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1 ROSSLAREôS NATURAL HERITAGE 

ð by Jim Hurley ð 

2 INTRODUCTION 

Rosslare, also known as Rosslare 
Strand, supports a wealth of wildlife, 
habitats and natural amenities. The 
villageôs most significant natural 
heritage amenities are mudflats and 
sandflats and the internationally-
important population of wintering 
waterbirds that can regularly be seen 
feeding on these flats close to 
Burrow Road and Rosslare Point. 
Other notable wildlife interests and 
amenities of the area include 

¶ An adult female Blue Whale, the 
largest animal ever known to have 
lived on Earth, that live-stranded on 
the Hantoon Bank in 1891. 

¶ A profusion of wild flowers 
including some very rare plants. 

¶ A wealth of wild bird life including 
a Great Spotted Woodpecker. 

¶ Sand-loving wildlife on the very 
popular seaward beach that is 
Rosslare Strand and mud-loving 
wildlife on the Back Strand. 

This guide introduces the reader to 
the natural heritage resource values 
of the Rosslare area, outlines the 
habitat types and protected areas 
found there, presents a country code, 
suggests six places to visit in and 
around the village and gives sources 
of further information. 

Figure 1. Location map. 

(Map: Wexford County Councilôs iMaps viewer at https://maps.wexford.ie/imaps/; 
© Ordnance Survey Ireland / Government of Ireland; OSi Permit No 9035) 

3 ROSSLAREôS SIGNIFICANT RESOURCES 

Wetlands and waterbirds. Wexford Harbour and Slobs regularly support over 20,000 
wintering waterbirds; the site is one of the top wetland sites in Ireland for both the 
numbers and diversity of wild birds that it supports. When the tide ebbs at Rosslare 
Back Strand, the very extensive area of mudflats and sandflats that is exposed at the 
south-eastern extremity of Wexford Harbour attracts birds, mainly waders, to feed on 
life forms living in the freshly exposed muddy substrate. While the area is of interest at 
all times of year, the winter half of the year (September to March) is the best time to 

https://maps.wexford.ie/imaps/
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see the most birds, morning, with the sun behind, is the best time of day, a falling tide 
is ideal and dry, calm sunny weather conditions are a welcome added bonus. As the 
tide starts to fall birds move in from their high tide roosts on islands and sand banks in 
Wexford Harbour to feed on the freshly exposed areas. As the tide falls lower the birds 
move farther away from the shore and are therefore more difficult to see as the area is 
very extensive (see Section 7.4). 

One-third of the worldôs population of the Greenland White-fronted Goose is entirely 
reliant on sand banks in Wexford Harbour as safe night roosts. The daily spectacle of 
thousands of geese flying to and from the North and South Slobs can be viewed early 
each morning and late each evening during winter from both Rosslare Bird Hide (see 
Section 7.4) and Rosslare Point (see Section 7.5). These are two of a very few 
locations in Ireland from where this species can be so readily observed. 

Blue Whale. When visitors access the Natural History Museum in London via the main 
entrance on Cromwell Road they enter the huge Hintze Hall dominated by a cast of 
Diplodocus carnegii, popularly known as Dippy, a very long-necked, small-headed, 

long-tailed, plant-eating North American dinosaur. In the summer of 2017 the museum 
authorities plan to remove the artificial dinosaur bones and to give pride of place to the 
genuine skeleton of the adult female Blue Whale that live stranded in 1891 on the 
Hantoon Bank off Rosslare Point. Blue Whales are the largest animals ever known to 
have lived on Earth; bigger than the largest of the dinosaurs. 

Wild flowers. Wild plants flourish in Rosslare due to the areaôs great diversity of 

habitats, its abundance of sand and its location in the Sunny South East. Two 
nationally very rare native clovers are of particular note; Clustered Clover Trifolium 
glomeratum and Subterranean Clover Trifolium subterraneum have been recorded 
growing with Spring Vetch Vicia lathyroides, another rare plant, in short grass on sandy 

ground in the village. The two rare clovers have each been recorded at fewer than five 
sites in Ireland and are scheduled in the Flora (Protection) Order, 2015 (SI 356/2015). 
Another plant that is rare in Ireland but is common in the Sunny South East, and in 
Rosslare in particular, is the Tree Lupin Lupinus arboreus, a small shrub with pale 

yellow flowers. It is an alien that is native to California. Other North America aliens 
recorded growing in Rosslare include Springbeauty Claytonia perfoliata and 
Skunkweed Navarretia squarrosa. 

