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Focus Area Report on Protection, Restoration  

and Enhancement of Salmon Habitat in the Republic of Ireland 
 

 
INTRODUCTION 

 

Under the óNext Stepsô process, Focus Area Reports (FARs) are intended to provide 

an in-depth assessment of measures, as reflected in Implementation Plans, to 

implement NASCO Agreements, Resolutions, and Guidelines.  The FARs provide the 

basis for review of the current management approach and proposed actions and to 

assess their efficacy in addressing the overall objectives of NASCO and, in particular, 

to conserve, restore and enhance salmon stocks.   

 

A summary of Irelandôs Implementation Plans for Habitat Protection and Restoration 

is set out in Appendix 1. The Summary Plan outlines the actions in response to the 

main threats affecting habitat in Irish rivers and outlines the management approach for 

the protection and restoration of habitat over the coming years including monitoring 

and actions required under the EU WFD and Habitats Directives.   These actions also 

address these threats in the context of the NASCO agreements including expected 

outputs and delivery dates. This Focus Area report will set out in-depth the measures 

to implement the NASCO Plan of Action for the Application of the Precautionary 

Approach to the Protection and Restoration of Atlantic Salmon Habitat. This Plan of 

Action identifies that NASCOôs overall objective is to maintain and, where possible, 

increase the current productive capacity of Atlantic salmon habitat.  Furthermore, 

Contracting Parties have agreed that they and their relevant jurisdictions should seek 

to:  

 

¶ Protect the current productive capacity of the existing physical habitat 

of Atlantic salmon; and 

¶ Restore, in designated areas; the productive capacity of Atlantic 

salmon habitat which has been adversely impacted.   

 

This focus area report on protection, restoration and enhancement of salmon habitat 

will also address these objectives. 

 

The report follows the layout suggested in NASCO CNL (08)33.  

 

 
1. Overview of Salmon Rivers within the Jurisdiction 

 

In Ireland, 148 rivers have been designated as salmon catchments (NASCO 2005, 

CNL (05) 45). These rivers were selected from an original list of 261 Fishery Systems 

(McGinnity et al, 2003). These rivers range from large catchments with salmon 

conservation limits over 10,000 fish (Moy, Suir, Nore, Blackwater) to small rivers 

with a CL of around 100 salmon. The rivers are distributed throughout the 17 Fishery 

Districts around the Irish coast (fig 1). There is only one designated salmon river in 

the Drogheda District (River Boyne) while there are 26 designated salmon rivers in 

the Kerry District (table 1). The conservation status of each river is shown (fig 2). 
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Table 1. Number of Designated salmon Rivers by District 

 
Fishery District Number of Salmon Rivers 

Dundalk 5 

Drogheda 1 

Dublin 3 

Wexford 3 

Waterford 11 

Lismore 7 

Cork 10 

Kerry 26 

Shannon 14 

Galway 6 

Connemara 4 

Ballinakill 8 

Bangor 7 

Ballina 6 

Sligo 4 

Ballyshannon 12 

Letterkenny 21 

Total 148 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                 Fig 1. Location of 17 Fishery Districts 
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Fig 2. Location and conservation status of Irelandôs 148 Designated Salmon 

Rivers - Rivers shown in green have salmon stocks meeting river specific 

conservation limits in 2008. Rivers shown in orange are meeting 65%-99% of 

conservation limit and rivers shown in red are meeting Ò 65% of conservation limit. 
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2. Current status of salmon habitat and the quantity and quality of salmon habitat 
(historic and current) 

 

The status of salmon habitat in Ireland was classified as poor in the ñStatus of EU 

Protected Habitats and Species in Ireland Reportò, (NPWS), 2008. This classification 

was as a result of reporting on the national overview rather than on an individual river 

basis. The poor status of salmon habitat reported resulted from the broad range of 

environmental factors affecting salmon rivers nationally. Agricultural enrichment, 

forestry related pressures and poor water quality resulting from inadequate sewage 

treatment were the major habitat impacts identified. Individual salmon rivers may be 

impacted to varying degrees by habitat impacts but not all salmon rivers can be 

classified as poor. The current status of salmon habitat in individual salmon rivers is 

set out in Section 5a of this report, where impacts and potential risks to productive 

capacity are addressed. 

