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1.0 INTRODUCTION 

Minogue and Associates with Doherty Environmental Ltd. have been commissioned 

by Westmeath County Council and Offaly County Council to undertake a Statement 

in support of Screening for Appropriate Assessment for the proposed Grand Canal 

Greenway, Kilbeggan to Ballycommon branch (see Figure 1.1 for location).  

This statement in support of Screening for Appropriate Assessment (i.e. Screening 

exercise) is being undertaken in order to comply with the requirements of Article 

6(3) of the Habitats Directive and Article 42 of the European Communities (Birds and 

Natural Habitats) Regulations. Section 42(1) of these regulations requires a Public 

Authority to carry out a screening for appropriate assessment of a project which it 

wishes to undertake. The screening for Appropriate Assessment is required to assess 

the project individually or in combination with another plan or project for its 

potential to result in a likely significant effect on a European Site(s), in view of best 

scientific knowledge and in view of the conservation objectives of relevant European 

Site(s). 

The function of this Screening Exercise is to identify the potential for the project to 

result in likely significant effects to the Conservation Objectives of European Sites 

and to provide information so that the competent authority can determine whether 

an Appropriate Assessment is required for the project. 

1.1 STAGE 1 SCREENING METHOD 

The function of the Screening exercise is to identify whether or not the proposal will 

have the potential to result in likely significant effect on European Sites. In this 

context “likely” refers to the presence of doubt with regard to the absence of 

significant effects (ECJ case C-127/02) and “significant” means not trivial or 

inconsequential but an effect that has the potential to undermine the site’s 

conservation objectives (English Nature, 1999; ECJ case C-127/02 &). In other words, 

any effect that compromises the conservation status of a European Sites and 
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interferes with achieving its conservation objectives would constitute a significant 

effect.
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The nature of the likely interactions between the project and the conservation 

status of European Sites will depend upon the sensitivity of these sites and their 

reasons for designation to potential impacts arising from the project; the current 

conservation status of the features for which European Sites have been designated; 

and any likely changes to key environmental indicators (e.g. habitat structure; 

vegetation community) that underpin the conservation status of European Sites, in 

combination with other plans and projects.  

This Screening exercise has been undertaken with reference to respective National 

and European guidance documents: Appropriate Assessment of Plans and Projects in 

Ireland: Guidance for Planning Authorities (DEHLG 2010) and Assessment of Plans 

and Projects Significantly Affecting Natura 2000 sites – Methodological Guidance of 

the Provisions of Article 6(3) and (4) of the Habitats directive 92/43/EEC and relevant 

European and National case law. The following guidance documents were also of 

relevance during this Screening Assessment: 

• A guide for competent authorities. Environment and Heritage Service, Sept 

2002. Appropriate Assessment of Plans and Projects in Ireland – Guidance for 

Planning Authorities (2010). DEHLG. 

• Assessment of Plans and Projects Significantly Affecting Natura 2000 Sites – 

Methodological Guidance of the Provisions of Article 6(3) and (4) of the 

Habitats Directive 92/42/EED. European Commission (2001). 

• Managing Natura 2000 Sites – The provisions of Article 6 of the Habitats 

directive 92/43/EEC. European commission (2000). (To be referred to as MN 

2000). 

The EC (2001) guidelines outline the stages involved in undertaking a Screening 

exercise of a project that has the potential to have likely significant effects on 

European Sites. The methodology adopted for this Screening exercise is informed by 

these guidelines and was undertaken in the following stages: 
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1. Describe the project and determine whether it is necessary for the conservation 

management of European Sites;  

2. Identify European Sites that could be influenced by the project; 

3. Where European Sites are identified as occurring within the sphere of influence of 

the project identify potential effects arising from the project and screen the 

potential for such effects to negatively affect European Sites identified under Point 2 

above; and  

4. Identify other plans or projects that, in combination with the project, have the 

potential to affect European Sites. 
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2.0 PROJECT DESCRIPTION 

2.1 DESCRIPTION OF THE PROPOSED ROUTE 

The proposed project relates to the development of a greenway along the former Kilbeggan 

Branch Canal of the Grand Canal for a distance of c.13.5 kilometres connecting Ballycommon 

Bridge in Co. Offaly with Kilbeggan Harbour, Co. Westmeath. This part of The Grand Canal 

(Kilbeggan Branch), which was constructed between 1830-36 was officially closed in 1961, 

but has been out of use since the end of the nineteenth century due to the development of 

road and rail transportation networks. It continues to provide an attractive environmental 

amenity route along an established dried out canal.   

The landscape associated with this greenway is varied, encompassing boglands, esker, 

woodlands and grasslands along this route. The proposed greenway encompasses 

predominantly lowlying, flat land and in this regard, its gradient is conducive to all users 

(including the cyclist, walker, person in a wheelchair and person pushing a buggy) without 

compromising on the scenic qualities of this route. The design of this project incorporates 

surfacing which will be finished to a high specification in accordance with required 

standards, so as to market and attract both the domestic and international tourist to this 

greenway, as well as accommodating the local communities within its vicinity for 

recreational purposes. 

2.1.1 Features of the proposed development 

The proposed Kilbeggan-Ballycommon Greenway will include the following features: 

.c.13.5km of shared walking and cycling Greenway along the existing towpath. 

• Path widths will vary along the greenway from 1.5m to 3m at its widest. 

Widths will be dictated by existing on-site features. 

• Improvements to the existing towpath along the former canal through the 

provision of suitable surfacing including 804 and Quarry Dust which will be 

the primary surface; Asphalt Tarmac (to be utilised where deemed necessary 

and appropriate for vehicular access (serving necessary agricultural use/ 

Waterways Ireland operations only) and other material finishes will be 

incorporated into the scheme where appropriate.  

• Provision of access controls such as pedestrian and cycle friendly gates along 

the route. 

• The provision of a temporary construction compound to be situated at the 

works yard in Kilbeggan and close to Ballycommon Bridge. All associated 

ancillary works and integrated landscape plans for the reinstatement of 

temporary construction footprint.  
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The detailed approach to the works to the Greenway is presented in the following section 

but primarily comprise the following: 

• Upgrading of former towpath (deviating between eastern and western side 

of proposed greenway in accordance with design of route proposed) with 

varying surfaces proposed having regard to sensitivities and constraints 

(visual, environmental, physical) of the greenway. 

• Traffic safety measures to facilitate safe pedestrian and cycling crossings. 

• Fencing/gates to facilitate safety and permit access to agricultural lands, 

where required. 

• There is no lighting proposed as part of this application.  

• Tree removal is not proposed other than pruning of overhanging branches 

or limited removal where necessary to meet minimum towpath width.  

2.2 PRE-CONSTRUCTION WORKS 

Prior to construction commencing, Westmeath Council will record sensitive areas 

highlighted in either the statutory conditions and/or conditions on the ground, 

giving particular reference to the site operational issues also listed below. This will 

include the areas identified as Ecological Sensitive Areas identified by the 2013 and 

2015 Surveys, and areas within the footprint of the towpath or adjacent to identified 

through the habitat mapping produced as part of these surveys.  The identification 

of these areas on the ground and supervision of fencing off will be supervised by the 

Ecological Clerk of Works. 

2.3 EARTHWORKS 

• Excavation and infilling will be carried out in small progressive stages;  

• Any topsoil that is of use for landscaping will be stored on the site. Where 

this is required during the construction phase, it will be stored suitably far 

away from the canal and other surface water features and covered to avoid 

excessive sediment run-off or wind blow;  

• Whilst no significant run off of silt laden run off is anticipated, given the 

proposed construction methodology, the site will be regularly monitored by 
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construction staff for signs of run-off such as silt in surrounding vegetation 

and measures will be put in place to prevent this where necessary. This may 

include the provision of a solid containment berm (of soil) or alternatively 

the erection of a silt fence. A silt fence may be constructed by attaching a 

sheet of geotextile membrane to a stock fence and burying the bottom of it 

into the ground, thus allowing water to pass through but not the heavier 

fraction of the sediment;  

• Excavations will be carried out using a suitably sized excavator;  

• Any excavated soil that is not re-used will be disposed of to a Local Authority 

approved waste disposal facility;  

• In all circumstances, excavation depths and volumes will be minimised and 

excavated material will be re-used where possible.   

