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1.

Introduction

1.1: Background
In 2020, John Derwin, Peatland Ecologist, was appointed by Waterford City and County
Council (WCCC) to carry out an Appropriate Assessment (AA) Screening Report for the
proposed development of the Mahon Falls car park in the Comeragh Mountains, County
Waterford. The AA Screening Report assessed with the best scientific knowledge available,
whether or not the development either individually or in combination with other plans is likely
to have a significant effect on the conservation objectives of areas designated as being of
European importance for nature conservation.
As the development occurs within Comeragh Mountains SAC (001952) it may impact on the
protected habitats Dry Heath, Wet Heath, Blanket Bog, Exposed Siliceous Rock and
Upland Eroding Rivers. Therefore, it is a requirement to produce a Natura Impact
Statement (NIS). This will enable WCCC to comply with its obligations under Article 6 (3) of
Council Directive 92/43/EEC on the conservation of natural habitats and of wild fauna and
flora (Habitats Directive).
1.2: Legislative Context
The EU Habitats Directive (92/43/EEC) provides the framework for legal protection of habitats
and species of European Importance. The directive provides the legislative means to establish
a network of sites throughout the EU with the objective of conserving habitats and species
deemed to be of Community interest. These sites include Special Areas of Conservation
(SACs) designated under the Habitats Directive and Special Protection Areas (SPAs)
designated under the Birds Directive and together are known as the Natura 2000 Network.
Article 6(3) of the Habitats Directive requires that all plans or projects that are likely to affect
the conservation objectives of Natura sites require an Appropriate Assessment:
“Any plan or project not directly connected with or necessary to the management of the site
but likely to have a significant effect thereon either individually or on combination with other
plans and projects, shall be subject to an appropriate assessment of its implications for the
site in view of the site’s conservation objectives. In light of the conclusions of the assessment
of the implications for the site and subject to the provisions of paragraph 4 the competent
authorities shall agree to the plan or project only after having ascertained that it will not
adversely affect the integrity of the site concerned and if appropriate after having obtained the
opinion of the general public”.
1.3: Methodology
This Natura Impact Statement (NIS) has been prepared with reference to the EC GuidanceManaging Natura 2000 sites. The provisions of Article 6 of the Habitats Directive 92/43/EEC
Brussels, 2018 and the DoEHLG Guidance on Appropriate Assessment (2009). There are two
stages involved in the AA process: Stage One AA Screening and Stage Two Natura
Impact Statement. AA Screening was carried out to determine if the proposed extension
works to the Mahon Car Park and lay-bys would have significant effects on the conservation
objectives of the Natura 2000 Network. The proposed development is located within the
Comeragh Mountains SAC (001952) and therefore potential for significant effects could not
be ruled out and a Stage Two Natura Impact Statement is required.
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The Habitats Directive promotes a hierarchy of avoidance, mitigation and compensatory
measures. First, the project should aim to avoid any negative impacts on European sites by
identifying possible impacts early in the planning and design stage of the project, in order to
avoid such impacts. Second, mitigation measures should be applied if necessary, during the
AA process to the point where no adverse impacts on the site remain. If the project is still
likely to result in adverse effects and no further practicable mitigation is possible,
compensatory measures must be developed or the project will be rejected.

1.4: Ecological Assessment
In order to inform this Natura Impact Statement for the proposed development, a base-line
assessment of ecological conditions in the Natura site is required.

1.4.1 Desktop review
During the preparation of the AA Screening, all relevant material on the development
area was reviewed. Natura site data held by the National Parks and Wildlife Service
(NPWS) was accessed. This provided information on location of designated site and
species of conservation interest.

1.4.2 Field Survey
Field surveys are required to record habitats and species within and adjacent to the
development area and to identify any protected habitats and species present.
However, due to COVID-19 travel restrictions, it was not possible for the ecologist to
visit the Coverage Mountains in May 2020 as initially planned. Once COVID-19
Restrictions on outdoor work were lifted in June 2020, a detailed site survey was carried
out by the ecologist and a follow-up survey was carried out in September 2020.

1.4.3 Assessment
Once the ecological information of the development area was gathered, this was used to
assess the ecological impacts that may arise from the development, with particular
attention to Annexed Habitats and Species.
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2. Description of Development Site
2.1: Overview
The Mahon River Valley has a fully accessible walking trail, extending 1.0km from the
trailhead at the Mahon Falls Car Park to the base of the Mahon Falls (Map 1). The
availability of accessible trails provides safe and guided access that channels visitors, thus
avoiding proliferation of track ways across the upland area. As this area is used by hill
walkers most weekends, access is required for emergency rescue vehicles. South-east
Mountain Rescue Assoc (SEMRA) has expressed concern of lack of access for rescue
vehicles and for helicopter medical evacuations (SEMRA pers comm.).
The car park was initially surfaced in the late 1980s, before that it was small, grassed lay-by
area. Currently the car park covers an area of 0.174ha and has the capacity for a maximum
of 39 cars. During peak times, parking exceeds capacity and additional cars park along the
roadside, which is dangerous and damaging to adjacent habitats (Figure 1). To the south a
small car park at the access point to the Mahon Weir (0.03ha) act as an overflow car park for
peak visitor numbers.
The proposed works will extend the existing car parks by 0.155ha and the 15 lay-bys along
the road to Mahon Falls, by a combined total area of 0.075ha(Map2). This will allow for safe
off-road parking of an additional 46cars and extended lay-bys will allow safe passing for
traffic. The 85 parking bays will be clearly marked, along with entrance/exit to ensure
optimum use of the car park. Parking for “Rescue Vehicle Only” reserved for SEMRA
vehicles and will be marked out. Any aerial hazards such as poles and direction posts will
be removed to allow for emergency helicopter medical evacuations.