 

Quantity and Quality of Salmon Habitat 
The quantification of salmon habitat was undertaken in a 2003 study, ñQuantification 

of the Freshwater Salmon Habitat Asset in Ireland using data interpreted in a GIS 

platformò (McGinnity et al, 2003)  

 

A quantitative estimate of the area (m
2
) of salmon river and lake habitat resource in 

Ireland is presented for each of Irelandôs 17 Fisheries District (Table 2).  

 

Table 2. A quantitative estimate (m
2
) of the national salmon river and lake 

habitat resource in Ireland presented on a Fisheries District basis.  

 
FISHERIES 
DISTRICT 

Total fluvial 

habitat in 

salmon rivers 

(m
2
) 

Accessible 

fluvial habitat 

in salmon 

rivers 

(m
2
) 

% of 

National total 

accessible 

fluvial  

Total 

lacustrine 

habitat  

(m
2
) 

Accessible 

lacustrine 

habitat  

(m
2
) 

Dundalk  2,436,340 2,372,751 2.1 1,591,368 1,591,368 

Drogheda  6,695,412 6,695,412 5.9 13,221,896 13,221,896 

Dublin  3,967,758 2,741,828 2.4 23,031,955 667,656 

Wexford  7,161,341 7,032,752 6.2 1,973,710 444,985 

Waterford  24,569,103 24,345,915 21.5 350,587 350,587 

Lismore  9,340,439 9,314,020 8.2 34,401 34,401 

Cork  7,241,815 4,715,328 4.2 14,022,420 1,314,679 

Kerry  8,797,110 8,522,449 7.5 58,520,473 56,607,695 

Limerick  46,450,964 14,394,975 12.7 392,185,102 10,502,205 

Galway  8,253,242 5,307,431 4.7 283,202,813 177,472,441 

Connemara  867,759 811,701 0.7 18,023,298 17,323,803 

Ballinakill  2,076,178 1,934,183 1.7 13,021,122 10,996,195 

Bangor  3,336,934 3,239,957 2.9 18,348,851 18,348,851 

Ballina  9,301,174 8,881,629 7.8 74,122,826 69,847,999 

Sligo  4,200,104 3,990,574 3.5 32,002,961 19,502,146 

Ballyshannon  10,178,849 3,361,359 3.0 92,513,368 28,714,469 

Letterkenny  5,631,468 5,337,762 4.7 20,450,397 19,392,136 

National 

TOTAL  159,299,803 111,863,902 

100 

1,052,364,769 442,789,056 

A total fluvial habitat of 159 million m
2
 was estimated nationally.  Within salmon 

rivers, the analysis has estimated that 70% or approx 111 million m
2
 is accessible to 
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salmon.  Of the 17 Fisheries Districts, the Waterford District has the greatest quantity 

of accessible fluvial habitat (24.3 million m
2
) available for juvenile salmon production 

or 21.5% of the national total. A total of 1,052 million m
2 

of lake habitat was 

identified in the 17 Fisheries Districts (Table 2).  Of this lake habitat, 442 million m
2 

is available for salmon production.  The Galway District accounts for 40% of the 

accessible lake habitat available. Data is provided on total and accessible fluvial and 

lake habitat on an individual river system basis (Appendix 2).   

 

The River Suir in the Waterford District has the largest quantity of accessible fluvial 

habitat of any salmon river nationally (8.8 million m
2
) or 7.8% of the national total, 

(Table 3).  The largest twenty rivers in terms of accessible wetted area contain 67.5% 

of the total accessible fluvial salmon habitat in Ireland (Table 3, Figure 3).  