2.4 FUEL USE & STORAGE 

The use of machinery at the site carries the potential for accidental hydrocarbon 

contamination of the area, by fuel spillages or oil leaks for example. The works will be 

carried out in accordance with the following measures to avoid such impacts:  

• Mobile storage such as fuel bowsers will be bunded to 110% capacity to 

prevent spills. Tanks for bowsers and generators shall be double skinned.  

• When not in use, all valves and fuel trigger guns from fuel storage containers 

will be locked.  

• All plant refuelling will take place on site using mobile fuel bowsers. Only 

dedicated trained and competent personnel will carry out refuelling operations.  

• Plant refuelling will take place as far as practicable from watercourses located 

within proximity such as the Silver River and Grand Canal at Ballycommon. A spill kit 
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and drip tray shall be on site at all times and available for all refuelling operations. 

Equipment shall not be left unattended during refuelling.   

• All pipework from containers to pump nozzles will have anti siphon valves 

fitted.  

• Strict procedures for plant inspection, maintenance and repairs shall be 

detailed in the contractor’s method statements and machinery shall be checked for 

leaks before arrival on site.  

• All site plant will be inspected at the beginning of each day prior to use.  

• Defective plant shall not be used until the defect is satisfactorily fixed. 

• All major repair and maintenance operations will take place off site.  

• Care will be taken at all times to avoid contamination of the environment with 

contaminants other than hydrocarbons, such as uncured concrete or other chemicals.  

• The plant refuelling procedures described above shall be detailed in the 

contractor’s method statements. 

2.4.1 Surface Water Management 

Surface water runoff during the construction phase will be contained and will either 

drain to ground or will drain away from the canal. Water will be prevented from 

draining to the canal through the retention of the existing bank on the canal side of 

the towpath and where this is absent the provision of a barrier at such locations that 

will prevent the migration of surface water to the canal. 

• A number of aqueducts (five in total) occur along the proposed Greenway Route. 

These aqueducts cross over watercourses such as the Silver River. To prevent the 
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ingress of any surface water or dust emissions to these watercourses during the 

construction phase, a temporary silt trap and impermeable barrier will be placed 

along the edge of the aqueduct while dust screens will be placed over the aqueduct 

guardrails. 

• Suitable prevention measures will be put in place at all times to prevent the release 

of sediment to other drainage channels associated with construction areas and 

migration to adjacent watercourses.  

• To reduce erosion and silt-laden runoff, the creation, where possible, of natural 

vegetation buffers between the construction footprint and the canal area and other 

drainage channels and divert runoff from exposed excavated areas will be 

undertaken. 

• Disturbance to natural drainage features will be avoided during the construction 

and/or maintenance of proposed greenway.  

• Excavated material will not be stored immediately adjacent to watercourses.  

• During maintenance works of greenway, no construction activities will be undertaken 

at watercourse crossing in wet weather conditions.  

• Any refuelling or lubrication of machinery will not be undertaken within 50m of a 

watercourse. 

 

2.5 OTHER MEASURES TO BE IMPLEMENTED DURING THE CONSTRUCTION PHASE 

A range of other measures will be implemented during the construction phase of the 

greenway. These measures will form part of the approach to the construction phase 
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and will be implemented as required during this phase of the proposed 

development. For the most part they are standard measures that are implemented 

during the construction phase of development projects. Examples of these measures 

are provided above in Section 2 and include the use of bunded containers for fuels, 

the mixing and pouring of concrete during dry weather, the management of surface 

waters generated within the construction footprint etc. However, whilst these 

measures represent standard construction phase measures their primary purpose is 

to avoid pollution to the receiving environment. As it is not considered appropriate, 

at the screening stage of the Article 6(3) assessment process, to take account of 

such measures (People Over Wind v. Coillte, 2018) they have not been relied upon 

during this screening for Appropriate Assessment. 

A full list of these measures, the purpose of which is to avoid or reduce harmful 

effects to the receiving environment are outlined in associated assessments (i.e. 

Screening for EIAR) for the project.  

3.0 SUMMARY OF BASELINE ECOLOGY 

A range of ecological surveys for the Kilbeggan Branch of the Grand Canal have been 

completed in 2013 (Atkins, 2013), and 2016 (ROD, 2016).  A walkover of the route 

was also undertaken in Summer 2018 to ground-truth these surveys and assess if 

any significant changes had occurred to the habitats along the proposed 

development (DEC, 2018). 

These surveys have mapped habitats occurring along this section of the canal and 

have gathered baseline information on the presence and distribution of protected 

species supported by this section of the canal. 

The following table is adapted from the Ecological Survey Report prepared by Atkins 

for Waterways Ireland 2013. The Kilbeggan Canal was walked over again in August 
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2018 by Pat Doherty MCIEEM who ground-truthed the above survey and assessed 

any significant changes to the habitat since the 2013 survey. 

Bridge to Bridge 

(northwards from 

Grand Canal main 

channel) 

Summary of Habitats Fauna 

Campbells Bridge to 

Brook’s Bridge 

The Canal Channel is characterised by recently 

developed wet willow ash woodland. 

Towpaths –Eastern bank dry neutral 

grassland, grading into dry meadows and 

grassy verges. 

Treelines and Hedgerows fringe the towpaths 

on both sides. 

Notable:  A localised pocket of relatively 

species rich Dry Neutral Grassland present 

immediately south of Brooks Bridge on the 

towpath margins. 

Like the rest of the canal the 

habitats likely function as 

commuting and foraging 

routes for a range of 

mammals. 

Both bridges currently 

contain few features that 

can support bat roosts. 

Habitat too wet to support 

burrowing mammals. 

Brook’s Bridge to 

Odlum’s Bridge 

Similar habitats to those described above. 

Immediately south east of Odlum’s Bridge the 

canal footprint is set within a deep channel, 

The footprint of the canal 

and surrounding tall grass 

and hedgerow habitats are 

likely to be of importance for 
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Bridge to Bridge 

(northwards from 

Grand Canal main 

channel) 

Summary of Habitats Fauna 

and this supports Reed and Large Sedge 

Swamp. 

Fringing towpaths support Dry Neutral and 

Calcareous grassland and towpath margins 

support dry meadow and grassy verges. 

Fragrant Agrimony, a plant species 

uncommon in this part of Offaly, was found 

on canal bank near Odlum’s Bridge. 

amphibians, especially 

common frog. 

Odlum’s Bridge to 

Tong’s Bridge 

Canal towpaths support Dry neutral and 

calcareous grassland, and dry meadows and 

grassy verge grassland.  The northern towpath 

supports a relatively diverse mix of semi 

natural grassland. 

Hedgerows and treelines fringe the towpath 

with maturing Broadleaved plantation 

woodland closer to Odlum’s Bridge. In some 

areas the tree lined banks of the canal are 

forming a canopy over the canal channel. 

The calcareous grassland located on the 

margins of Tong’s Bridge has been selected as 

As with the previous 

sections, the mix of habitats 

presents commuting and 

foraging for a range of 

species. 

Confirmed sightings of pine 

marten and the non native, 

invasive mink. 

The structures of the bridges 

do not contain features that 

would support bat roosts. 
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Bridge to Bridge 

(northwards from 

Grand Canal main 

channel) 

Summary of Habitats Fauna 

an Ecologically Sensitive Area due to its 

relative diversity( See subsequent section for 

further detail). 

Tong’s Bridge to 

Wood Of O’ Bridge 

Eastern towpath supports a gravel access 

track/road serving a private dwelling. Fringed 

on either side (Eastern towpath only) by 

rough grassland that supports some 

calcareous elements.  An area approximately 

10mx5m situated immediately south of the 

Tongs Bridge on the eastern towpath margins 

support a considerable diversity of 

calcareous grassland and forbs, plus orchids. 

This is one of the most diverse semi-natural 

grassland along the canal. 

Western towpath is similar habitats with 

calcareous elements not recorded. 

Hedgerows and treelines fringe the towpath 

with a small pocket of Oak Ash Hazel 

woodland present along the southern 

towpath treeline. 

A bank vole was identified as 

well as a dead pygmy shrew.  

