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1.0 Introduction
1.1 Purpose of the Report

An Appropriate Assessment (AA) Screening Assessment was undertaken by Ash
Ecology & Environmental Ltd (AEE) on behalf of Technological University of the
Shannon (TUS) for the 'Digital Hub & Co-Working Centre' which involves the proposed
renovation, retrofit, refurbishment and repurposing of the protected building and
construction of a new modern extension at the current TUS property at Northgate
Street, Athlone, Co. Westmeath, N37 W089 as shown in Figures 1 and 2.

The project entails renovating the protected structure to the south (front) and
demolishing the other buildings to the sides and rear. The proposed development
will create a facility that will provide the physical environment and infrastructure to
support multiple primary functions including business, higher education, research
and community engagement.

An AA is required if significant effects on European sites arising from a proposed
development cannot be ruled out at the screening stage, either alone or in
combination with other plans or projects. It provides information on, and assesses the
potential for, the proposed development to impact on the Natura 2000 network
(hereafter referred to as European sites).!

An Ecological Impact Assessment (EclA) Report was also compiled as part of this
application (AEE, June 2025) and should be read in conjunction with this report. A
Bat Survey Report was also undertaken for the site (AEE, June 2025).

1.2 Competency of Assessor

This report has been prepared by Aisling Walsh whose qualifications includes an MSc
in Biodiversity and Conservation (TCD), B.Sc. (Hons) Zoology (NUIG), B.Sc. Applied
and Aquatic Science (GMIT) along with a Certificate of Competence in
Environmental Noise Measurement from the Institute of Acoustics. Aisling is the
Managing Director of Ash Ecology & Environmental Ltd and has over 18 years of
experience providing environmental consultancy and environmental assessment
services. Aisling has written numerous Ecological Impact Assessments (EcCIA),

1 The Natura 2000 network is a European network of important ecological sites, as defined
under Article 3 of the Habitats Directive 92/43/EEC, which comprises both special areas of
conservation and special protection areas. Special conservation areas are sites hosting the
natural habitat types listed in Annex |, and habitats of the species listed in Annex I, of the
Habitats Directive, and are established under the Habitats Directive itself. Special protection
areas are established under Article 4 of the Birds Directive 2009/147/EC for the protection of
endangered species of wild birds. The aim of the network is to aid the long-term survival of
Europe's most valuable and threatened species and habitats.

In Ireland these sites are designed as European sites - defined under the Planning Acts and/or
the Birds and Habitats Regulations as (a) a candidate site of Community importance, (b) a
site of Community importance, (c) a candidate special area of conservation, (d) a special
area of conservation, (e) a candidate special protection areaq, or (f) a special protection
area. They are commonly referred to in Ireland as Special Areas of Conservation (SACs) and
Special Protection Areas (SPAs).
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Screening for Appropriate Assessment Stage | and Stage I Natura Impact
Statements, Environmental Impact Assessments/Statements, Badger Surveys, Bat
Surveys (Aisling is a Licensed Bat Ecologist) and Habitat Surveys. She has also
provided input and reviewed Ecological and Environmental assessments for several
EIS and EIAR and conducted numerous noise surveys for EPA licenced facilities. AEE
is a Registered Practice of the CIEEM (see Appendix A).

2.0 Methodology
2.1 Desk Based Studies

A desk-based review of information sources was completed. Information contained
on the websites of the National Parks and Wildlife Service (NPWS) and the National
Biodiversity Data Centre (NBDC) was reviewed.

The desktop data sources used to inform the assessment presented in this report are
as follows (accessed in May 2025):

« Online data available on European sites and protected habitats/species as
held by the National Parks and Wildlife Service (NPWS) from www.npws.ie
including conservation objectives documents

e Online data available on protected species as held by the National
Biodiversity Data Centre (NBDC) from www.biodiversityireland.ie

¢ Information on the surface water network and surface water quality in the
area available from www.epa.ie

e Information on groundwater resources and groundwater quality in the area
available from www.epa.ie and www.gsi.ie

o Ordnance Survey of Ireland mapping and aerial photography available from
WWW.Osi.ie

e Information on the location, nature and design of the proposed development
supplied by the client's design team

2.2  Appropriate Assessment Methodology

This Appropriate Assessment Screening Report has been prepared with regard to the
following guidance documents, as relevant:

e Assessment of plans and projects in relation to Natura 2000 sites -
Methodological guidance on Arficle 6(3) and (4) of the Habitats Directive
92/43/EEC (European Commission, September 2021)

e OPR Practice Note PNO1. Appropriate Assessment Screening for Development
Management (Office of the Planning Regulator, 2021)

e Appropriate Assessment of Plans and Projects in Ireland - Guidance for
Planning Authorities (Department of Environment, Heritage and Local
Government, 2010 revision)

e Appropriate Assessment under Article 6 of the Habitats Directive: Guidance
for Planning Authorities. Circular NPW 1/10 & PSSP 2/10

e Communication from the Commission on the precautionary principle
(European Commission, 2000)

Ash Ecology & Environmental Ltd — May 2025 Page 5


http://www.npws.ie/
http://www.biodiversityireland.ie/
http://www.epa.ie/
http://www.epa.ie/
http://www.gsi.ie/
http://www.osi.ie/

PA~
ASH

Ecology & Environmental
VARV AR O Y Ao

e Managing Natura 2000 Sites: The Provisions of Article 6 of the Habitat's
Directive 92/43/EEC (European Commission, 2019)

The above-referenced guidance sets out a staged process for carrying out
Appropriate Assessment. To determine if an Appropriate Assessment is required,
documented screening is required. Screening identifies the potential for effects on
the conservation objectives of European sites, if any, which would arise from a
proposed plan or project, either alone or in combination with other plans and
projects (i.e., likely significant effects). Significant effects on a European site are those
that would undermine the conservation objectives supporting the favourable
conservation condition of the Qualifying Interest (Ql) habitats and/or the Ql/Special
Conservation Interest (SCI) species of a European site(s).

2.2.1 Screening for Appropriate Assessment
Screening for Appropriate Assessment involves the following steps:

1. Determining whether the project or plan is directly connected with or
necessary to the management of any European site(s);

2. Describing the details of the project/plan proposals and other plans or
projects that may cumulatively affect any European site(s);

3. ldentifying the potential effects on any European site(s);

4. Assessing the significance of any effects on any European site(s).

If the conclusions at the end of screening are that there is no likelihood of significant
effects occurring on any European sites as a result of the proposed plan or project,
either alone or in combination with other plans and projects, then there is no
requirement to undertake an Appropriate Assessment.

2.2.2 Source-Pathway-Receptor Approach

In establishing which European sites are potentially at risk (in the absence of
mitigation) from the proposed development, a source-pathway-receptor approach
was applied. In order for an impact to occur, there must be a risk enabled by having
a source (e.g., water abstraction or construction works), a receptor (e.g., a
European site or its Ql(s) or SCI(s)), and a pathway between the source and the
receptor (e.g., pathway by air for airborne pollution, or a pathway by a watercourse
for mobilisation of pollution). For an impact to occur, all three elements must exist;
the absence or removal of one of the elements means there is no possibility for the
impact to occur.