2.2 Detailed Description of Development
The Mahon Falls Trail and Car park is promoted by Waterford City and County Council
(WCCC) and Fáilte Ireland (FI). This trail has been utilised by walkers for many years and
trail infrastructure was improved in the late 2000s with Fáilte Ireland Funding. Trail
improvements included re-surfacing and the installation of an information board. The walk
provides access to the scenic views that the Comeragh Mountains has to offer the
recreational walker. Since the 1990s the management, monitoring and maintenance of
the trails is the responsibility of WCCC.
Due to increased visitor numbers, there is a requirement to extend the car park to
accommodate tourist traffic during the peak summer months, which currently leads to
parking along the roadside causing traffic hazard. There is also a safety requirement to
extend some of the road lay-bys to allow safe passing of traffic on this narrow mountain
road. The issues that require action are outlined in Table 1.
The additional proposed works will allow recovery of damaged areas with bare peat
substrate, caused by off-road parking. If the proposed works are not implemented, cars will
continue to park on roadside verges, which will cause further erosion and increased
deterioration of the wider habitat. The extension of lay-bys at various points along the road
will ensure that car drivers will remain on the hard surface areas and not drive onto sensitive
habitats, causing further damage. The nature, scale and location of works along each car
park and lay-by, and the affected habitat is outlined in Table 2.
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Table 1: Outline of issues and the proposed re-medial action required.
Section

Grid Ref

Issue

Proposed Action

1: SSE lay-by out-side SAC
2: SSE lay-by with-in SAC
3: South East lay-by
4: East lay-by

232076,107460
232081,107644
232064,107732
232008,107888

Eroded road surface
Eroded road surface
Limited Parking
In-adequate passing width

5: Weir car park
6: East lay-by
7: East lay-by

231863,108045
231779,107999
231692,108038

In-appropriate Parking
In-adequate passing width
In-adequate passing width

8: North-east lay-by

231510,108077

Limited Parking

9: North-east lay-by

231469,108109

Eroded road surface

10: Mahon Falls
Car Park

231386,108042

Limited Parking
Drainage Issues

11: South lay-by
12: South lay-by
13: South-west lay-by at
SAC Boundary
14: South-west lay-by
15:South west lay-by
16:West lay-by
17: West-end lay-by

231408,107834
231385,107751
231337,107600

Eroded road surface
Eroded road surface
Limited Parking

231231,107539
231108,107579
231028,107578
231001,107412

In-adequate passing width
In-adequate passing width
Eroded road surface
In-adequate passing width

No extension required. Signage
No extension required. Signage
Extend lay-by, West on Dry Grassland.
New lay-by, South-west on Dry
Grassland
No extension required. Signage
New lay-by, South into Dry Grassland
Extend lay-by, South-east into Dry
Grassland
Extend lay-by, South-east into Dry
Grassland
Extend lay-by, north-east into Dry
Grassland
Extend Car park North, East and South
Install adequate drainage to divert
surface water
Re-surface only. No extension required
Re-surface only. No extension required
Extend lay-by, South-west into Dry
Grassland
New lay-by South into Dry Grassland
New lay-by South into Dry Grassland
No extension required. Signage
Extend new lay-by North into Dry
Grassland

Total Area

Proposed
Extension
(ha)
0.000
0.000
0.005
0.010

Re-mitigation

0.000
0.010
0.005

No mitigation required
Dry Grassland only
Dry Grassland only

0.005

Dry Grassland only

0.005

Dry Grassland only

0.155

0.000
0.000
0.005

Prevent outflow to
Mahon River. Avoid
Dry Heath/ Wet Flush
No mitigation required
No mitigation required
Dry Grassland only

0.010
0.010
0.000
0.010

Dry Grassland only,
Dry Grassland only,
No mitigation required
Dry Grassland only,

No mitigation required
No mitigation required
Dry Grassland only
Dry Grassland only

0.230
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Table 2: Overview of the nature, scale and location of works along each trail and the affected habitat
Section

Altitude (m)
Grid Ref
Development
Area (ha)
Habitats
Present (ha)
Blanket Bog *
Dry Heath
Wet Heath **
Poor Fen/
Flush
Upland
Grassland
Exposed
Siliceous Rock
Wet Grassland
Habitats
Mitigation
Dry Heath
Exposed Rock
Upland
Grassland
Mitigation
action
Heather
transplanting
Rock transfer
Grassland
re-planting

1:
SSE
Layby
290

2:
SE
Layby
310

3:
SE
Layby
340

4:
East
Layby
340

5:
Weir Car
park

7:
Lay-by
NorthEast
360

8:
Lay-by
NNE

350

6:
East
Layby
350

10:
Falls
Car
park
400

11:
Lay-by
SouthWest
400

12:
South
Lay-by

410

9:
Layby
North
470

390

13:
SW
Layby:
380

23207
10746

23208
10764

23206
10773

23200
10788

23186
10804

23177
10799

23169
10803

23151
10807

23146
10810

231386
108042

23140
10783

23138
10775

2313310
760

0.0

0.0

0.005

0.01

0.0

0.01

0.01

0.005

0.005

0.155

0.0

0.0

0.0
0.0
0.0
0.0

0.0
0.0
0.0 **
0

0.0
0.0
0
0

0.0
0.0
0.0
0.0

0.0
0.0
0.0
0.0

0.0
0.0
0.0
0.0

0.0
0.0
0.0
0.0

0.0
0.0
0.0
0.0

0.0
0.0
0.0
0.0

0.0
0.025
0.0
0.0

0.0
0.0
0.0
0.0

0.0

0.0

0.005

0.01

0.0

0.01

0.009

0.005

0.005

0.10

0.0

0.0

0.0

0.0

0.0

0.0

0.001

0.0

0.0

.0.