As with the above sections, 

this area likely to function as 

a foraging and commuting 

route for a range of species. 
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Bridge to Bridge 

(northwards from 

Grand Canal main 

channel) 

Summary of Habitats Fauna 

Wood of O Bridge to 

Whelan’s Bridge 

The canal bisects a large area of degraded 

raised bog, Bracklin’s Bog in this area. This 

area is one of the most botanically diverse 

along the whole canal section. 

Whilst improved agricultural grassland are 

present at the northern and southern 

extremities of this section,  as the canal passes 

through it supports a diverse, species rich  

transition mire and quaking bog, fringed to 

the east by the towpath supporting calcareous 

rich grassland, dotted with pockets of orchid 

rich vegetation. 

The canal  is fringed throughout to the east 

by an extensive towpath, it is likely that this 

towpath was created by infilling calcareous 

parent material such as limestone rock and 

soils from the surrounding locality. As a 

result the towpath currently supports a 

botanically diverse short grassy lawn 

comprising dry neutral and calcareous 

grassland. Consistent occurrences of peatland 

species are present along the margins of the 

Birds commonly associated 

with open peatland habitats 

were consistently recorded 

within the adjoining blanket 

bog habitat including 

meadow pipet and skylark. 

Foraging habitats for bat 

species and likely used as a 

commuting route for species 

such as Irish Hare. 



Client:  Westmeath County Council and Offaly County Council 

Project Title:  Grand Canal Greenway: Kilbeggan to Ballycommon  
Document Title:  Statement in support of Screening for Appropriate Assessment 

Date:  May 2019 

Document Issue: Draft Final 
V2 

 

 

 

 

DEC Ltd.  13 03/05/2019 

 

Bridge to Bridge 

(northwards from 

Grand Canal main 

channel) 

Summary of Habitats Fauna 

towpath, reflecting its proximity to the large 

surrounding bog habitat. This towpath also 

supports hotspots of orchid rich grassland 

that increases diversity even further. There is 

no towpath along the western part of this 

section of the canal. The presence of four 

Lesser Butterfly orchids are of particular 

significance within this diverse area. 

As a result of the desiccation and drainage of 

young bog woodland, dominated by common 

birch has established on the southern 

boundary and is continuing to spread in this 

area. 

The section of the canal and towpath that 

passes through Bracklin Bog is identified as 

ESA.  

The marsh habitat located beside Whelan’s 

Bridge is also considered to be an Ecologically 

Sensitive Area (ESA) as it supports a diverse 

species assemblage of wetland grasses and 

broadleaved wetland herbs 
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Bridge to Bridge 

(northwards from 

Grand Canal main 

channel) 

Summary of Habitats Fauna 

Whelan’s Bridge to 

Murphy’s Bridge 

The canal towpaths along this section have 

been subsumed into the surrounding 

grassland. Semi natural woodlands including 

oak-ash-hazel woodlands, developed on 

esker mounds are present fringing the canal 

and are classified as ESAs. 

An aqueduct traverses the canal along this 

section. 

A badger sett was confirmed 

along the canal bank, 

commuting and foraging for 

bat species provided by the 

relatively diverse linear 

woodland. 

Murphy’s Bridge to 

Lowertown Bridge 

This stretch of the canal intersects Murphy’s 

Bridge Esker pNHA. 

The eastern canal towpath supports a local 

access road which continues north of 

Murphy’s Bridge Esker before entering a 

private dwelling. North of the private dwelling 

the towpath takes the form  of a well worn 

access track with rough linear grassland. 

The western towpath supports a local access 

road which ends shortly after the road bridge. 

Thereafter the towpath supports rough 

grassland with strips of calcareous grassland, 

A badger sett is located 

within the woodland copse 

west of the canal and it is 

likely they use the canal for 

foraging and commuting.  
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Bridge to Bridge 

(northwards from 

Grand Canal main 

channel) 

Summary of Habitats Fauna 

closer to the Silver River crossing, the 

towpath supports a localised opening of 

calcareous grassland.  North of the Silver 

River the towpath supports semi-improved 

grassland and rough grassland. 

Hedgerows and treelines. 

The section of the canal that intersects with 

the esker pNHA is classified as an ESA 

The canal rises along this stretch to span the 

Silver River, a tributary of the Clodiagh River. 

Lowertown Bridge 

to Grange Bridge 

The majority of the canal towpaths have been 

subsumed into the surrounding agricultural 

grassland in this section.  

Parts of the canal itself have been colonised 

by young, mixed broadleaved woodland. 

North of Lowertown Bridge, the western canal 

towpath supports an unpaved trackway that is 

bordered on both sides by mature sycamore, 

ash and beech trees. The eastern towpath 

The comparatively steep 

banks of the canal located at 

the pronounced turn at the 

canal provide ample habitat 

for burrowing mammals 

though this area could fill 

with water following 

extended rainfall. 
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Bridge to Bridge 

(northwards from 

Grand Canal main 

channel) 

Summary of Habitats Fauna 

supports an unpaved trackway bordered by 

linear woodland habitat. 

Grange Bridge to 

Skeahanagh Bridge 

Towpaths along this section of the canal are 

well defined and are routinely used by locals 

as a walking route. In most cases the towpaths 

are fringed by hedgerows and treelines, with 

one area supporting oak ash hazel woodlands. 

The towpaths in this area are frequently cut 

and are fringed by linear strips of rough 

grassland. 

Parts of the towpath, particularly at Ahuldred 

show affinity with calcareous grassland and 

are notable for consistent occurrences of 

common spotted orchid and occasional 

fragrant orchid.  With the exception of the 

area around Grange Bridge, the towpaths are 

fringed by hedgerows and treelines with an 

enclosed canopy growing in areas the extends 

the woodland cover within the canal channel.  

Good bird activity including 

Yellowhammer and 

moorhen. 

Frequent mammal activity 

associated with the canal 

that supports dense reed 

habitat. Confirmed sightings 

of Irish Hare, Fox and Pine 

marten and woodland 

habitats offer good foraging 

and commuting for a range 

of bat species. 
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Bridge to Bridge 

(northwards from 

Grand Canal main 

channel) 

Summary of Habitats Fauna 

Pockets of orchid rich grassland are present 

along these towpaths. 

South of the M6 road crossing the western 

towpath is fringed by an area of oak-ash-hazel 

woodland. 

A small area of calcareous grassland similar 

to that at Tong’s Bridge was noted close to 

Skeahanagh Bridge, on the sloping canal 

bank. 

The potential for these towpaths to support 

orchid rich calcareous grasslands means they 

are identified as an ESA, subject to altered 

management regime, parts of these 

towpaths could support this habitat. 

Skeaghanagh Bridge 

to Kilbeggan 

Harbour 

The towpaths in this area comprise amenity 

grassland and narrow black topped access 

tracks. Rough grassland are present at the 

margins. 

No mammal species 

confirmed however likely to 

use the linear habitats 

present. 
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Bridge to Bridge 

(northwards from 

Grand Canal main 

channel) 

Summary of Habitats Fauna 

Hedgerow, linear woodland and pockets of 

scrub generally fringe the towpaths. 

There are numerous botanical hotspots located along the Kilbeggan Branch such as 

the margins of Skeahanagh and Tong’s Bridge, the towpaths fringing the canal south 

of Whelan’s Bridge and the pockets of calcareous grassland along the towpaths 

between Tong’s Bridge and Campbell’s Bridge 

The most significant botanical area along the canal includes the section which 

intersects with Murphy’s Bridge Esker pNHA. In addition to the diverse assemblages 

of annuals, perennials and calcicole species, this area also supports two species 

listed on the Red Data List for Vascular Plants -red hemp nettle (Galeopsis 

angustifolia) and blue fleabane (Erigeron acris). 

In the main, the towpaths fringing the canal support low growing calcareous 

grassland that included the most suitable habitat for orchid species. The most 

common and consistently encountered orchid species identified along the towpath 

was the common spotted orchid and occasional fragrant orchid. This was frequent 

along the canal, especially those areas Skeahanagh Bridge and Grange Bridge and 

between Odlum’s Bridge and Campbell’s Bridge.  Orchids re-established during the 

works to the M6 when access was closed, however since this has altered since 

reopening with areas walked and rutted by farm machinery. 