The identification of source-pathway-receptor connection(s) between the
proposed development and European sites essentially is the process of identifying
which European sites are within the Zone of Influence (Zol) of the proposed
development, and therefore potentially aft risk of significant effects. The Zol is the
area over which the proposed development could affect the receiving environment
such that it could potentially have significant effects on the QI habitats or QI/SCI
species of a European site, or on the achievement of their conservation objectives.

The identification of a source-pathway-receptor link does not automatically mean
that significant effects will arise. The likelihood for significant effects will depend upon
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the characteristics of the source (e.g., extent and duration of construction works),
the characteristics of the pathway (e.g., direction and strength of prevailing winds
for airborne pollution), and the characteristics of the receptor (e.g., the sensitivities
of the European site and its QIs/SCls).

The 'likely significant effects' test is based on the precautionary principle. The
precautionary principle means that, based on the most reliable available
information, where there is uncertainty or doubt as to the absence of significant
effects, the project cannot be screened out and an appropriate assessment must
be carried out.

2.2.3 Regulatory Context

The Council Directive 92/43/EEC on the Conservation of Natural Habitats and of Wild
Flora and Fauna, better known as "The Habitats Directive," provides the framework
for legal protection for habitats and species of European importance. Articles 3 to 9
of the Directive provide the legislative means to protect habitats and species of
Community interest through the establishment and conservation of an EU-wide
network of sites known as Natura 2000. These are Special Areas of Conservation
(SACs) designated under the Habitats Directive and Special Protection Areas (SPAS)
designated under the Conservation of Wild Birds Directive (79/409/EEC) (better
known as "The Birds Directive").

Article 6(3) and 6(4) of the Habitats Directive set out the decision-making tests for
plans and projects likely to affect Natura 2000 sites. Arficle 6(3) establishes the
requirement for Appropriate Assessment:

"Any plan or project not directly connected with or necessary to the management
of the [Natura 2000] site but likely to have a significant effect thereon, either
individually or in combination with other plans and projects, shall be subjected to
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 implication for the site
and subject to the provisions of paragraph 4, the component national 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."

Articles 6(3) and 6(4) of the Habitats Directive require an Appropriate Assessment of
plans to prevent significant adverse effects on European conservation sites, also
known as Natura 2000 sites. In this particular case, the purpose of Appropriate
Assessment is to assess the potential impacts of proposed activities on the
conservation objectives of European sites. The assessment will determine whether
the plan would have significant adverse effects upon the integrity of each site in
terms of its nature conservation objectives.

The integrity of the site has been defined as "the coherence of the site's ecological
structure and function, across its whole area, or the habitats, complex of habitats
and/or populations of species for which the site is or will be classified" (PPG 9, UK
Department of the Environment, October 1994). Where negative effects are
identified, other options should be thoroughly examined to avoid any potential
damaging effects prior to implementing the plan.
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2.2.4 AA Process

The European Commission's Methodological Guidance recommends a 4-stage
approach:

Stage 1: Screening

Determining whether the plan 'either alone or in combination with other plans or
projects' is likely to have a significant effect on a European site.

Stage 2: Appropriate Assessment

Determining whether, in view of the site's conservation objectives, the plan 'either
alone or in combination with other plans or projects' would have an adverse effect
(or risk of this) on the integrity of the site. If not, the plan can proceed.

Stage 3: Assessment of Alternative Solutions

Where it has not been proven that measures considered will not avoid or mitigate
the adverse effect on the Natura 2000 site, then an assessment of the alternatives
will be required; and if none are acceptable then stage 4 is required to be
considered.

Stage 4: Assessment where no Alternative Solutions Exist & where Adverse Impacts
Remain

This will involve assessment where the Plan is considered to result in adverse impacts
on the Natura 2000 site and no alternative solutions remain — the imperative reasons
of overriding public interest (IROPI) test must be met before authorisation, permission
or adoption of the Plan is agreed. This includes the agreement of compensatory
measures.

Screening for Appropriate Assessment involves the following steps:?2

This report covers Stage 1 of Appropriate Assessment - Screening. The outcome of
each stage determines whether a further stage in the process is required.

2 Figure 1 of Assessment of plans and projects in relation to Natura 2000 sites - Methodological
guidance on Article 6(3) and (4) of the Habitats Directive 92/43/EEC (European Commission,
September 2021)
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3.0 Provision of Information for Screening for Appropriate
Assessment

The following sections provide information to facilitate the Appropriate Assessment
screening of the proposed development to be undertaken by the competent
authority. A description of the proposed development and the receiving
environment is provided to identify the potential ecological impacts. The
environmental baseline conditions are discussed, as relevant to the assessment of
ecological impacts where they may highlight potential pathways for impacts
associated with the proposed development to affect the receiving ecological
environment (e.g., hydrogeological and hydrological data). The potential impacts
are examined in order to define the potential zone of influence of the proposed
development on the receiving environment. This then informs the assessment of
whether the proposed development will result in significant effects on any European
sites; i.e., affect the conservation objectives supporting the favourable conservation
condition of the European site's Qls or SCls.

3.1 Project Description

The proposed Digital Hub & Co-Working Cenftre is located at the current TUS property
at Northgate Street, Athlone, Co. Westmeath, N37 W089, as shown in Figures 1 and
2. The site consists of protected structures within the TUS campus, which is being
developed to create a facility that will provide the physical environment and
infrastructure to support multiple primary functions including business, higher
education, research and community engagement.

The project entails renovating the protected buildings and demolishing the other
non-protected buildings (see Figure 3). The proposed site layout is shown as Figure 4.
Plates of the site are contained in Appendix B:

Protected Structures to be Retained and Renovated:

o Oiriginal Morgue (Protected Structure)
e St. Mary's Hall (Protected Structure)
e Original Building (Protected Structure)

Structures to be Demolished: Several non-protected structures to the rear of the site
are proposed for demolition to facilitate the new development.

The proposed works involve:

o Complete renewal, retrofit, refurbishment and repurposing of the protected
buildings

e Construction of a new modern extension to create a Digital Hub & Co-
Working Centre

e Conservation-led approach to protected structures

e Integration of modern services and facilities while preserving historic fabric

o Creation of flexible spaces for business, education, research and community
use

Ash Ecology & Environmental Ltd — May 2025 Page 11
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Surface water from the buildings will connect to the existing town drainage network
in Athlone. A Construction Environmental Management Plan (CEMP) will be
prepared prior to construction to detail environmental protection measures for noise,
dust, water pollution prevention, protection of bats, and site management.

The construction phase is expected to commence in 2026 following necessary
approvals, with a phased approach to ensure continuity of TUS operations during the
works. A comprehensive timeline and phasing plan will be provided prior to
construction, with adjustments as necessary to accommodate ecological
constraints and protected structure requirements.