0.0

0.0

0.0

0.0

0.0

0.0

0.0

N
N
N

N
N
N

N
N
Y

N
N
Y

N
N
N

N
N
Y

N
Y
Y

N

N

N

N

N

No

N
N

N
N

N
Y

N
Y

N
N

N
Y

14:
SW
Lay-by

15:S
W
Layby
360

16:
West
Layby
350

17:
West
End
Lay by
350

23123
10753

23110
10757

23102
10757

23100
10741

0.005

0.01

0.01

0.0

0.01

0.0
0.0
0.0
0.0

0.0
0.02
0.0
0.0

0.0
0.0
0.0
0.0

0.0
0.0
0.0
0.0

0.0
0.0
0.0
0.0

0.0
0.0
0.0
0.0

0.0

0.0

0.02

0.01

0.01

0.0

0.01

0.005

0.0

0.0

0.01

0.0

0.0

0.0

0.0

0.0

0.025

0.0

0.0

0.0

0.0

0.0

0.0

0.0

N
N
Y

N
N
Y

Y
Y
Y

N
N
N

N
N
N

Y
Y
Y

N
N
Y

N
N
Y

N
N
N

N
N
Y

No

N

N

Y

N

N

N

N

N

N

N

Y
Y

N
Y

N
Y

Y
Y

N
N

N
N

N
N

Y
N

Y
N

N
N

N
Y

370

Note: *PB2 Blanket Bog was mapped by NSUH to the south of the development area (40-60% Cover). This habitat was not recorded by this survey
** HH3 Wet Heath was noted adjacent to Area D, but no additional development is proposed for this area.
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Map 1: Mahon Falls Car park (red pin) and trail (black dashed line ---)

Map 2: Site of proposed Car park extension – Mahon Falls, Comeragh
Mountains SAC (1952)
Light Grey shading existing car park, Dark Grey shading proposed extension
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Map 3: Mahon Falls Car park and lay bys, Comeragh Mountains (Red Stars)
Red Dots: Mahon Car park, Blue Dots indicate existing lay-bys & Pink Dots New Lay-bys

2.3: Construction Methodology
The proposed surface make-up of the car park is as follows:






Surface Course: Stone mastic asphalt (SMA),14mm, 40mm thickness
Binder Course: Asphalt Mix (AC 20), 60mm thickness
Base Course: (Clause 804), 200mm thickness
Geogrid layer: For stabilization
Sub-base layer: Crushed quarry rock, 200mm thickness (may vary)