The canal, between Whelan’s Bridge and Wood of O Bridge was identified in the 

2013 survey as being the most botanically diverse stretch along the canal. This is due 
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to the area supporting reed and large sedge swamp and the area fringing the 

towpath supporting orchid rich calcareous grassland. The calcicole habitats 

established within Murphy’s Bridge Esker supported a nice assemblages of orchids 

including pyramidal orchid, common spotted orchid and fragrant orchid. 

A grassland strip in the immediate vicinity of Tong’s Bridge supports a very diverse 

low growing assemblage. This area (covering circa 10m X 5m) supports considerable 

diversity of calcareous well as orchids. Common spotted orchid occurred frequently 

within this habitat with up to 6 early purple orchids occurring within this habitat 

also.   

3.1.1 Ecologically Sensitive Areas (ESAs) 

The 2013 (Atkins) report  identified a total of 7 ESAs within the Kilbeggan Branch. A 

summary of these is provided below following a sequence from the junction with 

the Grand Canal due north.   These are supported by the following criteria: 

• Areas supporting species rich habitats not common within the locality 

• Areas supporting rare, protected or assemblages of locally rare or notable 

plant species 

• Areas supporting high faunal activity or potential for faunal activity. 

ESA1 Calcareous Grassland at Tong’s Bridge: A small area of calcareous grassland 

was identified on the margins of Tong’s Bridge and is associated with the thin soils 

on the sloping canal bank.    

EAS2 Bracklin Bog (Co Offaly): This ESA includes a section of the canal towpath that 

passes through Bracklin Bog with raised bog habitats adjoining the canal towpath. 

The presence of orchid rich grassland and species-rich calcareous grassland 

alongside a diverse wetland habitat comprising an abundance of wetland herbs and 
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sedges makes this one of the most ecologically and botanically significant sites 

within the Kilbeggan Branch. The orchid-rich areas correspond to Annex I habitat 

Semi-natural dry grasslands and scrubland facies on calcareous substrates (Festuco 

Brometalia) (*important orchid sites) [6210]. (Atkins, 2013)  

ESA3 Marsh at Whelans Bridge (Co Offaly) An area of marsh occurs within the canal 

line south of Whelan’s Bridge supporting a tall grasses, sedges and wetland herbs.   

The Silver River crosses the canal in this area. 

ESA4 Bracklin Little (Co Offaly)  The semi natural woodland habitats fringing the 

canal, i.e. hazel-ash-oak woodland are considered as Ecological Sensitive Areas. 

These relatively diverse woodlands are located on esker mounds and provide a 

valuable ecological resource, wildlife corridor and refuge for a range of flora and 

fauna in the locality (Atkins, 2013) . This ESA is located on the area adjacent to the 

eastern towpath. 

ESA5 Murphy’s Bridge Esker (Co Offaly). The Canal is linked to and intersects the 

Murphy’s Bridge Esker pNHA which supports a diverse assemblage of annual, 

perennial and calcicole vascular plant species including two Red Listed plant species, 

notably Red Hemp Nettle and Blue Fleabane where they occur on the low-lying, 

sparsely vegetated sandy gravels and cobble habitats.  This ESA encompasses both 

sides of the canal towpath.  

ESA6 Lowertown Esker The has potential to support orchid rich calcareous 

grassland. These habitats are subject to ongoing management. The ESA has 

woodland, scrub, treelines, hedgerows and rough grassland in adjacent areas and 

provide a valuable ecological resource, wildlife corridor and refuge for a range of 

flora and fauna in the locality.   

ESA7 Ahuldred: This ESA has potential to support orchid rich calcareous grassland 
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3.1.2 Invasive Species 

Canadian waterweed (Elodea canadensis) was identified in 2013 along one stretch of 

the canal immediately south of Wood of O Bridge.  

4.0 EUROPEAN SITES OCCURRING WITHIN THE ZONE OF INFLUENCE OF THE PROJECT 

Current guidance recommends that all European Sites occurring within 15km of 

project sites should be identified at the outset of an impact assessment process. A 

total of seven European Sites have been identified in the surrounding 15km area. 

Table 4.1 lists these European Sites and the spatial relationship between each of 

these sites and the project site is shown on Figure 4.1 and Figure 4.2.  

In addition to the European Sites occurring within a 15km area of the project site the  

DEHLG 2010 guidelines on Appropriate Assessment of Plans and Projects in Ireland 

also advise that where the potential exists for a hydrological pathway to occur 

between the project site and European Sites beyond the 15km distance, then these 

sites should also be included as part of the Screening Assessment. As such the 

European Sites hydrologically linked to the study area are also included. The 

proposed greenway crosses the headwater streams associated with the River Brosna 

catchment. These crossings are made by existing aqueducts. The River Brosna flows 

into the River Shannon Callows SAC and the Mid-Shannon Callows SPA. While there 

is no direct link between the project site and the River Brosna catchment due to the 

existing aqueduct crossings, the location of the proposed greenway within this 

surface water catchment establishes a potential hydrological link between the 

project site and these two European Sites. The location of these European Sites are 

shown in Figure 4.3 and are also listed in Table 4.1. 

The qualifying features of interest of the SACs and the special conservation interests 

of the SPAs listed in Table 4.1 below are provided in Appendix 1. 
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The next step of this Screening exercise is to identify which, if any of these sites, 

occur within the zone of influence of the proposed greenway. As the nearest 

European Site (Spilt Hills and Long hill Esker SAC) is located at a remote distance 

(approximately 3km) from the project site, the project will not have the potential to 

result in direct impacts to European Sites. Thus this Screening exercise focuses on 

investigating whether the proposed greenway will have the potential to result in 

indirect effects to European Sites or affect mobile species associated with European 

Sites beyond the boundaries of their designated conservation areas. 

A source-pathway-receptor model has been used to establish which European Sites 

could occur within the zone of influence of potential indirect impacts. Under such a 

model the project, as described above, represents the source.  

Potential impact pathways are restricted to hydrological pathways as aquaeous 

emissions to surface water and the canal represent the only potential emission to be 

generated during the project. Any European Sites occurring downstream of, or 

otherwise linked to the proposed greenway via hydrological pathways are 

considered to occur within the zone of influence of the project. The potential for 

qualifying species of surrounding European Sites to interact with the study area is 

also included as a potential impact pathway.  

The receptors represent European Sites and their associated qualifying features of 

interest. All qualifying features of interest and special conservation interests as listed 

in Appendix 1 have been considered during the identification of European Sites 

occurring within the zone of influence of the project.  

European Sites and their associated qualifying features are likely to occur in the zone 

of influence of the project only where the above pathways establish a link between 

the study area and European Sites or where the project site is likely to play an 

important role in supporting populations of mobile species that are listed as special 

conservation interests/qualifying species for surrounding European Sites. Table 4.1 
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provides a determination as to whether each European Site within a 15km buffer 

distance of the project site occur within the zone of influence of the project. This 

determination has been undertaken in line with the following assessment questions:  

• Is there a hydrological pathway linking the Project site to European Sites? 

• Are qualifying habitats of these European Sites at risk of experiencing 

impacts as a result of the project? 

• Does the project site have the potential to interact with or support Annex II 

qualifying species/special conservation interest species of these European 

Sites? 
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Table 4.1: Identification of European Sites occurring within the Zone of influence of the Project  

European 

Sites  

Distance 

from Project 

Site 

Is there a Hydrological Pathway and 

does the project have the potential 

to interact with qualifying habitats? 

Does the Project have the potential to 

interact with Mobile Species 

Do European Sites occur within the 

Projects Zone of Influence? 

Split Hills & 

Long Hill 

Esker SAC 

Site Code: 

001831 

3km to the 

north 

No. This SAC is located within a 

separate surface water catchment to 

the project.   

No. No mobile species are listed as 

qualifying features of interest for this SAC 

(see Appendix 1 for a full list of qualifying 

features of interest for this SAC). 

No. No impact pathways link the Project 

site to this SAC. 

Raheenmore 

Bog SAC 

5km to the 

east 

No. This SAC is designated for the 

presence of the Annex 1 peatland 

habitats which are ombrotrophic in 

nature and are not influenced by 

surface water lotic processes. This 

No. No Annex 2 species are listed as 

qualifying features of interest for this 

SAC. 

No. No impact pathways link the Project 

site to this SAC. 
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Site Code: 

000582 

SAC is located at the head of the 

River Brosna catchment upstream 

from the project site.   