3.2 Field-based Studies

The site was visited on the 2274 April 2025 as part of a bat survey and habitat
assessment. All structures and their immediate surroundings were examined to
identify ecological features of relevance. Habitats were identified and classified
according to Fossitt (2000)2 and Smith et al. (2011)4. Plates of the site are contained
within Appendix B and a habitat map as Figure 5.

The site was visited on 22nd April 2025 as part of a bat survey and habitat assessment.
All structures and theirimmediate surroundings were examined to identify ecological
features of relevance. Habitats were identified and classified according to Fossitt
(2000)' and Smith et al. (2011)2. Plates of the site are contained within Appendix B.

The site consists predominantly of buildings which are classified as Buildings and
Artificial Surfaces (BL3), with some walls surrounding parts of the site. The surrounding
area consists primarily of hardstanding (BL3) in the form of paved areas, tarmacked
surfaces, and concrete.

Three main protected structures are present on site:

o Oiriginal Morgue (Protected Structure)
o St. Mary's Hall (Protected Structure)
e Original Building (Protected Structure)

A mature treeline (WL2) is present at the front of the site, which will be retained as
part of the development. Areas of Grassy Verges/Meadows (GS2) were recorded to
the east of the site. The rest of the site comprises buildings and artificial surfaces with
structures proposed for demolition located primarily to the rear of the site.

No watercourses were identified directly on the site. The River Shannon, which forms
part of the River Shannon Callows SAC, is located approximately 750m south of the
site. The site is also approximately 1.2km from Lough Ree SAC/SPA. There is no direct
surface water connection to these waterbodies from the site, though drainage
infrastructure connects to the wider urban system.

The surrounding urban matrix in Athlone town contains limited semi-natural habitats.
The architectural significance of the protected structures is high, and this heritage

3 Fossitt, J. (2000). A Guide to Habitats in Ireland. The Heritage Council, Kilkenny.
4 Smith, G.F., O'Donoghue, P., O'Hora, K. and Delaney, E. (2011) Best practice guidance for habitat
survey and mapping. The Heritage Council, Kikenny.
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value overlaps with ecological considerations, particularly regarding the potential
for bats in older buildings (see Bat Survey Report, AEE, June 2025) and Ecological
Impact Assessment (AEE, June 2025).

3.3 Description of Relevant Receptor-Source-Pathway Connections between the
proposed development site and European sites Identified

In accordance with the European Commission Methodological Guidance (EC2001),
and adopting the precautionary principle, all SACs and SPAs within 15km of the site
were evaluated. Natural Heritage Areas (NHAs) and proposed Natural Heritage
Areas (pNHAs) within 5km were also considered for their national importance. While
NHAs and pNHAs do not form part of the Natura 2000 network, they are considered
in this assessment as they may have ecological connections to European sites.

The nearest protected areas are listed in Table 1, with the locations of SACs shown in
Figure 6, SPAs in Figure 7, and pNHAs/NHAs in Figure 8. The proposed development
site lies approximately 750m from the River Shannon Callows SAC at its closest point
and approximately 1.2km from Lough Ree SAC.

Table 1 European Sites and (Proposed) Natural Heritage Areas within 15km of Site

Code | Dlsicnce Screening Conclusion

‘Specml Areas of Conservation (SAC)

Screened in - downstream location from site WITh
River Shannon Callows||750m S, SE||[potential hydrological connectivity via surface
SAC SW water  drainage network.  Potential  forn
construction-related water quality impacts.

000216

Screened out - upstream of the site; no pathway
Ifor impacts. Any surface water runoff would flow,
downstream away from this SAC.

1.2km N

000440|Lough Ree SAC NW. NE

Screened out - outside Zone of Influence. Nog
002337||Crosswood Bog SAC |[4km SE hydrological connection or potfential fon
disturbance impacts.

Screened out - oufside Zone of Influence. No
002336||Carn Park Bog SAC 6.5km E ||hydrological connection or potential forn
disturbance impacts.

Screened out - outside Zone of Influence. No
9.1km W ||hydrological connection or potential  for
disturbance impacts.

Ballynamona Bog and

002339 Corkip Lough SAC

Screened out - outside Zone of Influence. No
8.7km W |hydrological connection or potential for
disturbance impacts.

Castlesampson  Esker

001625 SAC

Screened out - outside Zone of Influence. No

Lough Funshinaghy 12.4km hydrological connection or potential fon

000611

SAC NW disturbance impacts.
Pilarim's Road  Esker Screened out - outside Zone of Influence. No
001776|-"9 10km S hydrological connection or potential for

SAC disturbance impacts.
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Code |site Nome ______[Distance [screening Conclusion |

Screened out - outside Zone of Influence. No

000580({|Mongan Bog SAC 10.4km S ||hydrological connection or potential fon
disturbance impacts.
Screened out - outside Zone of Influence. No
000576||Fin Lough (Offaly) SAC|[11.8km S |hydrological connection or potential forn
disturbance impacts.
Special Protection Areas (SPA)
Middle shannon|750m s, SE, Screeneql in - downs’rre_o.m location with po’rerfnol
004096 hydrological connectivity. Overlaps with River
Callows SPA SW
Shannon Callows SAC.
1.2km  N||Screened out - upstream of the site; no pathway
004064|Lough Ree SPA NW, NE for impacts. Overlaps with Lough Ree SAC.
Screened out - outside Zone of Influence. No
004017||Mongan Bog SPA 10.4km S |hydrological connection or potential forn

disturbance impacts.

Natura

| Heritage Areas (NHA)

and proposed Natural Heritage Areas (opNHA)

River Shannon Callows

660m S, SE|

Considered for national importance - overlaps

000216 PNHA SW with SAC and SPA designations.
1.Tkm  N/|Considered for national importance - overlaps
000440]Lough Ree PNHA Iy 'NE  |lwith SAC and SPA designations.

001623

Carrickynaghtan Bog
NHA

3km S, SW

Considered for natfional importance - within 5km
assessment zone.

00678

Crosswood Bog pNHA

4km SE

Considered for natfional importance - within 5km
assessment zone.

The River Shannon Callows SAC and Middle Shannon Callows SPA are screened in
for further assessment due to:

Downstream location from the development site (approximately 750m)
Potential hydrological connectivity via surface water drainage network
Potential for construction-related impacts on water quality
Overlapping designations indicating high ecological value

Lough Ree SAC/SPA/pNHA is screened out as it is located upstream of the site,
therefore no pathway exists for potential impacts from the development to affect
this designated site. Surface water from the site would naturally flow downstream,
away from Lough Ree.

