. ochraceum, Fuligo 

muscorum, Licea marginata. 

 

The site has six bird species which are listed on Annex I of the EU Birds Directive.  A small flock 

of Greenland White-fronted Geese, which winters on the boglands within the National Park, is now 

the only regular flock in the south-west.  The site has one of the highest concentrations of breeding 

Peregrines in the country, as well as some breeding Merlin.  Chough is found both in the coastal 

areas and inland areas of the site, with possibly up to 30 pairs breeding.  Kingfisher is a species 

associated with the lakes and rivers, especially in the National Park and probably breeds.  Finally, a 

few pairs of Common Tern breed within the site.   

 



The woodlands provide habitat for a variety of breeding birds, most notably Garden Warbler, 

Blackcap, and probably a few pairs each of the rare Redstart and Wood Warbler.  

 

Lough Leane is a site for wintering wildfowl with the following the average counts for the two 

winters 1995/96 and 1996/97: Teal (208), Mallard (350), Pochard (81), Tufted Duck (323) and Coot 

(169).    

 

The site supports most of the Irish mammal species.  Of particular note is the occurrence of two EU 

Habitats Directive Annex II species: Lesser Horseshoe Bat, with a total population of about 300 

individuals distributed at several locations, including both nursery and hibernation sites, and Otter.  

Perhaps the best known mammals of the Killarney National Park are the Red Deer, which form the 

only remaining native herd in Ireland, comprised of around 600 animals.  Sika Deer also occur.  

Pine Marten is another notable species.  

 

The site is valuable for its rare fish species, five of which are listed on Annex II of the EU Habitats 

Directive: Brook Lamprey (Lampetra planeri), River Lamprey (Lampetra fluviatilis), Sea Lamprey 

(Petromyzon marinus), Atlantic Salmon (Salmo salar) and Killarney Shad (Alosa fallax 

killarnensis).  The Killarney Shad is a unique land-locked subspecies confined to the Killarney 

lakes.  Also of note is the glacial relict, Arctic Charr (Salvelinus alpinus), a Red Data Book species, 

a unique form of which is found in Lough Coomasaharn. 

 

There are numerous rare invertebrates within the site.  These include three EU Habitats Directive 

Annex II species: Kerry Slug (Geomalacus maculosus), the Freshwater Pearl-mussel (Margaritifera 

margaritifera) and the Marsh Fritillary (Euphydryas aurinia).  The Kerry Slug and Pearl-mussel 

populations are of particular importance in a national context.  Other species of note include: three 

chironomids of international importance found in the River Flesk; a wood ant (Formica lugubris) at 

one of only four Irish sites; a snail (Limnaea involuta), in Lough Crincaum, at its only known 

location; two dragonflies (Cordulea aenea and Somatochlora arctica), the former at one of only two 

known sites in Ireland and the latter at its only known Irish location; and several other aquatic and 

woodland species at their only known Irish locations. 

 

The main landuse within the site is grazing by sheep.  In and around the National Park deer grazing 

is also common.  The extensive grazing has caused damage to many of the terrestrial habitats, 

resulting in degradation of heath and blanket bogs and prevention of woodland regeneration.  In the 

upland habitats the erosion caused by grazing is exacerbated by the exposed nature of the terrain. 

 

Apart from grazing, the woodlands are particularly threatened by Rhododendron (Rhododendron 

ponticum) invasion: approximately two thirds of the Oak woodlands are affected, although a 

Rhododendron removal programme is underway in the National Park.   The Yew wood has been 

adversely affected by heavy grazing for many years, but it is intended to control this in the near 

future by erection of a deer fence.  The bogs are sensitive to grazing and are also threatened by 

turbary, burning and afforestation.  Most of the lakes are very acid sensitive and therefore 

vulnerable to afforestation within the catchment areas.  Lough Leane has been subject to some 

eutrophication, although water quality appears to have improved since phosphates were removed 

from the sewage in 1985.   

 

A management plan was drawn up for the Killarney National Park in 1991.  The park is managed 

primarily for conservation purposes although recreation is also provided for. 

 



Overall, the site is of high ecological value because of the diversity, quality and extensiveness of 

many of the habitats and impressive list of rare species of flora and fauna.  In recognition of its 

importance the Killarney National Park has been designated a World Biosphere Reserve. 
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