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7.  Lowland Bogs, Fens and Reedswamps 
Fintan Bracken1 and Patrick Smiddy 

 

Introduction 

Peatlands are one of the most characteristic landscape features in Ireland and 

everyone is familiar with the large raised bogs of the Irish midlands and the 

blanket bogs of our uplands and Atlantic coast. Peatlands cover between 17% and 

20.6% of the total area of Ireland, a percentage exceeded in Europe only by 

Estonia (22%) and Finland (30%) (Hammond 1981; Lappalainen 1996; Aalen et 

al. 1997; Connolly and Holden 2008). This chapter will deal with two of the main 

types of bogs found in Ireland, raised bogs and fens, while blanket bogs will be 

dealt with in Chapter 8: Upland heath and blanket bog. Reedswamps often occur 

in association with fens but they are not dependent on groundwater and can also 

occur in other situations, both freshwater and tidal.  

Raised bogs cover approximately 314,000 ha of the land surface of Ireland and 

are typical of the central plain of the country (Aalen et al. 1997). Raised bogs 

were formed where shallow lakes were overgrown by vegetation, which 

subsequently led to plant debris accumulating to form peat (Hammond 1981).  

Fens are peat-forming systems that are fed by groundwater or moving surface 

waters (Fossitt 2000). Fens can be found nearby springs and seepages, on river 

flood plains, in flat basins and in glacial lake beds. True intact fens are rare in 

Ireland as they have mostly been reclaimed for agriculture. 

Reedswamps are distributed throughout the country, on the coast as well as 

inland, often in association with other habitats such as rivers, lakes, estuaries and 

coastal lagoons. They are especially associated with the major rivers such as the 

Shannon, and the larger lakes such as Lough Neagh. Most reedswamps are 

dominated by one or two tall grasses or sedges. Common reed depends on 

regular flooding but it can tolerate occasional drying out in summer. It can 

survive in both fresh and brackish waters.   

 

Many reedswamps begin as shallow lakes, and through succession develop into 

fens. This process occurs through a gradual build up of peat from dead plant 

material, which raises the surface out of reach of ground water. While 

reedswamps are dominated by one species, the common reed, fens, in turn, 

develop shorter and more diverse vegetation, which may include typical species 

such as meadow sweet and ragged robin. Over longer periods of time fens further 

develop into woodland dominated by alder, willow and birch with a luxuriant 

ground flora (Anon 1974). The grazing of farm animals may alter and reduce the 

vegetation in some reedswamps and fens. Common reeds may also occur in drier 

                                                      

1 Fintan Bracken’s research for this chapter was funded by the Environmental Protection 

Agency through the project “BOGLAND: Protocol for Sustainable Peatland Management in 
Ireland” (see Renou-Wilson et al. (2010) for more details). 

 



7.  Lowland bogs, fens and reedswamps 

 Page 2 of 19  

habitats on the higher mudbanks of tidal rivers, such as the Blackwater 

(Munster).  

 

Unfortunately, to the casual visitor these habitats often appear ‘empty’ as many 

of the bird species that live in them are skulking in nature. This perception makes 

them vulnerable to damage as they are often viewed as wastelands. Historically, 

these wetlands have been exploited, especially through drainage programmes in 

the 19th century, and the arterial drainage schemes of the 20th century. Few such 

lowland wetlands remain untouched, and much of our present agricultural 

grassland is based on former fens and reedswamps. Over the last 20 years, 

during the economic boom, many of the remaining wetlands suffered further 

damage due to filling with rubble and builder’s waste. Sustainable exploitation of 

some wetlands takes place on a small scale, such as the harvesting of reeds for 

thatch, and rushes and willows for basket making.  

 

A high proportion of Irish peatlands has been damaged in varying degrees during 

the last sixty years due to several factors. These include the introduction of large-

scale, mechanised turf extraction schemes in the 1940s for fuel and horticultural 

peat, afforestation programmes commencing in the 1950s, intensification of 

agriculture following Ireland’s entry to the EU and land reclamation (Feehan and 

O’Donovan 1996). The area of peatland suitable for conservation in Ireland has 

been seriously reduced in recent times leaving less than 15% of the original 

extent shown in Hammond’s peatlands map of Ireland (Hammond 1981) in near-

intact condition (Crushell 2002; Foss 2007; Douglas et al. 2008). 

 

The importance of raised bogs and fens as habitats in an international and 

national context is illustrated by the inclusion of both in Annex I of the EU 

Habitats Directive. This affords special conservation status to peatland habitats 

including active raised bogs, degraded raised bogs still capable of natural 

regeneration, calcareous fens with Cladium mariscus and species of the Caricion 

davallianae, and alkaline fens. Many important raised bog and fen sites in Ireland 

are allocated special protection through their designation as Nature Reserves, 

Special Areas of Conservation (SAC), Special Protection Areas (SPA), Natural 

Heritage Areas (NHA) and Areas of Special Scientific Interest (ASSI).  