Great Spotted Woodpecker. Since bones of woodpeckers have been found in caves, 
it is known that these birds once lived in Ireland. However, they became extinct in the 
distant past. Over the years, small numbers turned up annually as rare and irregular 
visitors. One turned up at Rosslare Golf Club in 1989; its arrival hailed, jokingly, by the 
local press as óa rare birdieô on the golf course. It was not until 2009 that breeding by 
these birds was proven in the Republic of Ireland. Great Spotted Woodpeckers are now 
found in a number of counties along the eastern seaboard. Though they are breeding 
in County Wexford they have not yet colonised the Rosslare area. 

Sand and mud. Sand-loving wildlife thrives on the very fine seaward beach that is 

Rosslare Strand on the eastern side of the village (see Section 7.2). Mud-loving wildlife 
thrives on the more sheltered Back Strand on the western side of the village (see 
Sections 7.4 and 7.5). The sand and mud are separated by the Burrow, a long, narrow 
sand spit stretching northwards from Rosslare village. The spit used to be very long but 
in the winter of 1924-25 a storm breached the sandy landform and over time it was 
gradually washed away; its end is now protected by rock armouring to stave off further 
coastal erosion (see Section 7.5). 
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4 HABITAT TYPES 

A habitat is a place where plants and animals live. The habitat types found in Rosslare 
are described very briefly and are mapped below. The letters and numbers in brackets 
are the Fossitt codes, that is, the reference codes used in the standard habitat 
classification system used in the Republic of Ireland (Fossitt, 2000). 

 

Figure 2. Gross habitat types in Rosslare. 

 

Wetland habitats (yellow). Freshwater wetland 
habitats are represented by a number of small streams 
disgorging into the drainage ditches (FW4) and canals 
that were dug in the 19th century during the intaking of 
the former tidal marshes and their reclamation as 
polders for agricultural production. The most significant 
watercourse near the village is the Grange Big river 
(FW2) (see Section 7.6). There are about eight ponds in 
the area but most of these are small, overgrown, silted 
and/or filled in; the most sizeable are four artificial 
ponds (FL8) excavated on Rosslare Golf Course. 

Grassland habitats (green). Improved grassland 
habitats are represented by intensively managed 
agricultural fields (GA1) around the village and by 
amenity grasslands (GA2) in the village such as lawns 
and grassy areas in gardens, parks, around buildings, 
golf course fairways, sports fields, etc. Semi-natural 
grasslands (GS2) are represented by roadside verges, 
headlands of fields, railway embankments, rough areas 
on the golf courses and neglected fields and gardens. 
Wet or waterlogged ground supports either wet 
grassland (GS4) if grasses are dominant, or marsh 
(GM1) if herbs are dominant. Dry old grassland near the 
sand dunes is clothed in dense Bracken (HD1). [Since 
arable crops (BC1), tilled land (BC3) and other 
cultivated lands make up a very small proportion of the 
mapped area, these habitat types are included here 
with the grassland habitats.] 

Woodland habitats (purple). The Grove, the largest 
local stand of old woodland (see Section 7.3), is a 
highly modified, mixed, broadleaved woodland (WD1) 
with areas dominated by scrub (WS1) and Sycamore 
saplings (WS2). Forestry plantations (WD4) are found 
near the Grange Big river (see Section 7.6). Hedgerows 
(WL1) are common in farmland. Scattered trees (WD5) 
and treeline (WL2) occur around the village with several 
significant old pines and cypresses and both stands and 
lines of ornamental shrubs (WS3) abound in peopleôs 
gardens. 

Built land habitats (orange). Built habitats include all 
the buildings, footpaths, tracks, roads, railways and 
other artificial surfaces (BL3) throughout the village 
including gardens (BC2), flower beds and borders 
(BC4), earth banks (BL2), stone walls and other 
stonework (BL1). 

Coastland habitats (cyan). Coastland habitats 
comprise soft cliffs (CS3) (see Section 7.1), upper 
(CM2) and lower (CM1) salt marsh (see Section 7.5), 
Marram dunes (CD2) (see Section 7.2), fixed dunes 
(CD3), dune slacks (CD5) (see Section 7.5), coastal 
constructions (CC1) (see Section 7.2), and intertidal 
sediments of sand (LS2) (see Section 7.2), muddy sand 
(LS3) and mud (LS4) (see Section 7.5). 

 (Map: Courtesy of Wexford County Council; © Ordnance Survey Ireland and 
Government of Ireland; OSi Permit No 9035) 
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5 PROTECTED AREA 

The network of protected natural heritage sites that extends throughout the European 
Union is known as óNatura 2000ô. 

Natura 2000 sites in the Republic of Ireland can be either SPAs or cSACs or both. 

¶ SPAs are Special Protection Areas for wild birds and they have been 

designated since 1985. 