2.4: Receiving Natural Environment
The surrounding natural environment consists of upland habitats within the Coum Mahon
valley that supports peatland habitats and has tall cliffs of exposed rock with numerous
waterfalls from the upper mountain plateau. The largest of these is Mahon Falls on the
Mahon River that drains the valley and flows south to the sea at Bunmahon. The main
habitats present in Coum Mahon are Blanket Bog, Wet Heath, Dry Heath, Exposed Siliceous
Rock, Poor Fen and Flushes and Upland Eroding Rivers.
The Mahon River is a spate flooding upland river, with numerous boulders, pools and gravel
beds. This habitat supports the Annex II Species, Freshwater Pearl Mussel and Atlantic
Salmon, which are very susceptible to sedimentation. Downstream of Coum Mahon, the
Mahon River supports sensitive populations of both these species.
The valley is sheep grazed and there has been over-grazing in the past with bracken and
gorse encroachment. It is also a popular tourist attraction and increased visitor numbers are
causing erosion due to parking on roadside verges and wandering from official trails.
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2.5: Likely Impacts on the Natural Environment
The proposed development will have a direct impact on a limited area of the natural
environment but may have an indirect impact on a wider area. The area of habitat that will be
removed is approximately 0.225ha and consists of rush dominated upland grassland.
There are a few clumps of heather and scattered boulders which will be transplanted.
The NSUH mapped blanket bog covering 40-60% of the habitat to the south of the
development area. Site visits have indicated that the area to be affected does not consist of
blanket bog but consists of dry grassland with dry heath. Care must be taken to avoid any
alteration of drainage channels that flow possible blanket bog habitat further south. No
machinery will be allowed on dry heath and no spoil will be dumped on peatland habitats.
Any clumps of heather within the development area will be trans-planted to adjacent
restoration area. As there is no blanket bog habitat within the vicinity of the development
area, the likely impact on Blanket Bog is Limited.
The NSUH mapped wet heath habitat to the north of the development area, across the
mountain road. As there is no development planned in this area and there will be no
drainage or dumping of spoil, there will be no damage to this habitat. Therefore, the likely
impact on Wet Heath is Limited.
The NSUH mapped dry heath habitat to the north-west of the development area, across the
mountain road. As there is no development planned in this area and there will be no
drainage or dumping of spoil, there should be no damage to this habitat in this area.
However, the habitat survey for this NIS, identified degraded Dry Heath Habitat within the
initial proposed development area. As a result of this survey, the proposed development
was re-designed to avoid any Impact on this annexed habitat. Therefore, the likely impact
on Dry Heath is Limited.
The NSUH mapped exposed siliceous rock habitat on the cliffs to the north of the
development area. As there is no development planned in this area, there will be no damage
to this habitat. However, there are scattered lichen encrusted rocks within the development
area. These will be examined for sensitive species and transferred to adjacent upland
grassland habitat and placed at the same depth and orientation. Therefore, the likely
impact on Exposed Siliceous Rock is Limited.
The NSUH mapped poor fen and flush habitat to the south of the development area. The
NIS Habitat survey indicated that the area to be affected does not consist of poor fen and
flush, but wet grassland with Rushes. Poor fen and flush habitat, occurs down slope
to the south-west. Care must be taken to avoid any alteration of drainage channels that
flow into poor fen and flush further south. No machinery will be allowed on the flushed area
and no spoil will be dumped on peatland habitats. As there is no development planned in
this area, there will be no drainage or dumping of spoil. Therefore, the likely impact on
Poor Fen and Flushes is Limited.
The Mahon River is an upland eroding river and is located 70m east of the development
area. Care will be taken to ensure that no run-off enters the Mahon River and that any spoil
is removed from the site. Therefore, the likely impact on Upland Eroding Rivers is
Limited.
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3. Potential Impact Identification
3.1: Receiving Natural Environment
The development area consists of 2 existing car parks, 10 existing lay-bys and 5 new
lay-bys that occur along a mountain road in an upland area of high scenic and
environmental value. The development is within the Comeragh Mountains SAC (001952).
3.2: Site Description of Natura 2000 Site, Comeragh Mountains SAC (1952)
The Comeragh Mountains is a Special Area of Conservation (SAC) selected for the following
Annex I habitats of the E.U. Habitats Directive; Oligotrophic, Nutrient Poor Waters,
Floating River Vegetation, Wet Heath, Dry Heath, Alpine and Subalpine Heaths, Siliceous
Scree, Calcareous Rocky Slopes, Siliceous Rocky Slopes and the Annex II species
Slender Green Feather-Moss (Drepanocladus vernicosus) which occurs in flushed
areas. There is a Flora Protection Order for the liverwort Atlantic Pawwort (Barbilophozia
atlantica) which occurs on exposed rock. There are historic records for the Small White
Orchid (Pseudorchis albida), but no recent records (M.Wyse-Jackson, pers. comm.). The
NPWS, National Survey of Upland Habitats (NSUH, 2014) mapped the Comeragh
Mountains SAC (001952)and the Coum Mahon area was mapped as supporting blanket
bog, wet heath, dry heath, siliceous rocky slopes, fens and flushes, upland acid
grassland and dense bracken (Map 4).
The NPWS Site Synopsis for Comeragh Mountains SAC (1952) states that:
Dry heath habitat is found at this site in a number of forms. Dry heath dominated by Ling
Heather (Calluna vulgaris) occurs on rocky terrain to the south of the Comeragh Mountains
and consists of good quality dry heath. To the east and south-east, dry heath occurs in
mosaic with Bracken (Pteridium aquilinium) and upland grassland consisting of Bent-grasses
(Agrostis spp.) and Sheep’s Fescue (Festucaovina) along with Common Gorse (Ulex
europaeus). Here the dry heath habitat is sometimes associated with moraines, an
interesting and uncommon feature. However, the heather is much reduced due to sheep
grazing pressure. Grassland and heath also occur to the western side, but the grassland is
more common, probably due to over-grazing (NPWS, 2015).
Wet Heath dominated by Deergrass (Trichophorum cespitosum), in association with Heath
Rush (Juncus squarrosus), Mat-grass (Nardus stricta), Bell Heather (Erica cinerea), Bilberry
(Vaccinium myrtillus), Tormentil (Potentilla erecta) and Wood-rushes (Luzula spp.) occurs in
mosaic with eroding blanket bog peat (NPWS, 2015).
Alpine Heath has been documented as occurring in the corries associated with the
Sgilloge and Coumshingaun Loughs and species records indicate a diverse flora. The
habitat occurs in patches in mosaic with the vegetation of Siliceous rocks and screes,
narrow calcareous rock bands, upland grassland and other heath types on the cliffs. The
cliff flora contains many mountain species, several for which this is their only station in
Waterford. St. Patrick’s Cabbage (Saxifraga spathularis), grows at Coumshingaun, where
there are also records for uncommon species, such as Mossy Saxifrage (Saxifraga
hypnoides), Dwarf Willow (Salix herbacea), Crowberry (Vaccinium vitis-idaea), Roseroot
(Rhodiola rosea) and the ferns, Hymenophyllumwilsonii and Cystoperis fragilis(NPWS,
2015).
Oligotrophic lakes: Coumshingaun lough, which is located on the eastern slopes, is an
excellent example of an ultra-oligotrophic lake. Unlike most corrie lakes, the water is
exceptionally clear. It contains a Stonewort, Nitella flexilis and also Bog Pondweed
(Potamogeton polygonifolius), but only down to a relatively shallow depth of 5m. Slender
Green Feather-moss (Drepanocladus vernicosus), a species listed on Annex II of the EU
Habitats Directive, has been recorded at Sgilloge Loughs and two other localities in the
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mountains. Water crow-foots (Ranunculus spp.) are known to occur in at least some of
the many upland rivers in this site and particularly those to the east. There is an unusual
and interesting chemistry associated with the rivers that flow from the corrie lakes.
Peregrine, a species listed in Annex I of the EU Birds Directive, breeds within the site as
does Raven. Hen Harrier, also listed in Annex I, is found on the site, as is Chough. Irish
Hare, a Red Data Book Species also occurs along with Arctic Char which has been
recorded from the Comeragh Lakes, although not since 1930 (NPWS, 2015).
The integrity of the remaining areas of blanket bog and general habitat diversity of the site
are under threat from land-use pressures such as grazing, burning, afforestation and
recreational activities. This large site has a diverse range of habitats including blanket
bog, heath, upland grassland, scree, exposed rock, lakes and streams.
The blanket bog represents the south-easterly extreme of the range of this habitat type in
Ireland. There are many corries, most of which are associated with lakes. Overall, the site is
of considerable Conservation Importance (NPWS, 2015).
The Natura 2000 Form describes the site as: A medium sized upland site with a diversity
of habitats including various heath types, oligotrophic lakes in coums backed by extensive
cliff faces, upland grassland, a variety of rock habitats and rivers with well-developed aquatic
flora. The blanket bog at this site is not considered a good example of this habitat. There is a
small area of coniferous forestry present within the site. Roads have been developed near
Mahon River for tourism purposes (NPWS, 2017).
Freshwater Pearl Mussel (Margaritifera margaritifera) and Salmon (Salmo salar), listed
in Annex II of the EU Habitats Directive, have been recorded in the Mahon River,
approximately 10km downstream of this SAC. These species are extremely sensitive to
siltation of spawning grounds (IFI pers. com.).
The NPWS National Survey of Upland Habitats (NSUH), describes Coummahon and the
eastern slopes as having:
“…..significant areas of HD1 Dense Bracken on the lower slopes along the eastern
boundary of the site in this section. Above these are a series of high escarpments chiefly
comprising of ER1 Exposed Siliceous Rock.”
“The higher slopes are again covered in HH1 Dry Siliceous Heath and there is some heavy
burning of this habitat here. In Coum Mahon there are large areas of flush (PF2 Poor Fen
and Flush), largely dominated by Juncus effusus with Sphagnum palustre or Polytrichum
commune and HH3 Wet Heath with Trichophorum germanicum.”
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“At Coummahon, a gravel path runs from the road to Mahon falls. Some hill walking also
occurs on the plateau. The intensity of this impact on 4030 Dry Heath has been assessed
as medium and its influence as negative.” (NSUH, 2014)
The NSUH indicates that area adjacent to the car park is 40-60% Blanket Bog Habitat.
However field surveys have determined that there is no blanket bog habitat within the
vicinity of the development area.
The objective for the SAC is to maintain or restore the favourable conservation condition of
the Annex I habitat(s) and/or the Annex II species for which the SAC has been selected:
The favourable conservation status of a habitat is achieved when:
• its natural range, and area it covers within that range, are stable or increasing, and
• the specific structure and functions which are necessary for its long-term maintenance exist
and are likely to continue to exist for the foreseeable future, and
• the conservation status of its typical species is favourable.
Map 4: NSUH Habitat Map of Proposed Development Area (NPWS 2015)