Lough Ennell 

SAC  

Site Code: 

000685 

8km to the 

north 

No. This SAC is located within a 

separate surface water catchment to 

the project.   

No. No Annex 2 species are listed as 

qualifying features of interest for this 

SAC.. 

No. No impact pathways link the Project 

site to this SAC. 

Lough Ennell 

SPA 

Site Code: 

0004044 

9km to the 

north 

No. This SPA is located within a 

separate surface water catchment to 

the project.   

No. No open water lake habitat upon 

which the special conservation interests 

of this SPA rely occur along the proposed 

greenway. 

No. No potential impact pathways link 

the project site to this SAC. 

Clara Bog 8.5km to the 

west 

No. This SAC is designated for the 

presence of the Annex 1 peatland 

habitats which are ombrotrophic in 

nature and are not influenced by 

No. No Annex 2 species are listed as 

qualifying features of interest for this 

SAC. 

No. No potential impact pathways link 

the project site to this SPA. 
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Site Code: 

000572 

surface water lotic processes. This 

SAC is located lower down along the 

River Brosna catchment but is not 

connected via surface watercourses 

to the project site.   

 

Charleville 

Woods SAC 

Site Code: 

000572 

7.5km to the 

southwest 

No. This SAC is designated for its role 

in supporting old oak woodland 

habitats which are not reliant on or 

sensitive to lotic processes and 

changes in surface water quality. 

No. The Vertigo moulinsiana is listed as 

the only Annex II qualifying species for 

this SAC. This species is supported by 

marginal habitat along the fringes of 

Charleville Lake in the southern portion 

of this SAC. It also occurs along outflow 

drains and is likely to occur along the 

Grand Canal also. This species is not 

associated with the Tullamore River 

which flows through this SAC and which is 

linked to the project site.  

No. For the reasons outlined in column 

2 no potential impact pathways links 

the project site to this SAC. 
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River Barrow 

and River 

Nore SAC 

Site Code: 

002162 

11km 

downstream  

and to the 

south 

No. This SAC is located within a 

separate surface water catchment to 

the project.   

No. This SAC supports a range of 

qualifying species that include fish 

species and otters. As the populations 

supported by this SAC occur in a separate 

surface water catchment at significant 

distances from the project site there will 

be no potential for the project to interact 

with these species.   

No. No potential impact pathways link 

the project site to this SAC. 

Mid-

Shannon 

Callows SPA 

Site Code: 

004096 

28km to the 

west or 

50km 

downstream. 

Yes. The River Brosna catchment 

drains into this SPA.  

The project site does not support habitat 

upon which populations of special 

conservation interests of this SPA rely. 

However the potential for the 

hydrological pathway to lead to 

interactions between the special 

conservation interest species of the SPA 

and the project requires further 

examination.  

Yes. The potential for the hydrological 

pathway, linking the project site to this 

SPA, to function as an impact pathway 

requires further examination to 

establish whether or not the project 

could result in downstream effects to 

this SPA.  
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River 

Shannon 

Callows SAC 

Site Code: 

000216 

28km to the 

west or 

50km 

downstream. 

Yes. The River Brosna catchment 

drains into this SPA. 

This SAC is designated for its role in 

supporting a population of otters. The 

location of the project site, approximately 

50km upstream of this SAC situates it 

outside the territorial area of any otters 

supported by this SAC. However the 

potential for the hydrological pathway to 

lead to interactions between the otter 

population of the SAC and the project 

requires further examination. 

Yes. The potential for the hydrological 

pathway, linking the project site to this 

SAC, to function as an impact pathway 

requires further examination to 

establish whether or not the project 

could result in downstream effects to 

this SPA.  
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Table 4.1 above outlines the relationship between the project site and the European Sites 

occurring within the surrounding 15km buffer area and downstream along the River 

Shannon. Of the seven European Sites occurring within a 15km radius of the Project site, 

none have been identified as occurring within the zone of influence of the project site.  

A hydrological pathway has been identified linking the project site to the two River Shannon 

Callows European Sites. As such the remainder of this Screening aims to identify whether the 

project will have the potential to result in likely significant effects to the Mid-Shannon 

Callows SPA and the River Shannon Callows SAC  

4.1 EUROPEAN SITES OCCURRING WITHIN THE ZONE OF INFLUENCE OF THE VARIATON 

The following sub-sections provide an overview of the River Shannon Callow European Sites. 

4.1.1 Mid-Shannon Callows SPA  

The Middle Shannon Callows SPA is a long and diverse site which extends for approximately 

50km from the town of Athlone to the town of Portumna. The site has extensive areas of 

callow, or seasonally flooded, semi-natural, lowland wet grassland, along both sides of the 

river. The callows are mainly too soft for intensive farming but are used for hay or silage or 

for summer grazing. Other habitats of smaller area which occur alongside the river include 

lowland dry grassland, freshwater marshes, reedbeds and wet woodland. The diversity of 

semi-natural habitats present and the sheer size of the site attract an excellent diversity of 

bird species, including significant populations of several.  

The site is a Special Protection Area (SPA) under the E.U. Birds Directive, of special 

conservation interest for the following species: Whooper Swan, Wigeon, Corncrake, Golden 

Plover, Lapwing, Black-tailed Godwit and Black-Headed Gull. It is also of special conservation 

interest for holding an assemblage of over 20,000 wintering waterbirds. and the site and its 

associated waterbirds are of special conservation interest for Wetland & Waterbirds.  

The Middle Shannon Callows SPA supports a breeding population of Corncrake (19 pairs - 

five year mean peak between 2003 and 2007, based on records of calling males).  
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The Middle Shannon Callows SPA is an internationally important site that supports an 

assemblage of over 20,000 wintering waterbirds. It holds internationally important 

populations of two species - Whooper Swan and Black-tailed Godwit. In addition, there are 

four species that have wintering populations of national importance. The site also supports a 

nationally important breeding population of Corncrake. Of particular note is that several of 

the species which occur regularly are listed on Annex I of the E.U. Birds Directive, i.e. 

Whooper Swan, Corncrake and Golden Plover.  

4.1.2 River Shannon Callows SAC  

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):  

• [6410] Molinia Meadows  

• [6510] Lowland Hay Meadows  

• [8240] Limestone Pavement*  

• [91E0] Alluvial Forests* 

• [1355] Otter (Lutra lutra)  

The River Shannon Callows is mainly composed of lowland wet grassland. Two habitats listed 

on Annex I of the E.U. Habitats Directive are well-represented within the site – Molinia 

meadows and lowland hay meadows. The former is characterised by the presence of the 

Meadow Thistle (Cirsium dissectum) and Purple Moor-grass (Molinia caerulea), while typical 

species in the latter include Meadow Fescue (Festuca pratensis), Rough Meadow-grass (Poa 

trivialis), Downy Oat-grass (Avenula pubescens), Common Knapweed (Centaurea nigra), 

Ribwort Plantain (Plantago lanceolata) and Common Sorrel (Rumex acetosa). In places these 

two habitats grade into one another.  

Low-lying areas of the callows with more prolonged flooding are characterised by Floating 

Sweet-grass (Glyceria fluitans), Marsh Foxtail (Alopecurus geniculatus) and wetland herbs 

such as Yellow-cress (Rorippa spp.), Water Forget-me-not (Myosotis scorpioides) and 
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Common Spike-rush (Eleocharis palustris). Most of the callows consist of a plant community 

characterised by Creeping Bent (Agrostis stolonifera), Brown Sedge (Carex disticha), 

Common Sedge (Carex nigra), and herbs such as Marsh- marigold (Caltha palustris) and 

Marsh Bedstraw (Galium palustre), while the more elevated and peaty areas are 

characterised by low-growing sedges, particularly Yellow Sedge (Carex flava agg.) and Star 

Sedge (Carex echinata). All these communities are very diverse in their total number of plant 

species, and include the scarce species Meadow-rue (Thalictrum flavum), Summer Snowflake 

(Leucojum aestivum) and Marsh Stitchwort (Stellaria palustris).  

A further two Annex I habitats, both listed with priority status, have a minor though 

important presence within the site. Alluvial forest occurs on a series of alluvial islands just 

below the ESB weir near Meelick. Several of the islands are dominated by well-grown 

woodland consisting mainly of Ash (Fraxinus excelsior) and Willows (Salix spp.). The islands 

are prone to regular flooding from the river.  