All other European and pNHA/NHA sites lie beyond the Zone of Influence with no
direct impact pathways and are therefore screened out from further assessment.
3.3.1 River Shannon Callows SAC

The River Shannon Callows is a long and diverse site which consists of seasonally
flooded, semi-natural, lowland wet grassland, along and beside the river between
the towns of Athlone and Portumna. It is approximately 50 km long and averages

about 0.75 km wide (reaching 1.5 km wide in places). Along much of its length the
site is bordered by raised bogs (many, but not all, of which are subject to large-scale
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harvesting), esker ridges and limestone-bedrock hills. The soils grade from silty alluvial
to peat. This site has a common boundary, and is closely associated, with two other
sites with similar habitats, River Suck Callows and Little Brosna Callows.

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 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 | of the E.U. Habitats Directive occur within the site —
Molinia meadows and lowland hay meadows with good examples of a further three
Annex habitats (two 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 I
species, adds further importance to the site.

The proposed works have the potential to cause deterioration in surface water
quality during the construction phase of the development due to the release of
pollutants including suspended solids and hydrocarbons, potentially affecting the
following downstream aquatic habitats and supporting habitats for aquatic fauna.

The Site Synopsis for the River Shannon Callows SAC is contained within Appendix C.
The QI of this SAC include:

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

Lowland hay meadows (Alopecurus pratensis, Sanguisorba officinalis) [6510]
Alkaline fens [7230]

Limestone pavements [8240]

Alluvial forests with Alnus glutinosa and Fraxinus excelsior (Alno-Padion, Alnion
incanae, Salicion albae) [?1E0]

Lutra lutra (Oftter) [1355]

Conservation objectives were set for this SAC in January 2022.> The overall aim of the
Habitats Directive is to maintain favourable conservation status of the Annex |
habitats for which SAC 000216 has been selected. The Department of Arts, Heritage
and the Gaeltacht (DAHG) has now set out specific targets, based on best available
information, for the listed habitats and species in the Conservation Objectives.

Features of interest for the River Shannon Callows SAC and likelihood of their
occurrence were already listed in Table 2. There are no Qualifying Interests of the
River Shannon Callows SAC within the site itself. Generic conservation objectives are
shown in Table 2.

SNPWS (2022) Conservation Objectives: River Shannon Callows SAC 000216. Version 1.
National Parks and Wildlife Service, Department of Housing, Local Government and Heritage.
https://www.npws.ie/sites/default/files/protected-

sites/conservation objectives/CO000216.pdf
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Table 2 Conservation Objectives for River Shannon Callows SAC
Objectives for River Shannon Callows SAC

Objective 1 To maintain the Annex | habitats for which the SAC has been selected at
favourable conservation status.

Objective 2 To maintain the Annex Il species for which the SAC has been selected at
favourable conservation status.

3.3.2 Middle Shannon Callows SPA

The Middle Shannon Callows SPA is a long and diverse site which extends for
approximately 50 km from the town of Athlone to the town of Portumna; it lies within
Counties Galway, Roscommon, Westmeath, Offaly and Tipperary. The site averages
about 0.75 km in width though in places is up to 1.5 km wide. Water levels on the site
are greatly influenced by the very small fall between Athlone and Portumna and by
the weir at Meelick. 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.

Conservation objectives were set for this SPA in November 2022.¢ The overall aim of
the Habitats Directive is to maintain favourable conservation status of the Annex |
habitats for which SPA 004096 has been selected. The Department of Arts, Heritage
and the Gaeltacht (DAHG) has now set out specific targets, based on best available
information, for the listed habitats and species in the Conservation Objectives.

Features of interest for the Middle Shannon Callows SPA and likelihood of their
occurrence were dlready listed in Table 2. There are no Qualifying Interests of the
Middle Shannon Callows SPA within the site itself. Generic conservation objectives
are shown in Table 3.
The Site Synopsis for the River Shannon Callows SPA is contained within Appendix C.
Table 3 Conservation Objectives for Middle Shannon Callows SPA

Objectives for Middle Shannon Callows SPA

Golden plover

Whooper swan Detailed conservation objectives are not available for this site.

Black-headed gul These SCI species have the generic conservation objective:

) -

vgpwmg ‘To  maintain or restore the favorable conservation condition
igeon . . . . .

Black Tailed Godwit of the bird species listed as Special Conservation Interests for this

SPA'.

Corncrake

Weftland and To maintain or restore the favorable conservation condition of the

Waterbirds wetland habitat at Middle Shannon Callows SPA as a resource for

the regularly-occurring migratory waterbirds that utilise it.’

SNPWS (2022) Conservation Objectives: Middle Shannon Callows SPA 004096. Version 1.
National Parks and Wildlife Service, Department of Housing, Local Government and Heritage.
https://www.npws.ie/sites/default/files/protected-

sites/conservation objectives/C0O004096.pdf
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4.0 Screening Assessment of Likely Effects

As the proposed development does not directly overlap with River Shannon Callows
SAC/pNHA or Middle Shannon Callows SPA, there will be no direct impacts to
qualifying interest habitats or species. The site consists mainly of buildings and
hardstanding with no semi-natural habitats present that could support qualifying
interest species of the SAC/SPA/pNHA.

An assessment of potential pathways forimpact on the individual Qualifying Interests
associated with the River Shannon Callows SAC or Middle Shannon Callows SPA is
listed in Table 4.

Table 4 Assessment of potential pathways for impact on the individual Qualifying
Interests associated with River Shannon Callows SAC and Middle Shannon Callows
SPA

Qualifying Interest \ Assessment of Pathway for Impact

‘River Shannon Callows SAC ‘

Molinia meadows on
calcareous, peaty or clayey-

sit-laden  soils  (Molinion|iThe site specific conservation objectives and associated

caeruleae) [6410] mapping were reviewed to inform this assessment.
Lowland hay meadows
(Alopecurus pratensis,[These habitats were notf recorded within the boundary of the

Sanguisorba officinalis) [6510]/|development site.
|Alkaline fens [7230] |

Therefore taking a precautionary approach, a potential
Limestone pavements [8240] ‘po‘rhwoy for deterioration of surface water affecting the
Alluvial forests with  Alnus/|Annex | habitat has been identified on a precautionary basis.
glutinosa and Fraxinusl|The potential for impact on these Qls is therefore considered

excelsior (Alno-Padion/|further in this document.
Alnion incanae, Salicion
albae) [91E0]

The site specific conservation objectives and associated
mapping were reviewed o inform this assessment.

The distance is 750m to the SAC. For mammal species such as
otter, disturbance effects could be expected to extend up o
250m.” There are no watercourses on site that would provide
Lutra lutra (Otter) [1355] suitable habitat for ofter, and consfruction works will be
localised, temporary and take place during daytime hours
(otter is primarily nocturnal/crepuscular).

Taking a precautionary approach, potential water quality
impacts that could affect supporting habitat for this species
are considered further in this document.