Key:
PB2 Upland Blanket Bog (Annex I Habitat 7130* if active) [Not selected as Qualifying Interest]
HH1:Dry Heath (Annex I Habitat 4030)
GS3: Dry-Humid Acid Grassland
HH3: Wet Heath (Annex I Habitat 4010)
HD1: Dense Bracken
ER1:Exposed Siliceous Rock (Annex I Habitat 8220) PF2: Poor Fen and Flush
FW1: Eroding Upland Rivers (Annex I Habitat 3260) WD4: Conifer Plantation
FL2: Oligotrophic lake (Annex I Habitats 3110/ 3130)
BL3: Buildings and other artificial surfaces
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3.3: Site Evaluation against Conservation Objectives
As highlighted in Section 1.2, guidance from the European Commission (EC, 2001) explains
that “the integrity of a site involves its ecological functions” and that “the decision as to
whether it is adversely affected should focus on and be limited to the site’s conservation
objectives”. Following this guidance, the identification of adverse effects potentially arising
from the Project on the integrity of the European sites identified in Section 3.1 and described
in Section 3.2 focuses on the Conservation Objectives of those sites.
Tables 3.2 details the identification of potential adverse effects on the sites concerned. In
considering the potential for adverse effects on the Conservation Objectives for the
Qualifying Interests for European sites, the Attributes and Targets which define each sitespecific Conservation Objective were considered.
Table 3.2 Evaluation of the likely effects of the Project in view of the Conservation
Objectives of the Comeragh Mountains SAC [001952].
Qualifying
Interest (QI)

Conservation Objective

Northern
Atlantic
Wet
Heaths
with
Erica tetralix

“To restore the favourable
conservation condition of
Wet Heath in Comeragh
Mountains SAC”
“To restore the favourable
conservation condition of Dry
Heath
in
Comeragh
Mountains SAC
“To restore the favourable
conservation condition of
Alpine Heath in Comeragh
Mountains SAC
“To restore the favourable
conservation condition of
Siliceous Scree in Comeragh
Mountains SAC
“To restore the favourable
conservation condition of
Siliceous Rocky Slopes in
Comeragh Mountains SAC
“To restore the favourable
conservation condition of
Calcareous Rocky Slopes in
Comeragh Mountains SAC

European
Heath

Dry

Alpine
and
Boreal Heath
Siliceous scree
of the montane
to snow levels
Siliceous rocky
slopes
with
chasmophytic
vegetation
Calcareous
rocky
slopes
with
chasmophytic
vegetation
Water courses
of
plain
to
montane levels
Oligotrophic
waters
Drepanocladus
vernicosus
(Slender Green
Feather-moss)

“To restore the favourable
conservation condition of
Water courses in Comeragh
Mountains SAC
“To restore the favourable
conservation condition of
Oligotrophic
Lakes
in
Comeragh Mountains SAC
“To restore the favourable
conservation condition of
Drepanocladus vernicosus in
Comeragh Mountains SAC

Does the Project cause any
potential delay or impact to the
Conservation Objective?
No

Adverse
Effect

The Project area contains Dry Heath
Habitat, which will be avoided.

Yes

No

No

No

No

The Project area contains Siliceous
Rocky Outcrops, which will be
avoided..

Yes

No

No

The Project area occurs upslope of
the Mahon River; any run-off will be
diverted away from this river.

Yes

No

No

No

No

No
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3.4: Summary of Negative Impacts
In Section 3.1, it was established that a European site, namely the Comeragh Mountains
SAC, occurs within or adjacent to the likely zone of impact of the Project and that there are
no impacts between the Project and any other European sites.
In Section 3.3, it was established that, in the absence of appropriate mitigation, negative
impacts on achieving certain Conservation Objectives for this site, i.e. adverse effects on the
integrity of the site, as a result of the Project, cannot be ruled out. A summary of the adverse
effects identified is given in Table 3.4 below.
Table 3.4 Summary of the European sites likely to be affected by the Project and the
Qualifying Interests likely to be affected in each site.
SAC
Code

SAC
Name

1952

Comeragh
Mountains

1952

Comeragh
Mountains
Comeragh
Mountains
Comeragh
Mountains
Comeragh
Mountains

1952

Comeragh
Mountains

1952
1952
1952

1952
1952

Comeragh
Mountains
Comeragh
Mountains
Comeragh
Mountains

Qualifying Interests:
Annex Habitats and
Species for which the
SAC is designated
Northern Atlantic Wet
Heaths with Erica
tetralix
European Dry Heath
Alpine and Boreal Heath
Siliceous scree of
montane to snow levels
Siliceous rocky slopes
with chasmophytic
vegetation
Calcareous rocky slopes
with chasmophytic
vegetation
Water courses of plain
to montane levels
Oligotrophic waters

Annex
Code

Conservation
Status

4010*

C: Average or
Reduced

4030*
4060

C: Average or
Reduced
A: Excellent

8110

B: Good

8220*

A: Excellent

8210

A: Excellent

Annex I Habitat
Exposed Rock

3260*

A: Excellent

3110

A: Excellent

Annex I Habitat
River
Annex I Habitat
Lake

Habitat/
Species
Category
Annex I Habitat
Peatland
Annex I Habitat
Peatland
Annex I Habitat
Peatland
Annex I Habitat
Exposed Rock
Annex I Habitat
Exposed Rock