At Clorhane, an area of limestone pavement represents the only known example in Co. 

Offaly. It is predominantly colonised by mature Hazel (Corylus avellana) woodland, with 

areas of open limestone and calcareous grassland interspersed. The open limestone 

pavement comprises bare or moss -covered rock, or rock with a very thin calcareous soil 

cover supporting a short grassy turf.  

Two species which are legally protected under the Flora (Protection) Order, 1999, occur in 

the site - Opposite-leaved Pondweed (Groenlandia densa) in drainage ditches, and Meadow 

Barley (Hordeum secalinum) on dry alluvial grassland. This is one of only two known inland 

sites for Meadow Barley in Ireland. The Red Data Book plant Green-winged Orchid is known 

from dry calcareous grasslands within the site, while the site also supports a healthy 

population of Marsh Pea (Lathyrus palustris).  

This site holds a population of Otter, a species listed on Annex II of the E.U. Habitats 

Directive.  

The Shannon Callows has by far the largest area of lowland semi-natural grassland and 

associated aquatic habitats in Ireland, and one in which there is least disturbance of natural 
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wetland processes. Botanically, it is extremely diverse with two legally protected species of 

plants and many scarce species. Excellent examples of two habitats listed on Annex I of the 

E.U. Habitats Directive occur within the site – Molinia meadows and lowland hay meadows 

with good examples of a further two Annex habitats (both with priority status). In winter the 

site is internationally important for numbers and species of waterfowl. In spring it feeds 

large numbers of birds on migration, and in summer it holds very large numbers of breeding 

waders, rare breeding birds and the endangered Corncrake, as well as a very wide variety of 

more common grassland and wetland birds. The presence of Otter, an Annex II species, adds 

further importance to the site.  

4.1.3 Qualifying Features of Interest/Special Conservation Interests Occurring within the Zone of 

Influence of the Project 

Table 4.2 below lists the qualifying features of interest/special conservation interests of the 

two European Sites occurring within the zone of influence of the Project site and identifies 

the interest features that occur within the zone of influence of the proposed rezoning.  

Table 4.2: Qualifying Features of Interest/Special Conservation Interests Occurring Within 

the Zone Of Influence of the Project site   

European Site Qualifying 

Interest  

Does the qualifying feature of interest/special 

conservation interest occur within the Sphere of 

Influence of the Project 

River Shannon 

Callows SAC  

[6410] Molinia 

Meadows  

 

No. This is a terrestrial habitat whose 

conservation status is not influenced by or 

underpinned by surface water quality. 
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[6510] Lowland 

Hay Meadows  

No. This is a terrestrial habitat whose 

conservation status is not influenced by or 

underpinned by surface water quality. 

[8240] 

Limestone 

Pavement*  

No. This is a terrestrial habitat whose 

conservation status is not influenced by or 

underpinned by surface water quality. 

[91E0] Alluvial 

Forests* 

No. While this habitat is influenced surface 

water quality it is located a significant distance 

downstream from the project site. The only 

example of this habitat within this SAC is on 

islands within the River Shannon to the south of 

Meelick. These examples of alluvial woodland 

are located over 60km downstream from the 

project site. This distance along with the 

considerable watercourses occurring between 

the project site and these woodland are 

sufficient to ensure that this features does not 

occur within the zone of influence of the project.  

[1355] Otter 

(Lutra lutra)  

Yes. This species is influenced by surface water 

quality. 

Mid-Shannon 

Callows SPA  

Whooper Swan 

(Cygnus cygnus) 

[A038] 

Yes. This species relies on habitats influenced by 

surface water quality.  



Client:  Westmeath County Council 
Project Title:  Grand Canal Greenway: Kilbeggan to Ballycommon  

Document Title:  Statement in support of Screening for Appropriate Assessment 

Date:  Dec. 2018 
Document Issue: Draft 

 

 

 
Doherty Environmental 37 03/05/2019 

 

Wigeon (Anas 

penelope) 

[A050] 

Yes. This species relies on habitats influenced by 

surface water quality. 

Corncrake (Crex 

crex) [A122] 

Yes. This species relies on habitats influenced by 

surface water quality. 

Golden Plover 

(Pluvialis 

apricaria) [A140] 

Yes. This species relies on habitats influenced by 

surface water quality. 

Lapwing 

(Vanellus 

vanellus) [A142] 

Yes. This species relies on habitats influenced by 

surface water quality. 

Black-tailed 

Godwit (Limosa 

limosa) [A156] 

Yes. This species relies on habitats influenced by 

surface water quality. 

Black-headed 

Gull 

(Chroicocephalus 

ridibundus) 

[A179] 

Yes. This species relies on habitats influenced by 

surface water quality. 
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Wetland and 

Waterbirds 

[A999] 

Yes. The wetland and waterbird habitats of this 

SPA are influenced by surface water quality.   

Following on from Table 4.2 above, the following features of interest of the Mid-Shannon 

Callows European Sites have been identified as being linked to the project site via a 

hydrological pathway:  

• Otters;  

• Special conservation interest bird species of the Mid-Shannon Callows SPA; and  

• Wetland and waterbirds of the Mid-Shannon Callows SPA.   

5.0 ASSESSMENT OF LIKELY SIGNIFICANT EFFECTS TO FEATURES OF INTEREST WITHIN THE 

ZONE OF INFLUENCE OF THE PROJECT  

The consideration of likely significant effects to European Sites as a result of the project 

relates to an examination of the project’s potential to result in contamination to local 

surface waters with consequent adverse effects downstream at the Mid-Shannon Callows 

European Sites. The local surface water that will receive contaminated surface water in the 

event of a release of pollutants to the aquatic environment are the head water streams of 

the River Brosna catchment. Whether the project will have the potential to result in adverse 

effects to the European Sites and their relevant features of interest downstream of the 

project site is dependent on the capacity of the hydrological pathway between the project 

site and these European Sites to function as an effective impact pathway. An assessment of 

the hydrological pathway and its potential to function as an impact pathway is provided in 

the following sub-section.  
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5.1 ASSESSMENT OF THE HYDROLOGICAL PATHWAY  

The nearest point of the Mid-Shannon Callows European Sites to the project site is 

approximately 50km downstream along the River Brosna catchment (see Figure 4.3 for an 

overview of the hydrological pathway). The headwater streams draining lands in the vicinity 

of the project site represent a minor fraction of the overall volume of freshwater drained by 

the River Brosna catchment. This coupled with the low quantities of potential polluting 

materials to be stored on site will eliminate the potential for the project, even in the event 

of the release of contaminated surface water to local receiving waters, from having an effect 

on the conservation status of European Sites downstream along the River Shannon. 

Further details on the reasons supporting this evaluation of the hydrological pathway’s lack 

of potential to function as an impact pathway are as follows: 

• The potential link between the project site and the hydrological pathway linking it to 

the Mid-Shannon Callows SPA European Sites is at very localised points at aqueduct 

crossings along the proposed greenway. The materials required during construction 

at these points will be limited in quantity. Only quantities needed for works at each 

of the aqueduct crossing points will be stored on site during the works. 

• The quantities of potentially polluting materials that will be used in the vicinity of 

aqueduct crossings throughout the construction phase will be small and in the 

unlikely event of their ingress to watercourses flowing under the proposed 

greenway will become quickly diluted downstream. The bulk of all material required 

for the construction phase will be stored at the proposed construction compound 

which will be located.  

• The low volumes of water runoff discharging to the receiving head waters flowing 

under the proposed greenway, which will facilitate dilution of any potentially 

polluting surface water runoff locally within these waterbodies; and 

• The minor fraction of freshwater flows that the headwaters flowing under the 

proposed greenway contribute to the overall freshwater flows in the River Brosna 
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catchment and the River Shannon. This minor ratio will facilitate thorough dilution of 

any potentially polluting surface water entering the head waters of the Brosna 

catchment prior to draining into the River Shannon and the Mid-Shannon Callows 

European Sites. 