7 Thisis consistent with Transport Infrastructure Ireland (Tll) guidance (Guidelines for the Treatment of Otters
prior to the Construction of National Road Schemes and Guidelines for the Treatment of Badgers prior
to the Construction of National Road Schemes) documents. This is a precautionary distance, and likely to
be moderated by the screening effect provided by surrounding vegetation and buildings, with the actual
Zol of constructionrelated disturbance likely to be much less in reality.
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Qualifying Interest \ Assessment of Pathway for Impact

|Midd|e Shannon Callows SPA ‘

Whooper Swan  (Cygnus
cygnus) [A038]

Wigeon (Anas penelope)
[A050] The site specific conservation objectives and associated
mapping were reviewed o inform this assessment.

\Comcroke (Crex crex) [A122]\

Golden  Plover  (PluviadligiThe distance is 750m to the SPA. For bird species, disturbance]

apricaria) [A140] effects would not be expected to extend beyond 300m. The
Lapwing (Vanellus vanellus)||urban context and existing infrastructure between the site
[A142] and the SPA provides significant buffering from potential

Black-talled Godwit (Limosa|@'$ureance impacts.

limosa) [A156]

Taking a precautionary approach, potential water quality
Black-headed Gullimpacts that could affect supporting wetland habitat for
(Chroicocephalus these bird species are considered further in this document.
ridibundus) [A179]

Wetland and Waterbirds
[A999]

4.1 Habitat Loss/Alteration

The proposed Digital Hub & Co-Working Centre development involves the
renovation, retrofit, and refurbishment of protected buildings and demolition of other
buildings at the TUS property on Northgate Street, Athlone. The site primarily consists
of Buildings and Arfificial Surfaces (BL3), with a mature treeline (WL2) at the front of
the site (to be retained) and areas of Grassy Verges/Meadows along the strip to the
east of site.

The site is located within an established urban area of Athlone town. The structures
to be renovated and the areas where demolition will take place consist
predominantly of buildings and hardstanding areas with limited ecological value.
The mature treeline at the front of the site, which has some ecological value for birds
and potentially bats, will be retained.

There will be no direct loss or alteration of any habitats listed as qualifying interests of
the River Shannon Callows SAC or Middle Shannon Callows SPA, as the site is located
approximately 750m from these European sites at their closest points. The site in its
current state has negligible ecological value for qualifying interest species due to its
predominantly arfificial nature, existing buildings, and urban context.

The proposal represents redevelopment within an established urban area, rather
than expansion into natural habitats. While some demolition is proposed, this will not
impact any natural habitats that could support qualifying interest species of the SAC
or SPA. Therefore, impacts from habitat loss or alteration can be screened out.

4.2 Disturbance and/or Displacement of Species

The site's location within Athlone town means there is already a baseline level of
human activity, noise, and disturbance. For mammals such as otfter (a qualifying
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interest of the River Shannon Callows SAC), the distance to the River Shannon
(approximately 750m) combined with existing screening from buildings and urban
infrastructure  means construction activities are unlikely to cause significant
disturbance beyond existing background levels. Otters are primarily active at dawn,
dusk, and during the night, while construction will be limited to standard daytime
working hours.

For bird species that are qualifying interests of the Middle Shannon Callows SPA (such
as Whooper Swan, Wigeon, Corncrake, Golden Plover, Lapwing, Black-tailed
Godwit, and Black-headed Gull), the distance of 750m exceeds the typical
disturbance buffer of 300m. Additionally, the urban context of Athlone town provides
significant screening between the development site and the SPA.

Any potential disturbance effects would be minimal given:

o The existing urban setting and baseline disturbance levels

e The significant buffer distance of approximately 750m between the site and
the SAC/SPA

o The temporary and localized nature of construction works

o Existing screening from buildings and urban infrastructure within Athlone town

e Restriction of works to standard daytime working hours

During operation, the proposed Digital Hub & Co-Working Centre will be consistent
with the educational and business function of the existing TUS campus, and will not
significantly alter existing disturbance levels in this urban area. Therefore,
disturbance/displacement impacts to qualifying interest species of the River
Shannon Callows SAC and Middle Shannon Callows SPA can be screened out.
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4.3 Habitat /Species Fragmentation

Habitat fragmentation has been defined as the ‘reduction and isolation of patches
of natural environment’® usually due to an external disturbance such that an
alteration of the spatial composition of a habitat occurs that alters the habitat and
‘create(s] isolated or tenuously connected patches of the original habitat.” This
results in spatial separation of habitat units which had previously been in a state of
greater conftinuity.

The proposed Digital Hub & Co-Working Centre development at the TUS property on
Northgate Street will not result in any fragmentation of habitats or populations of
qualifying interest species, as:

o The site consists predominantly of existing buildings and hardstanding within
an urban campus

e There are no natural habitat corridors through the site

e The site does not lie between areas of supporting habitat for SAC/SPA
qualifying interest species

o The development will not create any new barriers to species movement

o The existing ecological connectivity in the area will be maintained

e The developmentinvolves the renovation of existing structures and demolition
of others within an established urban setting

The nature of the development, focused on the renovation and redevelopment of
existing structures within an established urban area, means it will not fragment or
isolate any populations or create barriers to movement for qualifying interest species
of the River Shannon Callows SAC or Middle Shannon Callows SPA. Therefore,
fragmentation impacts can be screened out.

4.4 Changes in Population Density

The proposed Digital Hub & Co-Working Centre development and its location within
the urban context of Athlone means the development will not cause any
measurable changes in population density of qualifying interest species of the River
Shannon Callows SAC or Middle Shannon Callows SPA. The site does not provide
breeding, feeding, or roosting habitat that could support populations of qualifying
interest species such as Otter (for the SAC) or the various bird species (for the SPA).

The development will not reduce the availability of supporting habitat or affect
population viability of any species listed as qualifying interests for the River Shannon
Callows SAC or Middle Shannon Callows SPA. The significant distance from these
European sites (approximately 750m) and the lack of suitable habitat within the site
boundary further ensure that no population density impacts could occur. Therefore,
population density impacts can be screened out.

8 Franklin, A. N. (2002). What is Habitat Fragmentationg Studies in Avian Biology, 20-29.
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4.5 Impacts to Water Quality

The potential risk to water quality during the construction phase of the proposed
works (e.g., silt and harmful substances becoming entrained in surface water run-off)
requires careful consideration. While there are no watercourses directly on the site,
it is worth noting that the River Shannon is approximately 70m from the site, and the
River Shannon Callows SAC and Middle Shannon Callows SPA are approximately
750m to the south.

The hydrology of the area is shown on Figure 9. The site is located within:

Hydrometric Area 26G - Upper Shannon

WED Sub-Catchment: 'Shannon[Lower]_SC_010'

Water Framework Directive River Sub-Basin = 'SHANNON (Upper)_120'

WFD River Waterbody WFD Status 2016-2021 of 'SHANNON (Upper)_120' is
'Poor' and Risk Status is ‘At Risk'

e  WFD Groundwater Body Status 2016-2021 of 'Inny' is 'Good' & Risk Status is 'Not
aft Risk'

Surface Water Management

Surface water from the development will connect to the existing public drainage
system in Athlone. The proposed development will incorporate Sustainable Urban
Drainage Systems (SuDS) in accordance with the requirements of Westmeath
County Development Plan. Detailed SuDS design information is included in the
planning application documents.