Drepanocladus
1393
A: Excellent
Annex II
vernicosus (Slender
Species Moss
Green Feather-moss)
Atlantic Blanket Bog
7130*
NA
Comeragh
Annex I Habitat
1952
(Not Selected)**
Mountains
Peatland
* Indicates habitats within or adjacent to the development site.
** Indicates Annex I Habitat present but NOT Selected as Qualifying Interest for this SAC
1952

The possible negative impacts include, loss of dry heath habitat, drainage impacts on wet
heath and blanket bog habitats and sediment/pollutant run-off into the Mahon River.
As the area immediately adjacent to the car park consists of rush dominated upland
grassland, habitat loss will be limited to non-Annex Habitat. Any areas of dry heath or
blanket bog habitat adjacent to development works will be avoided. If it is not
possible to avoid small areas of dry heath habitat, the vegetation will be transferred to
adjacent heathland restoration areas.
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Wet heath habitat occurs on the opposite side of the road to the car park. As there will be no
drainage actions along the road the wet heath habitat will not be impacted by proposed
development. Any blanket bog to the south of the car park, occurs down slope of the
development area and therefore will not be affected by drainage.
The Mahon River flows 65mto the east of the nearest lay-by but is 480mfrom the main
development area and so will not be affected by run-off. Spill kits and drainage channels will
ensure that, any accidental discharges will be contained within the development area and
will not run-off into sensitive habitats.
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4. Assessment of Negative Impacts
4.1: Attributes and Targets
In Section 3.0 of this NIS, potential adverse effects on the integrity of the Comeragh
Mountains SAC and the Mahon River Annex II Species were identified. In accordance with
European Commission guidance (EC, 2001), the identification of these effects was focussed
on and limited to the Conservation Objectives of the sites concerned.
Section 4.0 provides a detailed analysis and evaluation of the adverse effects identified in
Section 3.0.To fully assess the implications of the Project for the European sites concerned,
each of the potential adverse effects is evaluated with reference to the Attributes and
Targets which define the Conservation Objectives of those sites.
4.2:Impact on Protected Habitats
As the car park and lay-by surfaces have become degraded over time, the proposed works
will remediate erosion and relieve traffic pressure currently taking place on these routes. It is
necessary to maintain the existing trail routes to avoid dispersal of recreational pressure in
the wider upland area and SAC. The current situation is leading to road users parking on the
roadside verge at peak times. This is causing increased habitat degradation and safety
issues along this narrow mountain road.
The National Survey of Upland Habitats Report (Pilot Survey Phase, 2009-10) published by
NPWS in 2014 states that the main impacts/activities affecting the SAC are grazing by
sheep, burning and peat erosion. The report states “Hill walking is a common activity within
the site. A way marked path runs to the Mahon Falls and a car park has been provided at its
southern end. There are localised signs of erosion where the path leads from the car park.
The intensity of this impact within wet heath habitat was assessed as low and its influence
as negative. The area affected was estimated to be <1% due to the localised nature of the
impact.
The intensity of this impact within dry heath habitat was assessed as medium and its
influence as negative. The area affected was estimated to be <1% due to the localised
nature of the impact.
The intensity of this impact within blanket bog habitat was assessed as low and its influence
as negative. The area affected was estimated to be < 1% due to the localised nature of the
impact.” (NSUH, 2010).
4.3: Impact on protected species
Rehabilitation measures must avoid areas supporting the Annex II species, Slender Green
Feather-Moss (Drepanocladus vernicosus), which was recently re-named Hamatocaulis
vernicosus (NPWS, 2015b). This Annex II species occurs in poor fen and flushes.
Therefore, the development needs to avoid areas of poor fen and flush and this may have
a beneficial impact on this species. The liverwort Barbilophozia atlantica, which is listed on
the Flora Protection Order, occurs on exposed rock on moraines to the south of the rehabilitation area. Therefore, care must be taken to avoid exposed rock habitat within
development area.
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5. Mitigation
5.1: Introduction
Section 4.0 of this NIS identified adverse effects likely to arise from the Project on the
specific Attributes and Targets which define the Conservation Objectives for a number of
Qualifying Interests of the Comeragh Mountains SAC (1952). This section prescribes
measures and a protocol to ensure their full and proper implementation aimed at mitigating
these adverse effects, thereby protecting the integrity of these European sites during the
construction and operation of the Project.
The mitigation measures prescribed in this NIS have been designed according to the
principle of a mitigation hierarchy, as outlined in the European Commission’s guidance
document Assessment of plans and projects significantly affecting Natura 2000 Sites:
Methodological guidance on the provisions of Article 6(3) and (4) of the Habitats Directive
92/43/EEC (EC, 2001). According to this hierarchy, the following mitigation approaches were
adopted, in order of decreasing preference:
1. Avoiding impacts at their source
2. Reducing impacts at their source
3. Abating impacts on site
4. Abating impacts at their receptor
As mitigation measures are related directly to impacts and only indirectly to receptors and
as, in this case, all of the affected receptors have been identified as being affected the same
set of impacts, to describe mitigation measures under the headings of the relevant receptors
would lead to undue repetition. Therefore, the measures prescribed in this NIS are described
under the headings of the types of impacts which they are intended to mitigate.
The mitigation measures are prescribed in Section 5.2 and a protocol to ensure their full and
proper implementation is prescribed in Section 5.3. The significance of any residual effects
following the inclusion of mitigation measures is evaluated in Section 5.4. As per the
assessment of adverse effects in Section 4.0, this evaluation is made in view of the relevant
Conservation Objectives.
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5.2: Mitigation Measures
List and describe any mitigation measures that should be implemented to prevent impacts
1. Monitoring: the development works will be overseen by an ecological clerk of
works. Follow up monitoring will take place 2 to 3 months post construction to
ensure that re-vegetated areas are established.
2. Habitat Protection: Any areas of Blanket Bog or Wet/ Dry Heath located within
the development area, will be clearly demarcated and avoided.
3. Machinery Management: All machinery shall remain on hard surfaces to
prevent damage to any potential Blanket Bog or Wet/ Dry Heath vegetation.
4. Habitat Restoration: If any areas of Blanket Bog or Wet/ Dry Heath are
unintentionally damaged, adjacent areas of degraded Blanket Bog or Wet/ Dry
Heath habitat shall be examined for restoration potential.
5. Waste Management: All spoil shall be removed from the site unless it is required
for use to stabilise adjacent banks.
6. The surface vegetation and upper 10cm of peat soil will be removed and
collected by scraping a digger bucket along the surface. This vegetation will be
re-used to cover the car park bunds.
7. Surface Finish: It is planned to re-surface the entire car park and lay-bys,
using the industry standard model of road surfacing that will give a tried and
tested solution for this exposed upland area.
8. Run-off Control: To prevent accidental effluent run-off polluting adjacent
watercourses, spill kits will be used with all machinery on site. Adequate drainage
will be installed to divert run-off from car park and lay-bys, away from the river
and streams within the SAC.
9. Public Information: As this area is frequently visited by the general public,
adequate signage shall be installed to highlight the purpose of the development
10. Public Parking: Uncontrolled parking has been a safety issue in the area and is
damaging to adjacent habitats. Improved parking facilities will indicate
appropriate parking areas.