5.2 ASSESSMENT OF PROJECT ELEMENTS 

A Ecological Cumulative Assessment (EcCIA) of the Grand Canal Greenway from the River 

Shannon to Dublin Bay has been completed on behalf of Waterways Ireland (Rough 

O’Donovan, 2016). This EcCIA listed the potential ecological impacts that may arise as a 

result of the provision of a Greenway along the Grand Canal. The impacts identified are as 

follows:  

Earth Works: Construction of the proposed greenway will involve excavation of a small 

amount of soil. There is also the potential for small excavation works as part of the ongoing 

maintenance activities. This creates the potential for sediment and/or nutrient run-off, 

especially if soil is stored in an unconsolidated state for a period of time. Suspended solids or 

nutrients resulting from the decomposition of organic material could potentially enter the 

drainage features, such as the head waters of the River Brosna. Given the low volume of 

spoil that will be generated at aqueduct crossing points there will be no potential for 

significant sediment inputs to the head waters of the River Brosna catchment. In addition 

due to the distance (of approximately 50km) between the project site and the nearest point 

of the Mid-Shannon Callows European Sites downstream there will be no potential for 

sediment to be conveyed downstream to these European Sites.  

Disturbance to Fauna: the proposed greenway is located at a very remote distance from the 

European Sites along the River Shannon and activities during the construction phase and the 

operation phase will not have the potential to result in disturbance to the otter population 

and special conservation interest bird species supported by these European Sites.  

Pollution of Watercourses: The risk of pollution to surface watercourses posed by the 

project will be low (see Section 5.1 above) and there will be no potential for the activities 
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associated with the construction phase to result in changes to water quality within the 

European Sites downstream along the River Shannon.   

Spread of Invasive Species: The results of ecological surveys in 2013 found that terrestrial 

invasive species are not a threat to the status of the terrestrial habitats fringing the canal 

line. Elodea canadensis was the only invasive species noted during this survey. This is an 

aquatic species and as there are no instream works proposed as part of the project there will 

be no potential for the project to interact with or result in the spread of this species. As such 

the spread of invasive species is not considered to represent a significant risk to the local 

ecological surrounding the proposed greenway. Given the distance between the project site 

and the European Sites along the Shannon there will be no potential for the project to result 

in the spread of such within these European Sites.    

Disturbance during the operation phase: The proposed greenway will result in an increase 

in recreational activity along the canal line. Due to the location of the proposed greenway at 

a remote distance from any populations of species that are listed as qualifying features for 

surrounding European Sites and from any qualifying habitats of surrounding European Sites 

there will be no potential for the project to result in disturbance to European Sites during its 

operation phase. 

5.3 IN-COMBINATION EFFECTS 

There are currently no major infrastructural schemes in preparation in the project area.  

Public realm projects within Kilbeggan town are nearing completion (2019).  

At a larger scale, there are proposals in train or in receipt of planning consent for Greenway 

development in Counties Offaly and Kildare along the main channel of the Grand Canal.   

Overall, the effects will relate to increased recreational use of the Greenway over time; as 

this is an established recreational route with no additional lighting proposed, it is considered 

that no significant cumulative effects will arise at the local level. In addition to this the EcCIA 

for the Grand Canal (including the Kilbeggan branch) assessed the implications of the 

provision of greenways along the Grand Canal and concluded that the development of the 
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individual sections of the greenway will not be additive and will not have the potential to 

combine to result in cumulative adverse effects to the ecology occurring along the Grand 

Canal. Given the absence of cumulative impacts at the local level there will be no potential 

for the project to combine with other sections of the Grand Canal greenway to result in 

cumulative effects to European Sites at significant distance from the project site.  

6.0 ASSESSMENT OF LIKELY SIGNIFICANT EFFECTS IN VIEW OF EUROPEAN SITE CONSERVATION 

OBJECTIVES  

The function of this screening exercise is to determine whether the proposed greenway 

project is likely to have significant effects on the European Sites occurring within its zone of 

influence. The screening is required to be completed in view of the Conservation Objectives 

for the qualifying features of interest of these European Sites that also occur within the zone 

of influence of the project. 

No Site Specific Conservation Objectives (SSCOs) have been formulated for Mid-Shannon 

Callows SPA European Sites. As no detailed Conservation Objectives have been published for 

the otters and alluvial woodland of the River Shannon Callows SAC or the special 

conservation interest bird species of the Mid-Shannon Callows SPA a review was undertaken 

of other SACs and SPAs to identify sample SSCOs for these interest features. SSCOs for otters 

and alluvial woodland have been taken from the River Barrow and River Nore SAC, while 

SSCOs for the special conservation interest bird species of the Mid-Shannon Callows SPA 

have been taken from the River Shannon and River Fergus Estuaries SPA. SSCOs have been 

prepared for only a few SPAs in Ireland that support breeding bird species. Examples of 

these are Rockabill SPA and Saltee Island SPA. The attributes and targets used to defined 

favourable conservation condition for breeding birds in these SPAs, are used as SSCOs for 

the breeding corncrake population supported by the Mid-Shannon Callows SPA.  

An assessment of the project’s potential to undermine the SSCOs for the features of interest 

occurring within the zone of influence of the project is also outlined in Table 6.1. 
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Table 6.1: Assessment of the Project potential to effect the SSCOs of the qualifying feature 

occurring within its Zone of Influence  

Attribute. 

No. 

Attribute Target Assessment 

River Shannon Callows SAC: Otters  

1 Distribution No significant decline The proposed greenway will not have the 

potential to result in a decline in the 

distribution of the otter population 

supported by the SAC. The project is 

located at a very remote distance from 

the SAC and will not have the potential 

to result in disturbance to the population 

of otters supported by it. For reasons 

outlined in Section 5 above the project 

will not have the potential result in a risk 

to surface water quality in the vicinity of 

the project site and will not perturb 

water quality downstream within the 

SAC.  

2 Extent of 

terrestrial habitat 

No significant decline The project will not result in any loss of 

terrestrial habitat for the otter 

population supported by the SAC.  
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3 Extent of marine 

habitat 

No significant decline The project will not result in any loss of 

marine habitat for the otter population 

supported by the SAC. 

4 Extent of 

freshwater habitat 

(river) 

No significant decline The project will not result in a decline in 

the extent of freshwater habitat 

available for otters. For reasons outlined 

in Section 5 above the project will not 

have the potential result in a risk to 

surface water quality in the vicinity of the 

project site and will not perturb water 

quality downstream within the SAC. 

5 Extent of 

freshwater habitat 

(lakes) 

No significant decline The project will not result in any loss of 

marine habitat for the otter population 

supported by the SAC. 

6 Couching sites and 

holts 

No significant decline Any couch sites or holts sites associated 

with the population of otters supported 

by the SAC are located at a significant 

distance from the project site and will 

not be affected by any activities 

associated with the project.  

7 Fish biomass No significant decline As the project is not predicted to have 

the potential to result in perturbations to 

water quality within or in the vicinity of 

the SAC it will not have the potential to 
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result in a decline in the extent of 

biomass available for the SAC.  

8 Barriers to 

connectivity 

No significant increase The project will not result in any barriers 

to the movement of otters along 

watercourses within or outside the SAC.  

Mid-Shannon Callows SPA Special conservation interest bird species – Wintering Waterbirds 

9 Population trend  Long term population trend 

stable or increasing  

For reasons outlined in Section 5 above 

the project will not have the potential to 

undermine the targets for this 

conservation objective attribute. 

10 Distribution  There should be no significant 

decrease in the range, timing 

or intensity of use of areas by 

special conservation interest 

bird species of the SPA 

occurring within the zone of 

influence other than that 

occurring from natural 

patterns of variation  

For reasons outlined in Section 5 above 

the project will not have the potential to 

undermine the targets for this 

conservation objective attribute. 

Mid-Shannon Callows SPA Wetland habitat  

11 Wetland habitat 

area  

The permanent area occupied 

by the wetland habitat should 

be stable and not decreasing, 

The wetland habitats of the SPA are 

located at a significant distance from the 

project site and there will be no potential 
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other than that occurring from 

natural patterns of variation  

 

for the project to result in a decrease in 

the extent of wetland habitat supported 

by the SPA. 

Mid-Shannon Callows SPA Special conservation interest bird species – Breeding Corncrake 

12 Breeding 

population 

abundance: 

apparently 

occupied nests 

No significant decline Corncrake breeding habitat and nest 

sites are located a significant distance 

from the project site (over 30km as the 

crow flies) and there will be no potential 

for the project to result in disturbance to 

these nest sites.  