 

Raised Bogs 

The numbers of bird species occurring on raised bogs during the breeding season 

is quite low and is often lower than blanket bogs (Madden 1987b; Hutchinson 

1989; Feehan and O’Donovan 1996; Wilson 2002). Only eleven species were 

found during the breeding season at three midlands raised bogs (Sharavogue and 

Clara, Co. Offaly and Carrowbehy, Co. Roscommon) with meadow pipit and 

skylark dominating the bird community of this habitat with 62% and 30% of the 

birds recorded respectively (Bracken et al. 2008, Table 7.1). Other common 

species of raised bogs in the spring and summer are curlew, snipe, mallard and 

wren (Bracken et al. 2008, Table 7.1). Red grouse also occur on raised bogs 

where its main food, heather, occurs in sufficient abundance but the species is 

more typical of blanket bogs (Bracken et al. 2008) (See Chapter 8: Upland heath 

and blanket bog). Several species of raptor including peregrine, kestrel and 

merlin may hunt over raised bogs with merlin often establishing breeding 

territories on raised bogs (Wilson 1990; Norriss et al. 2010). 

Other surveys of breeding birds of raised bogs have also been conducted with 17 

breeding species found within the Dunkellin/Lavally river catchments, Co. Galway 

(Buckley and McCarthy 1987). Four breeding species of wader, golden plover, 

lapwing, snipe and curlew were found by Partridge (1988) during a survey of 95 
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raised bog sites mainly in Co. Tyrone as part of the Northern Ireland breeding 

waders survey. Only two breeding species, meadow pipit (20 territories) and 

skylark (15 territories), were found to be wholly associated with the intact raised 

bog habitat during a survey of the intact dome of Dunloy Bog ASSI in County 

Antrim in 2004 (Allen and Mellon Environmental 2007). Another species, curlew, 

included the bog within its territory but nested and did most feeding in the lagg 

area and adjacent grasslands (Allen and Mellon Environmental 2007). Twenty-one 

breeding species were recorded at Finn Lough in Co. Offaly which is sandwiched 

between an esker ridge and a cutover bog (Rochford 1988). The bird community 

of an area of intact raised bog in Mongan Bog, Co. Offaly comprised twelve 

different species including kestrel, redshank and linnet but only mallard, snipe, 

skylark and meadow pipit were proven to have bred and curlew was suspected of 

nesting (Madden 1987a). Table 7.2 (modified from Wilson 1990) summarises 

some of the findings from these studies of the birds of raised bogs in Ireland 

during the breeding season and illustrates that both species diversity and 

densities are low in this habitat. 

Detailed studies were carried out on the dispersion patterns and habitat use of 

ground-nesting bird species on three raised bogs in Co. Offaly, All Saint’s Bog, 

Clara Bog and Raheenmore Bog in the mid 1990s (Huvendiek 1996; Pohler 

1996). A territory mapping study of 266 ha of Clara Bog found 14 breeding 

species in the relatively intact western part, with skylark being the most abundant 

with 82 territories followed by meadow pipit with 81 (Pohler 1996). The eastern 

part has been seriously disturbed by a network of surface drains and only had 

nine breeding species with meadow pipit being the most abundant with 72 

territories and skylark with 52. Pohler (1996) only regarded four of the recorded 

breeding bird species (meadow pipit, skylark, snipe and curlew) as typical 

breeders in open raised bog habitats. The study also examined the dispersion 

patterns of breeding birds and their habitat relationships in Clara Bog (Pohler 

1996). Skylark and meadow pipit showed no distinct response to site-specific 

differences in habitat properties, indicating their unspecialised mode of habitat 

use in open raised bog habitats. However, occupied meadow pipit areas of the 

peatland had higher and denser grass/sedge-dwarf shrub vegetation that 

unpopulated parts. There was very little difference between occupied and 

unoccupied areas of the peatland in the case of skylark. Curlew seemed to prefer 

the wetter parts of Clara Bog and also areas with low and sparse grass/sedge-

dwarf shrub vegetation. Snipe prefer higher cover of lawn-forming sedges and 

areas with a higher proportion of open water in Clara Bog (Pohler 1996).  

Redshank has recently been recorded breeding on bogs in Ireland with three 

recent occurrences of the species breeding on both blanket and raised bog (Nairn 

et al. 2004). However, bogs are only suitable as marginal breeding habitats for 

redshank due to their low productivity (Nairn et al. 2004). 