 

Table 3. Quantity of Salmon Habitat in Irelandôs Largest 20 Salmon Rivers 

Rank 
Fishery 
District 

OS Catchment 
Name 

Total fluvial 
habitat total 
(m2) 

Fluvial 
habitat 
accessible 
(m2) 

Fluvial 
habitat 
accessible 
by river as a 
% of national 
fluvial 
accessible 

Cumulative fluvial 
habitat 
accessible to 
salmon as a % of 
total national 
fluvial accessible 
to salmon 

1 Waterford Suir 8911096 8795447 7.8 7.8 

2 Lismore Blackwater 7728122 7701703 6.8 14.6 

3 Ballina Moy 7495504 7075959 6.3 20.9 

4 Waterford Nore 6796230 6796230 6.0 26.9 

5 Drogheda Boyne 6695412 6695412 5.9 32.8 

6 Waterford Barrow 6548527 6495633 5.7 38.5 

7 Wexford Slaney 4945255 4945255 4.4 42.9 

8 Galway Corrib 6719329 4038058 3.6 46.5 

9 Limerick Shannon 35757947 3702750 3.3 49.8 

10 Limerick Maigue 2437307 2437307 2.2 51.9 

11 Dublin Liffey 3444930 2308361 2.0 54.0 

12 Kerry Laune 2482704 2265312 2.0 56.0 

13 Sligo Ballysadare 2301152 2190538 1.9 57.9 

14 Limerick Feale 2020036 2019244 1.8 59.7 

15 Cork Bandon 1663070 1652104 1.5 61.2 

16 Wexford Avoca 1766724 1638135 1.4 62.6 

17 Limerick Deel 1502689 1502689 1.3 63.9 

18 Bangor Owenmore 1386308 1386308 1.2 65.2 

19 Sligo Garvogue 1376884 1376884 1.2 66.4 

20 Limerick Fergus 1270553 1270553 1.1 67.5 

 

A total of 40.1 million m
2 
of potential fluvial salmon habitat is located upstream of the 

large-scale hydro dams (Figure 3) on four rivers (Liffey, Lee, Shannon and Erne). The 

Standing Scientific Committee of the National Salmon Commission have classified 

these rivers as non-self sustaining and these rivers are significantly below their 

salmon conservation limits. Plans have being drawn up to address both upstream and 

downstream fish passage issues on these rivers and salmon stock restoration plans 

have recently been prepared and published for the Shannon, Erne and Lee, (See 

Section 6 below). 
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Figure 3. Map of the 17 Irish Fisheries Districts showing the location of the principal salmon rivers 
(only  5th order or higher tributaries shown) within each District.  
 
Key: Red lines on four rivers (Liffey, Lee, Shannon & Erne) refer to hydroelectric dams abo ve which 
salmon populations are considered not self -sustaining. Rivers marked 1 to 20 are the 20 rivers with 
the greatest  quantity of habitat accessible to salmon. These rivers are: (1) Boyne, (2) Liffey, (3) 
Avoca, (4) Slaney, (5) Barrow, (6) Nore, (7) Suir (8) Blackwater, (9) Bandon, (10) Laune, (11) Feale, 
(12) Deel, (13) Maigue, (14) Shannon, (15) Fergus, (16) Corrib, (17) Owenmore, (18) Moy, (19) 
Ballysadare & (20) Garvogue. 
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Quality of Salmon Habitat 
 

Habitat Quality  

The quality of salmon habitat in terms of its capacity to produce juvenile salmon has 

been studied by Amiro (1993). Habitat is divided into eleven gradient classes, with 

Amiro class 1 being very low gradient (Ò0.5%) and Amiro class 11 being very high 

gradient (>5%). Medium gradient (classes 4, 5, 6) has been shown to be potentially 

the habitat with the best capacity for the production of juvenile salmon.   

 

Accessible fluvial habitat (wetted area) was categorised using the eleven-class Amiro 

classification system. Habitat in each Fisheries District was divided into three 

categories, low gradient (Amiro classes 1, 2 & 3), medium gradient (Amiro classes 4, 

5 & 6) and high gradient (Amiro classes 7, 8, 9, 10 & 11) and expressed as a 

percentage of total available habitat nationally.  81.9% of accessible fluvial habitat 

was classified as low gradient, 8.35% as medium gradient and 9.74% as high gradient 

(Figure 4).  The Waterford, Limerick and Kerry Districts have the largest quantity of 

accessible medium gradient habitat nationally indicating a higher potential for the 

production of juvenile salmon compared to other Districts, (fig 4). The Waterford 

District also has the greatest quantity of accessible fluvial habitat. 
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Figure 4. The percentages of low (upper figure), medium (middle figure), and 

high gradient habitat (lower figure), expressed as a percentage of total national 

accessible fluvial habitat. 