13 Productivity rate: 

fledged young per 

breeding pair 

No significant decline Breeding productivity for corncrake and 

birds in general is influenced by a range 

of factors such as: the availability of good 

foraging habitat; weather conditions 

during the breeding season; undisturbed 

nest sites; absence of or low rates of 

predation; absence of or low rates of 

disease. 

Land use activities can influence 

productivity by changing the condition of 

foraging habitats and/or disturbing nest 

sites. As the project site is located 

approximately 30km SPA there will be no 

potential for it to result in changes to 
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corncrake foraging habitat or result in 

disturbance to corncrake nest sites.  

14 Distribution: 

suitable nesting 

habitat 

No significant decline Due to the significant distance separating 

the project from the SPA there will be no 

potential for the project to result in any 

changes to the distribution of available 

nesting habitat within the SPA. 

15 Prey biomass 

available 

No significant decline Due to the significant distance separating 

the project from the SPA there will be no 

potential for the project to result in any 

changes to the availability of prey 

biomass within the SPA. 

 The assessment outlined in Table 6.1 above has found that the project will not have the 

potential to undermine the Conservation Objectives for the features of interest of the Mid-

Shannon Callows SPA and the River Shannon Callows SAC occurring within the zone of 

influence of the project. Based on this finding the project will not have the potential to result 

in likely significant effects to the conservation status of these features and the European 

Sites that support them.  

7.0 CONCLUSION 

During the Screening of the proposed greenway it was found that seven European Sites 

occur within a 15km radius of the project site and an additional two European Sites occur at 

a greater distance (i.e. approximately 50km) downstream of the project site. The nearest 

European Site (Split Hills and Long Hills Esker SAC) to the project site is located 

approximately 3km to the northeast. The seven European Sites occurring within a 15km 

radius of the project site, were not identified as occurring within the zone of influence of the 
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project and were screened out from further consideration at an early stage of this screening 

exercise. 

The remaining two European Sites occurring along the Mid-Shannon Callows were identified 

as occurring within the zone of influence of the project by virtue of the presence of a 

hydrological pathway linking the project site to these European Sites.  

The potential for the hydrological pathway that links the project to these European Sites, to 

function as an impact pathway was assessed as part of this screening exercise. This 

assessment was completed by considering all aspects of the proposed project that could 

result in the emission of potentially polluting material to the head waters of the River Brosna 

catchment, which flow under the proposed greenway and eventually drain to the Mid-

Shannon Callows European Sites. 

This assessment found that the Mid-Shannon Callows European Sites downstream are not 

deemed to be at risk of likely significant effects from the project due to:  

The low risk of significant impacts posed by the project to the water quality of the River 

Brosna catchment head waters, flowing under the proposed greenway;  

The low volumes of water runoff discharging to the receiving head waters flowing under the 

proposed greenway, which will facilitate dilution of any potentially polluting surface water 

runoff locally within these waterbodies; and 

The minor fraction of freshwater flows that the headwaters flowing under the proposed 

greenway contribute to the overall freshwater flows in the River Brosna catchment and the 

River Shannon. This minor ratio will facilitate thorough dilution of any potentially polluting 

surface water entering the head waters of the Brosna catchment prior to draining into the 

River Shannon and the Mid-Shannon Callows European Sites. 

For the reasons outlined above it is considered that the proposed greenway along the Grand 

Canal Kilbeggan line from Kilbeggan to Ballycommon will not present a risk to the 

Conservation Objectives of European Sites downstream at the Mid-Shannon Callows. As 
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such this screening exercise concludes that an Appropriate Assessment is not required for 

this project.  
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APPENDIX 1: QUALIFYING FEATURES OF INTEREST OF EUROPEAN SITES OCCURRING 

WITHIN THE WIDER SURROUNDING AREA 

A total of seven European Sites were identified as occurring within a 15km radius of the 

project site and an additional two European Sites were identified as occurring downstream 

of the project site at Dublin Bay. Table A1.1 below lists the qualifying features of interest of 

each of these European Sites.  

Table A1.1: Qualifying Features of Interest European Sites occurring within a 15km radius 

and downstream of the Project  

European 
Sites  

Qualifying Feature Of Interest/Special Conservation Interests  

Split Hills & 
Long Hill Esker 
SAC Site Code: 
001831 

Semi-natural dry grasslands and scrubland facies on calcareous 
substrates (Festuco-Brometalia) (* important orchid sites) [6210] 

Raheenmore 
Bog SAC Site 
Code: 000582 

Active raised bogs [7110] 

Degraded raised bogs still capable of natural regeneration [7120] 

Depressions on peat substrates of the Rhynchosporion [7150] 

Lough Ennell 
SAC Site Code: 
000685 

Alkaline fens [7230] 

Lough Ennell 
SPA Site Code: 
0004044 

Pochard (Aythya ferina) [A059] 

Tufted Duck (Aythya fuligula) [A061] 

Coot (Fulica atra) [A125] 

Wetland and Waterbirds [A999] 

Clara Bog SAC 
Site Code: 
000572 

Semi-natural dry grasslands and scrubland facies on calcareous 
substrates (Festuco-Brometalia) (* important orchid sites) [6210] 

Active raised bogs [7110] 

Degraded raised bogs still capable of natural regeneration [7120] 

Depressions on peat substrates of the Rhynchosporion [7150] 

Bog woodland [91D0] 

Charleville 
Woods SAC 
Site Code: 
000572 

Old sessile oak woods with Ilex and Blechnum in the British Isles [91A0] 

Vertigo moulinsiana (Desmoulin's Whorl Snail) [1016] 

River Barrow 
and River 

Estuaries [1130] 

Mudflats and sandflats not covered by seawater at low tide [1140] 
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Nore SAC Site 
Code: 002162 

Reefs [1170] 

Salicornia and other annuals colonising mud and sand [1310] 

Atlantic salt meadows (Glauco-Puccinellietalia maritimae) [1330] 

Mediterranean salt meadows (Juncetalia maritimi) [1410] 

Water courses of plain to montane levels with the Ranunculion 
fluitantis and Callitricho-Batrachion vegetation [3260] 

European dry heaths [4030] 

Hydrophilous tall herb fringe communities of plains and of the 
montane to alpine levels [6430] 

Petrifying springs with tufa formation (Cratoneurion) [7220] 

Old sessile oak woods with Ilex and Blechnum in the British Isles [91A0] 

Alluvial forests with Alnus glutinosa and Fraxinus excelsior (Alno-
Padion, Alnion incanae, Salicion albae) [91E0] 

Vertigo moulinsiana (Desmoulin's Whorl Snail) [1016] 

Margaritifera margaritifera (Freshwater Pearl Mussel) [1029] 

Austropotamobius pallipes (White-clawed Crayfish) [1092] 

Petromyzon marinus (Sea Lamprey) [1095] 

Lampetra planeri (Brook Lamprey) [1096] 

Lampetra fluviatilis (River Lamprey) [1099] 

Alosa fallax fallax (Twaite Shad) [1103] 

Salmo salar (Salmon) [1106] 

Lutra lutra (Otter) [1355] 

Trichomanes speciosum (Killarney Fern) [1421] 

Margaritifera durrovensis (Nore Pearl Mussel) [1990] 

Mid-Shannon 
Callows SPA 
Site Code: 
004096 

Whooper Swan (Cygnus cygnus) [A038] 

Wigeon (Anas penelope) [A050] 

Corncrake (Crex crex) [A122] 

Golden Plover (Pluvialis apricaria) [A140] 

Lapwing (Vanellus vanellus) [A142] 

Black-tailed Godwit (Limosa limosa) [A156] 

Black-headed Gull (Chroicocephalus ridibundus) [A179] 

Wetland and Waterbirds [A999] 

River Shannon 
Callows SAC 
Site Code: 
000216 

Molinia meadows on calcareous, peaty or clayey-silt-laden soils 
(Molinion caeruleae) [6410] 

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

Limestone pavements [8240] 

Alluvial forests with Alnus glutinosa and Fraxinus excelsior (Alno-
Padion, Alnion incanae, Salicion albae) [91E0] 

Lutra lutra (Otter) [1355] 
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