The predominant hardstanding nature of the existing site means that the
redevelopment is unlikely to significantly alter the volume or quality of surface water
runoff. The renovation of the protected structures and demolition of non-protected
structures will be carried out in accordance with best practice construction
methods.

Construction Phase

During the consfruction phase, standard best practice pollution prevention
measures will be implemented through a site-specific Construction Environmental
Management Plan (CEMP) including:

Designated concrete washdown areas

Secure storage and handling of potential pollutants
Regular maintenance of plant and machinery

Spill kits and emergency response procedures
Measures to prevent sediment runoff

The distance fto the River Shannon Callows SAC/SPA (approximately 750m)
combined with the implementation of standard construction phase best practice
means the risk of significant water quality impacts is low.
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Wastewater Management

The proposed development will connect to the existing public wastewater network.
A letter of feasibility from Irish Water for the connection to the public foul sewer is
included in the planning application documents. The nature of the development
(educational, business and community spaces) means that wastewater volumes will
be consistent with normal urban usage and well within the capacity of the existing
infrastructure. The Athlone WWTP (D0007) was checked in May 2025 and is at 'Green'
status indicating spare capacity.

Flood Risk

According to the CFRAM mapping reviewed (see Figure 9), the site appears to be
outside the Flood Risk Zone. The development will be designed and constructed in
accordance with the flood risk management requirements of the Westmeath
County Development Plan and any local area plans applicable to Athlone.

Given the implementation of appropriate surface water management measures,
standard pollution prevention practices during construction, and connection to the
public wastewater system with confirmed capacity, the potential for the proposed
development to affect water quality in the River Shannon Callows SAC or Middle
Shannon Callows SPA can be screened out.

4.6 Invasive Species

The development site consists of existing buildings and hardstanding within the TUS
property on Northgate Street, Athlone. During the site visit in April 2025, no invasive
species listed on the Third Schedule of the European Communities (Birds and Natural
Habitats) Regulations 2011 were recorded on the main parts of the site. However,
Butterfly-bush (Buddleja davidii) was observed growing out of stonework near the
roof edges and at the base of the older buildings where they meet the ground.
Butterfly-bush is considered a problematic non-native species that can rapidly
colonize disturbed sites and built structures, potentially causing damage to historic
masonry and stonework. Although Butterfly-bush is not legally designated as an
invasive species under S.I. 477 of 2011, it is recognized as a problematic non-native
species by organizations such as Transport Infrastructure Ireland (formerly NRA) in
their "Guidelines on The Management of Noxious Weeds and Non-Native Invasive
Plant Species on National Roads."

Construction activities will follow strict biosecurity protocols to be outlined in the
Construction Environmental Management Plan (CEMP), compiled prior to works, to
prevent the infroduction or spread of invasive species. The CEMP will include specific
protocols for the appropriate removal and disposal of Butterfly-bush to prevent its
spread to other areas. Any imported materials such as aggregates (if required) will
be sourced from licensed suppliers with appropriate biosecurity controls.
Construction machinery will arrive clean to site and be inspected before use.

Given the urban context, predominant hardstanding nature of the site, absence of
legally designated invasive species, and implementation of standard biosecurity
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measures in the CEMP compiled prior to any works, impacts from invasive species
can be screened out.

4.7 Change Impacts

The proposed Digital Hub & Co-Working Centre development at TUS Athlone will not
result in significant greenhouse gas emissions or other climate change impacts. The
development represents a sustainable approach to the built environment through
the renovation of protected structures and demolition of others to create a modern,
energy-efficient facility.

The development will incorporate energy efficiency measures where compatible
with conservation principles for protected structures. Construction phase emissions
will be temporary and minimal given the nature of the works, while operational
emissions will be mitigated through energy-efficient design.

The site's location within Athlone town centre promotes sustainable development
patterns and reduces transport emissions compared to greenfield development. The
development will utilize existing infrastructure and services, further minimizing its
carbon fooftprint.

The design will incorporate climate resilience measures in accordance with current
building standards and best practice guidance. Given these factors and the
relatively small scale of the development, climate change impacts can be screened
ouft.

5.0 In Combination Effects of Plans & Projects

Article 6(3) of the Habitats Directive requires an assessment of a plan or project to
consider other plans or programs that might, in combination with the plan or project,
have the potential to adversely impact upon European sites.

Impacts to River Shannon Callows SAC and Middle Shannon Callows SPA have been
screened out in Section 4.0. All other European sites listed in Table 1 fall beyond the
Zone of Influence of the proposed works. Given the confined area of the works, and
the lack of direct connections to these European sites, there is no potential for any
other plans or projects to act in combination with the proposed works which would
adversely affect the integrity of any European sites.

The following plans and projects were considered for potential in-combination
effects:

e Westmeath County Development Plan 2021-2027 - This plan has undergone
Strategic Environmental Assessment (SEA) and Appropriate Assessment, with
appropriate mitigation measures incorporated to ensure no significant effects
on European sites including the River Shannon Callows SAC and Middle
Shannon Callows SPA.

e Athlone Town Centre Regeneration and Enhancement Strategy - This strategy
aims to enhance the urban environment of Athlone and has been subject to
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environmental assessment to ensure it does not adversely affect European
sites.

e Various urban development projects in Athlone town - Athlone is an urban
setting with  multiple ongoing construction projects. All  significant
developments would be subject to their own AA screening/assessment
process to ensure no significant effects on European sites.

e River Shannon Flood Risk Management Plan - This plan has undergone
appropriate assessment to ensure that flood management measures do not
adversely affect the conservation objectives of European sites along the
Shannon.

In addition, Westmeath County Council assesses each planning application
requiring a Screening for Appropriate Assessment on an individual basis and requests
further information accordingly depending on the scale and location of
development.

Given the nature and scale of the proposed works (primarily renovation of protected
structures and demolition of others within an established urban campus), the
distance from the River Shannon Callows SAC and Middle Shannon Callows SPA
(approximately 750m), and the lack of direct pathways for impacts, there is no
potential for significant in-combination effects with other plans or projects.

6.0 Screening Statement Conclusions

According to NPWS (2009), the Appropriate Assessment Screening exercise can
either identify that an Appropriate Assessment is not required; or that there is no
potential for significant effects (i.e., Appropriate Assessment is not required); or that
significant effects are certain, likely or uncertain (i.e., the project must either
proceed to Stage 2 (AA) or be rejected).

The River Shannon Callows SAC and Middle Shannon Callows SPA, approximately
750m from the site at their closest points, were assessed for impacts from the
proposed Digital Hub & Co-Working Centre development at the TUS property on
Northgate Street, Athlone, and all potential impacts were screened out.