5.3: Implementation
In order to give effect to the mitigation prescribed in this NIS, it should be a condition of any
consent granted in respect of the Project that all of the mitigation, including monitoring and
enforcement, prescribed in this NIS be binding, during the construction phase, on the
Contractor and, during operational phase, on WCCC. Accordingly, all of the mitigation
prescribed shall be transposed into the Contract Documents for Project.
During construction, all works must comply with relevant legislation and guidelines in order
to reduce and minimise environmental impacts and to protect the Comeragh Mountains SAC
and the Mahon River and all other ecological receptors. In particular, there must be full
compliance with the following:







The Schedule of Works.
The mitigation prescribed in Section 5.2 of this NIS.
Any conditions which might be attached to the proposed development’s planning
consent.
Any requirements of stakeholders and statutory bodies, e.g. the NPWS and IFI,
including: Guidelines on Protection of Fisheries During Construction Works in and
Adjacent to Waters (IFI, 2016).
All applicable legislative requirements in relation to environmental protection.
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5.4: Residual Effects
5.4.1 Annex I Habitats
Following the inclusion of the mitigation measures in Section 5.2 above, the probability of
impacts on peatland habitats and water quality arising from the construction of the Project is
very low and the significance of any such impacts, would be slight. In addition, the inclusion
of an Ecological Clerk of works (ECoW) will ensure that the risk posed to sensitive species is
effectively managed during construction. Therefore, any residual impacts on peatland
habitats and water quality arising from the Project will not constitute adverse effects on any
of the Annex I habitats.
Although Annexed habitats occur within and adjacent to the development area, damage to
these habitats can be avoided with adequate planning. The blanket bog and dry heath
habitat present within the development area occurs in a mosaic with upland grassland.
The specific areas of habitat that will be affected by the proposed development
consist of upland grassland with Soft Rush (Juncus effuses) encroachment. There is
as small area of degraded Dry Heath with moribund Ling Heather (Calluna vulgaris)
within the development area and the development activities will attempt to avoid any
impact on this habitat. If damage is unavoidable the Ling Heather will be transferred
to the WCCC peatland restoration area, where areas of degraded dry heath are undergoing habitat rehabilitation.
5.4.2 Dry Heath
Dry heath habitat occurs to the north of the development area and could be damaged by
habitat removal and by drainage impacts. The habitat that may be affected consists of a
mixture of Dry Heath and Upland Grassland. The habitat consists of Ling Heather (Calluna
vulgaris), Heath Rush (Juncus squarosus), Tormentil (Potentilla erecta), Mat-grass (Nardus
stricta), Soft Rush (Juncus effuses), Heath Bedstraw (Gallium saxitle), Bent-grasses
(Agrostis spp.), Sheep’s Fescue (Festucaovina), Purple Moor-grass (Molinia caerula) and
the moss Hypnum jutlandicum.
This annexed habitat will be protected by ensuring that the development is adjusted to
avoid this sensitive habitat and that no additional drainage occurs in this area.
5.2.3: Wet Heath
Wet heath habitat occurs adjacent to the development area and could be damaged by
drainage impacts. However, as this habitat occurs on the opposite side of the road from the
development site, it is unlikely that there will be any drainage effects. This habitat will be
protected by ensuring that no increased drainage occurs along the roadside margin.
5.2.4: Fens and flushes
Fens and Flushes are the most susceptible upland habitats to erosion followed by Blanket
bog, Wet Heath, Dry Heath and acid grasslands. Diversion of the development away from
flushed areas will reduce recreational impacts on this sensitive habitat. Development
measures will avoid flushed areas supporting the Annex II species, Slender Green FeatherMoss (Drepanocladus vernicosus/ Hamatocaulis vernicosus). NPWS records indicate that
this species has not been recorded in the vicinity of Coum Mahon.
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5.2.5: Siliceous Rocks
As the liverwort Barbilophozia atlantica, which is subject to the Irish Flora Protection
order occurs on exposed rocks, care must be taken to avoid this habitat within development
area. NPWS records indicate that this species has not been recorded in the vicinity of Coum
Mahon.

