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Explanation 
 

Special Area of 
Conservation (SAC) 
 

Habitats 
Directive 
(92/43/EEC) 
 

The Directive was 
transposed into Irish 
law by S.I. 94 of 
1997-The European 
Communities 
(Natural Habitats) 
Regulations 1997. 
(subsequently 
amended by the 
Wildlife Amendment 
Act, 2000). 
 

The Habitats Directive requires Ireland to propose 
relevant areas for designation as Special Areas of 
Conservation for the conservation of listed habitats 
and species, and to maintain their favourable 
conservation status. 
 
Part IV of the 1997 Regulations requires local 
authorities in respect of development requiring 
planning permission to ensure that an appropriate 
assessment of the implications of a proposed 
development within an SAC be undertaken. 
 
Currently there are 364 candidate SACs comprising 
in excess of 900,000 hectares. All sites receive 
protection from date of advertisement. A listing of 
sites is available at www.heritagedata.ie 
 

Natural Heritage Area 
(NHA) 
 

Wildlife Act 2000 
 

The Wildlife Act 
2000 provides a legal 
basis for designation 
and for a level of 
protection broadly 
comparable to that 
provided for SACs in 
the 1997 Habitats 
Regulations (see 
above). 
 

NHAs are areas of national ecological importance. 
Over 1100 such areas have been proposed. The total 
extent of these areas is just over 900,000 ha. 
The ecological interest which underlies proposed 
NHAs is taken into account in decisions on planning 
applications or State grants for developments that 
would affect this interest. A listing of sites is available 
at www.heritagedata.ie 
 

Special Protection Area

(SPA) 
 

EU (Birds) 
Directive 
(79/409/EEC) 
 

Conservation of Wild 
Birds Regulations 
(S.I. 291 of 1985) and 
by S.I. 94 of 1997-the 
European 
Communities 
(Natural Habitats) 
Regulations 1997, 
(subsequently 
amended by the 
Wildlife Amendment 
Act 2000). 
 

The Birds Directive requires that special measures be 
taken to conserve the habitats of listed species in 
order to ensure their survival and reproduction in their 
area of distribution. 
The most suitable areas for these species are 
classified as Special Protection Areas. Ireland is 
obliged to “take appropriate steps to avoid pollution or 
deterioration of habitats or any disturbances affecting 
the birds”. Only 
activities which do not have significant effects on 
birds are acceptable in SPA’s. The Birds Directive 
also requires the avoidance of pollution or 
deterioration of habitats generally 
outside specifically protected sites. SPAs and SACs 
together form a network of protected sites across the 
EU called “Natura 2000”. A listing of sites is available 
at www.heritagedata.ie 
 

Statutory Nature 
Reserves 
 

Wildlife Act 1976 
(subsequently 
amended by the 
Wildlife Amendment 
Act, 2000). 
 

Currently there are 78 
nature reserves covering 
18,095 ha. Statutory 
nature reserves may be 
established and 
managed on State lands 
or on 
private lands in 
agreement with the 

Nature reserves provide the strictest means in Ireland 
for the protection of wildlife sites. Nearly all damaging 
activities can be legally prevented in them. The 
Wildlife Act 1976, 
gives the Minister right of consultation in advance 
where certain activities are being carried out by State 
Departments in these nature reserves. A listing of 
sites is available at www.heritagedata.ie 
 



owner, 
which meet certain 
scientific criteria and 
comprise wildlife habitats 
worthy of 
conservation. 
 

National Park   The main aims of national parks are nature 
conservation and conservation-sensitive public 
recreation and education. In addition, their tourist 
value is recognised. The six national parks in 
Killarney, Connemara, Glenveigh, the 
Burren, Mayo and Wicklow are part of a network of 
national parks established internationally. A listing of 
sites is available at www.heritagedata.ie 
 

Refuge for Fauna  Wildlife Act 1976 
(subsequently 
amended by the 
Wildlife Amendment 
Act 2000). 
 

Under the Wildlife Act, 1976, the Minister may 
designate areas as refuges for certain species of wild 
birds or wild animals and impose restrictive measures 
in order to protect the species and their habitats. 
Ireland has designated seven areas as Refuges for 
Fauna. These relate to cliffs and islands to protect 
breeding seabirds. 
 