In conclusion, upon the examination, analysis and evaluation of the relevant
information including, in particular, the nature of the proposed works and the
likelihood of significant effects on any Natura 2000 site, in addition to considering
possible in-combination effects, and applying the precautionary principles, it is
concluded by the author of this report that, on the basis of objective information,
the possibility may be excluded that the proposed works will have a significant
effect on any of the European sites below:

River Shannon Callows SAC

Middle Shannon Callows SPA

Lough Ree SAC

Lough Ree SPA

Crosswood Bog SAC

Carn Park Bog SAC

Ballynamona Bog and Corkip Lough SAC
Castlesampson Esker SAC

Lough Funshinagh SAC
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Pilgrim's Road Esker SAC
Mongan Bog SAC

Fin Lough (Offaly) SAC
Mongan Bog SPA

These complete, precise and definitive findings, based on the best available
scientific evidence, remove all reasonable scientific doubt that the proposed works
will have any significant impacts on the Natura 2000 sites detailed above; and it is
therefore concluded that there will be no likely significant negative impacts caused
to any Natura 2000 sites as a result of the proposed works. A Natura Impact
Statement (NIS) is not required.
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April 2025—March 2026

ASH Ecology and Environmental Ltd
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Registered Charity Number (England and Wales): 1189915.
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Plate 1 Protected structure onsite to be retained located on hard standing (habitat
type buildings and artificial surfaces — BL3) with treeline (WL2) also evident to the front
of site, also to be retained.

Plate 2 Structure onsite to the rear to be removed, located on hard standing (habitat
type buildings and artificial surfaces — BL3).

Plate 3 Structure onsite to the rear to be removed, located on hard standing (habitat
type buildings and artificial surfaces — BL3).



Plate 4 Structure onsite to the front to be removed, located on hard standing (habitat
type buildings and artificial surfaces — BL3).

Plate 5 Small protected structure onsite to be retained located on hard standing
(habitat type buildings and artificial surfaces — BL3).
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Plate 6 Old walls around the site (BL3) with a tree ’rho’r fell during storm.



Plate 7 Hard standing (habitat type buildings and artificial surfaces — BL3) to the rear
of site.

ok 2

Plte r

ea f Grassy Veres/Meodows (GS) to the east of site.

Plate 9 Treeline (WL2) to the front of site — to be retained.
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An Roinn Tithiochta,
Rialtais Aitiuil agus Oidhreachta
Department of Housing,

Local Government and Heritage SITE SYNO PSIS

Site Name: River Shannon Callows SAC

Site Code: 000216

The River Shannon Callows is a long and diverse site which consists of seasonally
flooded, semi-natural, lowland wet grassland, along and beside the river between the
towns of Athlone and Portumna. It is approximately 50 km long and averages about
0.75 km wide (reaching 1.5 km wide in places). Along much of its length the site is
bordered by raised bogs (many, but not all, of which are subject to large-scale
harvesting), esker ridges and limestone-bedrock hills. The soils grade from silty-
alluvial to peat. This site has a common boundary, and is closely associated, with two
other sites with similar habitats, River Suck Callows and Little Brosna Callows.

The site is a Special Area of Conservation (SAC) selected for the following habitats
and/or species listed on Annex I/ 1II of the E.U. Habitats Directive (* = priority;
numbers in brackets are Natura 2000 codes):

Molinia Meadows
Lowland Hay Meadows
Alkaline Fens
Limestone Pavement®
91E0] Alluvial Forests*

1355] Otter (Lutra lutra)

The River Shannon Callows is mainly composed of lowland wet grassland. Different
plant communities occur, depending on elevation, and therefore flooding patterns.
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 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. The most notable plant in
the grassy area is a substantial population of Green-winged Orchid (Orchis morio),
which occurs with such species as Sweet Vernal-grass (Anthoxanthum odoratum),
Quaking-grass (Briza media), sedges (Carex caryophyllea, C. flacca), Common Bird’s-
foot-trefoil (Lotus corniculatus), Common Knapweed (Centaurea nigra), and Ribwort
Plantain (Plantago lanceolata). Ferns associated with the cracks in the pavement
include Asplenium trichomanes, A. ruta-muraria, A. adiantum-nigrum and Polypodium
australe. Bryophytes include Grimmia apocarpa and Orthotrichum cf. anomalum.
Anthills are common within the open grassland. The Hazel wood is well-developed
and has herbaceous species such as Primrose (Primula vulgaris), Common Dog-violet
(Viola riviniana), Wood-sorrel (Oxalis acetosella) and Herb-Robert (Geranium
robertianum). The wood is noted for its luxuriant growth of epiphytic mosses and
liverworts, with such species as Neckera crispa and Hylocomium brevirostre. Yew (Taxus
baccata) occurs in one area.

Other habitats of smaller area but also of importance within the site are lowland dry
grassland, drainage ditches, freshwater marshes and reedbeds. The dry grassland
areas, especially where they exist within hay meadows, are species-rich, and of two
main types: calcareous grassland on glacial material, and dry grassland on levees of
river alluvium. The former can contain many orchid species, Cowslip (Primula veris),
abundant Adder's-tongue (Ophioglossum vulgatum) and Spring-sedge (Carex
caryophyllea), and both contain an unusually wide variety of grasses, including False
Oat-grass (Arrhenatherum elatius), Yellow Oat-grass (Trisetum flavescens), Meadow
Foxtail (Alopecurus pratense), and Meadow Brome (Bromus commutatus). In places
Summer Snowflake also occurs.

Good quality habitats on the edge of the callows included in the site are wet
broadleaved semi-natural woodland dominated by both Downy Birch (Betula
pubescens) and Alder (Alnus glutinosa), and dry broadleaved woodland dominated by
Hazel. There are also areas of raised bog, fen on old cut-away bog with Black Bog-
rush (Schoenus nigricans), and a 'petrifying stream' with associated species-rich




calcareous flush which supports Yellow Sedge (Carex lepidocarpa), Blunt-flowered
Rush (Juncus subnodulosus) and Stoneworts (Chara spp.).

Immediately south of Portumna Bridge and south east of the town of Portumna the
area of low-lying terrestrial land west of the river comprises are large area of the
Annex I habitat alkaline fen. The fen comprises a complex of rich-fen plant
communities. Sedges (Carex lasiocarpa, Carex acutiformis) and Bogbean (Menyanthes
trifoliata) dominate parts of the fens while other small sedges are common
throughout. The orchids Early Marsh Orchid (Dactylorhiza incarnata), Western Marsh
Orchid (D. majalis) and Marsh Helloborine (Epipactis palustris) and the red-listed
plant species Marsh Pea (Lathyrus palustris) have been recorded within the fen.

Two species which are legally protected under the Flora (Protection) Order, 2015,
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.