5.2.6 Rivers and Streams
The nearest lay-by is 65m upslope from the Mahon River. However, this lay-by requires
limited work as it is the car park for the Mahon Weir. With the use of spill kits and control of
run-off, through drainage channels, there should be no impact on the Mahon River.
Annex II Species: Freshwater Pearl Mussel and Atlantic Salmon
5.4.7: Freshwater Pearl Mussel
The mitigation prescribed in respect of water quality impacts will provide for the protection of
any aquatic habitat for Freshwater Pearl Mussel present within the likely zone of impact of
the Project. As stated in Section 5.4.1 above, any residual impacts on these habitats will not
constitute adverse effects on population of this species which occur approx. 10km
downstream from the site.
5.4.3 Migratory Fish Species (Salmon)
Following the inclusion of the mitigation measures in Section 5.2 above, the probability of
impacts on water quality arising from the construction of the Project are low. Therefore, any
residual impacts on water quality arising from the Project will not constitute adverse effects
on migratory fish species.
Owing to the mitigation prescribed in this NIS and the limited duration of the Project, it can
be concluded that these residual impacts do not constitute adverse effects on these species.
Therefore, it can be concluded that construction and operation of the Project will not
adversely affect the integrity of the Mahon River or Lower River Suir SAC, in view of their
Conservation Objectives for Salmon.
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6. In-Combination Effects
6.1 Introduction
Article 6(3) of the Habitats Directive requires that AA be carried out in respect of plans and
projects that are likely to have significant effects on European sites, “either individually or in
combination with other plans or projects”. Therefore, the combined effects of the plan or
project under assessment and other past, present or foreseeable future plans or projects
must also be examined, analysed and evaluated.
6.2 Methodology
In-combination effects were assessed by examining all previous projects and plans currently
in planning within 15 km of the Project location from 2015 to the present. There is too much
uncertainty associated with development proposals beyond 5 years into the future and this
NIS can only be based on data that is readily available. This assessment has considered incombination effects that are:
 Likely;
 Significant; and
 Relating to a future event which is reasonably foreseeable
Data sources included the following:
 Waterford City & County Council (Planning and Roads)
 Waterford City Development Plan 2013-2019
 Waterford County Development Plan 2011-2017
 Coillte Website
 Inland Fisheries Ireland (IFI) website
6.3 Adverse In-combination Effects
Table 6.1 below details the assessment of the likelihood of significant effects arising from
the Project in combination with other plans or projects. This assessment was undertaken in
view of the Conservation Objectives of the relevant European sites and found that the
Project does not have the potential to significantly affect any European site in combination
with other plans or projects, except for developments which are part of the Mahon River
Rehabilitation project. Therefore, this project must be consulted and there must be
co-operation between these two projects.
Table 6.1: In-combination effects from other plans and projects
Name of plan

Description of plan

Waterford City & County
Council (planning and
roads)

Details budget for roads

Waterford City Development
Plan 2013-2019

Details development goals
for City, including improved
visitor experience.
Details County development
including road improvement
and visitor access

Improved Visitor Facilities

Details planned felling and
re-planting, including felling

None

Waterford County
Development Plan 20112017
Coillte website

Likely in-combination
effects
Minimal impact on roads
budget

Improved Visitor Access
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Inland Fisheries Ireland (IFI)
website

of Mahon River plantation in
2019
Details important fisheries
within Mahon River
Catchment

Possible Impact on fisheries
in Mahon River

Mitigation
In order to mitigate against the potential adverse effects arising from the in-combination
effects of the Project with developments associated with the Mahon Falls Car park Project, it
is considered that avoiding Dry Heath habitat and controlling run-off will effectively mitigate
any cumulative impacts, thereby preventing adverse in-combination effects on either the
Comeragh Mountains SAC or the Mahon River Annex I Species.
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7. Conclusion
The basis of the proposed works acknowledges that there are impacts from recreational use
in the upland area. Reference to the NPWS Uplands Survey report of 2014 reports the
influence from recreational walking as medium negative however areas of habitat affected
are less than 1% and localised. The area of the Comeragh Mountains SAC is 62.9 km2and
sheep grazing, burning and peat erosion also impact on habitat cover. This development
area accounts for 0.509ha or 0.008%.
Integrity of a SAC site is understood as the sum of the site’s ecological structure, function
and ecological processes across its whole area which enables it to sustain the habitats,
complex of habitats and or populations of species for which the site is designated. Adverse
impacts which are permanent and irreversible, such as erosion and water-loss should be
prevented by active management.
Dry Heath and habitats along the road margin are currently being impacted by recreational
pressure but this impact is localised to these routes. Chanelling of walkers along way
marked trails is preferable to dispersed pathways across a wider area impacting on greater
areas of habitat. It is considered that monitoring and management of the Mahon Falls car
park and trail route is the most sustainable way of ensuring maintenance of the integrity of
the site.
The car park extensions have been designed not to increase access but is aimed at
improving the road safety for current activity levels and to ensure that further damage is
reduced. Increased recreational use of the area is not being facilitated by these
developments, which are intended to prevent further damage to sensitive habitats.
Mitigation measures aim to avoid any potential areas where the Annex II species, Slender
Green Feather-Moss (Drepanocladus vernicosus/ Hamatocaulis vernicosus) and the
liverwort Barbilophozia atlantica may occur(NPWS, 2015& 2016). Therefore, impact on
these species will be avoided.
The proposed car park extension will mitigate against adverse impacts on the integrity of the
site by removing roadside parking from areas susceptible erosion and water logging.
Improved signage will prevent tourists from parking in inappropriate areas. It is thus
considered that the proposed works will mitigate impacts from current levels of recreational
use in the area and will not incur adverse impacts on the integrity of the site or for the
conservation objectives of the qualifying habitat and species interest of the site.
This NIS has been prepared in accordance with the relevant provisions of the Habitats
Directive, the Habitats Regulations and the Planning and Development Act. It has
demonstrated that, in the absence of appropriate mitigation, the Mahon Falls car park
extension, individually or in combination with other plans or projects, would adversely affect
the integrity of a European sites, the Comeragh Mountains SAC and Annex II Species in the
Mahon River, in view of their Conservation Objectives.
This NIS has proposed appropriate mitigation to eliminate or minimise such effects. Any
residual effects, either individually or in combination with other plans or projects, have been
assessed as not constituting adverse effects on the integrity of the European sites
concerned. This assessment has been undertaken on the basis of the available scientific
information and field survey.
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Appendix A: Site Photographs
Photo A:South of Mahon Falls Car park,

Photo B:East margin of Mahon Falls Car park

Photo F: Mahon Falls Carpark, East

Photo G:North-east of Mahon Falls Car park
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