Wildfowl Sanctuary  Wildlife Act 1976 
(subsequently 
amended by the 
Wildlife Amendment 
Act 2000). 
 

Wildfowl Sanctuaries may be created on State or 
private land to protect ducks, geese and waders from 
hunting. There are 68 Wildfowl Sanctuaries. 
 

Landscape 
Conservation Area 
(LCA) 
 

 Section 204 of the 
Planning and 
Development Act 
2000 allows for the 
designation of an 
LCA. The Act 
outlines the 
consultation 
procedure necessary 
when proposing a 
Landscape 
Conservation Area. 
 

In accordance with Section 204 of the Act, a planning 
authority may designate any area or place as an LCA 
for the purposes of the preservation of the landscape. 
 

Tree Preservation 
Order 
(TPO) 
 

 Section 205 of the 
Planning and 
Development Act, 
2000 
 

The objective of a TPO is to protect trees, groups of 
trees and woods of amenity value. Trees, which are 
the subject of a TPO cannot be felled unless the 
owner applies for planning permission to the local 
authority. 
 

Salmonid River EC Freshwater 
Fish Directive 
introduced in 
1978 
 

European 
Communities 
(Quality of Salmonid 
Waters) Regulations, 
1988, S.I. No 84 of 
1988. 
 

Salmonid fish are effective water quality indicators 
because of their sensitivity to pollution. Ireland is 
legally required to maintain and improve the water 
quality of rivers for salmonid fisheries. A listing of 
sites is available at www.cfb.ie or from the Central 
Fisheries Board. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 

INTERNATIONALLY RECOGNISED SITES 
 

Ramsar site Ramsar 
Convention on 
Wetlands of 
International 
Importance. 
 

Protection derives 
from other 
designations of the 
sites as SPAs or 
Nature Reserves. 
 

This Convention was ratified by Ireland in 1984. It 
obliges the State to  recognise and conserve any 
internationally important wetlands. The Convention 
notes the presence of rare, vulnerable, endemic or 
endangered plants or animals as a factor in 
determining international importance. There are 47 
sites comprising some 70,550 ha which have been 
designated to date. 
Further information is available at www.ramsar.org. 
 

World Heritage Site  UNESCO 
(United 
Nations 
Educational, 
Scientific and 
Cultural 
Organisation) 
 

 World Heritage Sites cover cultural and natural 
features of world importance. There are two World 
Heritage Sites in the State. The Brú na Bóinne 
archaeological complex in the Boyne Valley, which 
includes the world famous 
passage tombs of Knowth, Dowth and Newgrange. 
The second site is the early Christian monastic 
settlement on Sceilig Mhichil, Co. Kerry. The World 
Heritage Convention was adopted by UNESCO in 
1972 and came into force in 1976. Further 
information is available at www.worldheritagesite.org 
 

Biogenetic Reserve Council of 
Europe 
 

 Biogenetic reserves are recognised by the Council of 
Europe. The European Network of Biogenetic 
Reserves was introduced in 1976 to protect 
representative samples of natural habitats in Europe. 
There are 14 such reserves in Ireland comprising 
6,587 hectares. All are protected either as Nature 
Reserves or through State ownership. 
 

UNESCO Biosphere 
Reserve 
 

Biosphere 
Reserves, 
designated by 
national 
governments 
and recognised 
by UNESCO 
under the 
MAB and 
Biosphere 
Programme. 
 

 Biosphere reserves are areas of terrestrial and 
coastal/marine ecosystems. Their main objective is to 
facilitate sustainable development within certain 
zones defined as 'core areas', for nature 
conservation. They represent a tool for implementing 
the concerns of Agenda 21, the Convention on 
Biological Diversity and other 
international agreements. Biosphere Reserves 
combine conservation, research and education within 
a single site and link these sites up to an international 
network, which makes the biosphere concept 
different from more traditional means of protecting 
sites (such as reserves and parks). There is an 
implicit recognition of cultural identity, where human 
impact has a key role in maintaining 
biodiversity. Ireland's two Biosphere Reserves are 
Killarney 
National Park and North Bull Island, Co. Dublin. 
Further information is available at 
www.unesco.org/mab/wnbr.htm. 
 

 

 