¶ cSACs are candidate Special Areas of Conservation for habitats and life 
forms other than wild birds. While these candidate sites await formal 
designation, the protective mechanisms in respect of Natura 2000 sites are 
effective from the date of initial notification of these sites. 

Rosslare Back Strand is part of a large protected area comprising two overlapping 
Natura 2000 sites. The protected area comprises Wexford Harbour, the North and 
South Slobs, Castlebridge Marsh, the estuary and the tidal waters of the Slaney River 
almost to Enniscorthy town, the River Slaney as far north as the foothills of the Wicklow 
Mountains and Rosslare Back Strand. 

Figure 3. The protected area for wildlife at Rosslare. 

(Map source: National Parks and Wildlife Service (NPWS) map viewer at 
http://webgis.npws.ie/npwsviewer/; © Ordnance Survey Ireland and 

Government of Ireland; OSi Permit No 9035) 
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The two overlapping Natura 2000 sites that comprise the protected area are: 

¶ Wexford Harbour and Slobs Special Protection Area (SPA) No IE004076 (SI 
194/2012, NPWS, 2012 and NPWS, 2011c) and 

¶ The Slaney River Valley, candidate Special Area of Conservation (cSAC) No 
000781 (NPWS, 2011b, NPWS, 2011a and McCorry and Ryle, 2009). 

At Rosslare Back Strand the SPA (below left) extends to the southern extremity of the 
former Hopeland intake whereas the cSAC southern boundary (below right) stops at 

the line of rocks in front of the Rosslare Bird Hide. 

Figure 4. 
Spatial 
extent of 
the 

overlapping SPA and cSAC at Rosslare Back Strand. 

(Map source: National Parks and Wildlife Service (NPWS) map viewer at 
http://webgis.npws.ie/npwsviewer/; © Ordnance Survey Ireland and 

Government of Ireland; OSi Permit No 9035) 
 

The qualifying interest of the SPA is its óWetland and Waterbirdsô, specifically 32 
named species of wild birds annexed in the EU Birds Directive (NPWS, 2012 and EU, 
2010). The qualifying habitat interests of the cSAC are óMudflats and sandflats not 
covered by seawater at low tideô. Both Otters and Harbour Seals are annexed in the 
EU Habitats Directive and are qualifying life forms of the cSAC (NPWS, 2011b and EU, 
2007). 

The conservation objectives for the site are to maintain the favourable conservation 
condition of the qualifying interests. 
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6 CONSERVATION AND SAFETY 

Wexford County Council, Rosslare Community Development Association and Rosslare 
Tidy Towns Committee all want to preserve and protect the natural heritage resource 
values of the Rosslare area and to ensure that your visit to the area is a safe one. You 
can help by following the Country Code. 

¶ Respect the natural environment. Bring your litter home. Leave nothing but 
footprints. 

¶ Respect other life forms. Kill nothing but time. Take nothing but memories and 
photographs. Leave wild flowers for others to enjoy. 

¶ Respect landownersô property and privacy. Seek permission to enter private 
lands or properties. Be aware of the possibility of stray golf balls near the golf 
courses. 

¶ Keep dogs under control especially near wild bird feeding areas. Do use 
biodegradable and compostable poop bags and dispose of them responsibly. 

¶ Leave Rosslare Bird Hide in the state you would like to find it in. Park safely and 
responsibly if using your car as a mobile hide. 

¶ Be aware of deep water and strong currents around some of the rock groynes 
on Rosslare Strand. 

¶ Help protect the salt marsh at Rosslare Back Strand by not driving over it. Be 
aware that the mudflats can be treacherously soft in places and that the tide 
rises rapidly. 

¶ Safeguard against fire on the sand dunes during periods of prolonged dry 
weather. 

¶ Rare birds like Little Terns nest on the sand banks in Wexford Harbour in 
summer. Since their eggs and chicks are very well-camouflaged, people landing 
on these sand banks pose a threat of unknowingly trampling on their nests. 
Landing may also frighten incubating birds off their nests causing eggs and 
chicks to die from exposure or predation. 

Enjoy your visit to Rosslare and contribute to the conservation of the amenities you 
have come to enjoy by following the Country Code. Thank you. 

 

 

Concerns regarding nature conservation should be 

addressed to Tony Murray, the local National Parks 

and Wildlife Service (NPWS) Conservation Ranger, 

e-mail Tony.Murray@ahg.gov.ie 

telephone (076) 100 2662. 
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7 PLACES TO VISIT 

The following locations in and around the village are well worth a visit. 

 

Figure 5. Places to visit in Rosslare (see text below for details). 

(Map: Wexford County Councilôs iMaps viewer at https://maps.wexford.ie/imaps/; 
© Ordnance Survey Ireland / Government of Ireland; OSi Permit No 9035) 
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