The site is of international importance for wintering waterfowl as numbers regularly
exceed the 20,000 threshold (mean of 34,985 for five winters 1994/94-1998/99). Of
particular note is an internationally important population of Whooper Swans (287).
A further five species have populations of national importance (all figures are means
for five winters 1995/96-1999/00): Mute Swan (349), Wigeon (2972), Golden Plover
(4254), Lapwing (11578) and Black-tailed Godwit (388). Species which occur in
numbers of regional or local importance include Bewick’s Swan, Tufted Duck,
Dunlin, Curlew and Redshank. The population of Dunlin is notable as it is one of the
few regular inland flocks in Ireland. Small flocks of Greenland White-fronted Goose
use the Shannon Callows; these are generally associated with larger flocks which
occur on the adjacent Little Brosna Callows and River Suck Callows.

Shoveler (an estimated 12 pairs in 1987) and Black-tailed Godwit (Icelandic race) (one
or two pairs in 1987) breed within this site. These species are listed in the Red Data
Book as being threatened in Ireland. The scarce bird Quail is also known to breed
within the area. The callows has at times held over 40% of the Irish population of the
globally endangered Corncrake, although numbers have declined in recent years. A
total of 66 calling birds were recorded in 1999, but numbers have dropped
significantly since then. The total population of breeding waders (Lapwing,
Redshank, Snipe and Curlew) in 1987 was one of three major concentrations in
Ireland and Britain. The population of breeding Redshank in the site was estimated
to be 10% of the Irish population, making it nationally significant. Also, the Annex I
species Merlin and Hen Harrier are regularly reported hunting over the callows
during the breeding season and in autumn and winter.

This site holds a population of Otter, a species listed on Annex II of the E.U. Habitats
Directive, while the Irish Hare, which is listed in the Irish Red Data Book, is a
common sight on the callows.




The Shannon Callows are used for summer dry-stock grazing (mostly cattle, with
some sheep and a few horses), and permanent hay meadow. About 30 ha is a nature
reserve owned by voluntary conservation bodies. The River Shannon is used
increasingly for recreational purposes with coarse angling and boating accounting
for much of the visitor numbers. Intermittent and scattered damage to the habitats
has occurred due to over-deepening of drains and peat silt deposition, water-skiing,
ploughing and neglect of hay meadow (or reversion to pasture). However, none of
these damaging activities can yet be said to be having a serious impact. Threats to the
quality of the site may come from the siting of boating marinas in areas away from
centres of population, fertilising of botanically-rich fields, the use of herbicides,
reversion of hay meadow to pasture, neglect of pasture and hay meadow,
disturbance of birds by boaters, anglers, birdwatchers and the general tourist. The
maintenance of generally high water levels in winter and spring benefits all aspects
of the flora and fauna, but in this regard, summer flooding is a threat to breeding
birds, and may cause neglect of farming.

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 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 three
Annex habitats (two 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.




SITE SYNOPSIS

SITE NAME: MIDDLE SHANNON CALLOWS SPA

SITE CODE: 004096

The Middle Shannon Callows SPA is a long and diverse site which extends for
approximately 50 km from the town of Athlone to the town of Portumna; it lies within
Counties Galway, Roscommon, Westmeath, Offaly and Tipperary. The site averages
about 0.75 km in width though in places is up to 1.5 km wide. Water levels on the
site are greatly influenced by the very small fall between Athlone and Portumna and
by the weir at Meelick. 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. The E.U. Birds Directive pays particular attention to wetlands and, as
these form part of this SPA, the site and its associated waterbirds are of special
conservation interest for Wetland & Waterbirds.

The Middle Shannon Callows qualifies as a site of international importance as it
regularly supports in excess of 20,000 wintering waterbirds (23,656 — four year mean
peak for four of the winters between 1995/96 and 1999/2000). The site also supports
internationally important populations of Whooper Swan (305 — five year mean peak
for the period 1995/96 to 1999/2000) and Black-tailed Godwit (485 — four year mean
peak for four of the winters between 1995/96 and 1999/2000). Four further species of
wintering waterbird occur in numbers of national importance, i.e. Wigeon (3,059),
Golden Plover (4,133) , Lapwing (13,240) and Black-headed Gull (1,209) — all
figures are four year mean peaks for four of the winters between 1995/96 and
1999/2000.

The Shannon Callows is the largest site monitored as part of I-WeBS and many parts
of it are inaccessible on the ground. Annual monitoring of the wintering waterbirds
of the Shannon Callows is undertaken by aerial surveys in January/February with
some areas also covered by ground counts. The importance of the site for some
species may have been underestimated if count coverage missed the brief spring
peaks for these species, e.g. peak counts of Lapwing (23,409) and Black-tailed
Godwit (1,096) recorded in the baseline period (1995/96 to 1999/2000) have been
considerably higher than the four year means. . A wide range of other species occurs
within the site, including Mute Swan (407), Teal (88), Tufted Duck (41), Dunlin



(335), Curlew (162) and Redshank (39). Small numbers of Greenland White-fronted
Goose use the Shannon Callows (peak 55 in 1998/99) and these are generally
associated with larger flocks which occur on the adjacent Little Brosna Callows and
River Suck Callows. The callow grasslands provide optimum feeding grounds for
these various species of waterfowl, while many of the birds also roost or rest within
the site.

The Shannon Callows is also an important site for breeding waders with the total
population on the Shannon and Little Brosna Callows being one of three major
concentrations in Ireland and Britain in 1987. Numbers of some species have
declined since then but a survey of the Shannon Callows in 2002 recorded the
following breeding waders - Lapwing (63 pairs), Redshank (116 pairs), Snipe (139
drumming birds) and Curlew (8 pairs). Black-tailed Godwit, a very rare breeding
species in Ireland, nests or attempts to nest in small numbers each year within the site.
A further scarce breeding species, Shoveler, also nests in small numbers each year (an
estimated 12 pairs in 1987).

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).

Corncrake winter in southern and eastern Africa, migrating northwards to arrive on
their breeding grounds from early April onwards, departing again in August and
September. They require the cover of tall vegetation throughout their breeding cycle
and are strongly associated with meadows which are harvested annually, where they
nest and feed. Annual cutting of these meadows creates a sward which is easy for the
birds to move through. Other habitats, which can provide cover for Corncrake in the
early and late stages of the breeding season, are also important for this species.

Corncrake is listed on the 2010 International Union for Conservation of Nature
(IUCN) Red List of Threatened Species. This is due to population and range declines
of more than 50% in the last 25 years across significant parts of its range.

Quail, a related, scarce species, is also known to breed within the callow grasslands.

A good variety of other bird species are attracted to the site. Birds of prey, including
scarce species such as Merlin and wintering Hen Harrier have been recorded hunting
over the callows. A range of passerine species associated with grassland and swamp

vegetation breed, including Sedge Warbler, Grasshopper Warbler, Skylark and Reed

Bunting. Kingfisher is also known to occur within the site. Whinchat, an uncommon
breeding species, occurs in small numbers.

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
| of the E.U. Birds Directive, i.e. Whooper Swan, Corncrake and Golden Plover.
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