Gulls may also be present on raised bogs and it has been noted that colonies of 

black-headed gulls are common in bogs with open bodies of water, especially if 

they have reedbeds or other safe nesting areas (Feehan and O’Donovan 1996). In 

the late 1800s one hundred pairs of the lesser black-backed gull were recorded 

on a bog in Co. Kildare but this colony later disappeared due to turf developments 

and since then no lesser black-backed gulls have been found breeding on bogs in 

the country (Creme et al. 1997). 

During the winter period from late September to mid-February, numbers of 

species are usually lower than during the breeding season but densities vary 

(Wilson 1990). Many species including meadow pipit, skylark and reed bunting 

form migratory flocks in winter and leave raised bogs in search of food in the 

neighbouring countryside. Meadow pipit is usually scarce and skylark often absent 

from raised bogs between late November and early February (Wilson 1990). 

Winter season surveys of birds of raised bogs within the Dunkellin/Lavally river 
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catchments, Co. Galway and the Owenmore catchment, Co. Sligo found seven 

and seventeen species respectively (Buckley and McCarthy 1987 and P. Buckley 

cited in Wilson 1990).  

In winter, wildfowl are important visitors to raised bogs with the Greenland white-

fronted goose or 'bog' goose, one such winter visitor with a traditional and 

specialised association with bogs (Wilson 2002). Blanket bogs and raised bogs 

were the species' traditional habitat before the exploitation of bogs by people 

began to change things (Wilson 1990; Wilson 2002). The species feeds by 

probing for the nutritionally rich underground storage organs of cotton grass and 

white-beaked sedge (Wilson 1990; Wilson 2002). As bogs and in particular raised 

bogs have gradually disappeared, the Greenland white-fronted goose has adapted 

and taken advantage of grasslands and other crops (Wilson 2002). Although the 

Greenland white-fronted goose may still utilise raised bogs for night-time roosts, 

there are few flocks that continue to feed exclusively on bogs throughout the 

winter (Fox et al. 1994; Fox 2003). 

 

Fens 

Fens are much more species rich habitats than raised bogs (Crushell 2000). In 

2008, a study of the breeding season birds of fen found sixteen species at three 

fens, Scragh Bog (Co. Westmeath), Pollardstown Fen (Co. Kildare) and Bellacorick 

flush (Co. Mayo) (Bracken et al. 2008, Table 7.1). Unlike raised bogs, the bird 

communities of fens are not dominated entirely by meadow pipit and skylark 

although meadow pipit does comprise about 40% of the individuals sighted 

(Bracken et al. 2008, Tables 7.1 and 7.3). Reed bunting (18%), wren (9%), snipe 

(9%) and sedge warbler (8%) also make up large proportions of the breeding 

season communities of fens (Bracken et al. 2008, Table 7.1 and 7.3). Fens also 

support higher densities of birds than raised bog with almost twice as many birds 

per square kilometre found on fen (635 birds/km2) compared to raised bog (353 

birds/km2) (Bracken et al. 2008 and Table 7.4). 

Fens provide breeding and feeding sites for a wide variety of bird species due to 

the presence of reedbeds and areas of tall sedge, wet marshy ground, areas of 

open water and fen carr (or fen woodland) (Crushell 2000). Twenty-seven 

different bird species have been found breeding on or in the immediate vicinity of 

Pollardstown Fen, including little grebe, great crested grebe, mute swan, teal, 

water rail, moorhen, sedge warbler, reed bunting, stonechat, skylark and 

meadow pipit (Madden 1987c). Thirteen species were recorded at Kebble Fen, 

Rathlin Island, Co. Antrim with six of these species associated with the core fen 

habitat: sedge warbler (24 territories), reed bunting (6), water rail (up to 3), 

snipe (2), teal (1), and grasshopper warbler (1) (Allen and Mellon Environmental 

2007). In addition, other species were associated with bracken and bramble 

growth around the fen margins and included stonechat (4 territories), wren (3), 

meadow pipit (3), blackbird (2), robin (1), dunnock (1) and whitethroat (1). A 

pair of whinchat had been recorded at the fen in previous years (Allen and Mellon 

Environmental 2007). 

During the autumn and winter season substantial numbers of wildfowl may occur 

on fens where an adequate area of open water occurs (Crushell 2000). Species 

such as wigeon, shoveller, tufted duck and pochard are common and whooper 

swans, gadwall, pintail and goldeneye may also occur (Crushell 2000). Grey 

heron, curlew, lapwing, redshank and snipe are also common winter species on 

fens (Crushell 2000). Flocks of finches such as chaffinch, greenfinch, linnet and 

goldfinch are common in fen carr during the winter (Crushell 2000). Birds of prey 

such as kestrel, sparrowhawk and hen harrier may hunt over fens at any time of 

the year.  
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Cutover and Cutaway Peatlands 

Cutover bog describes peatland, including fens and some areas of wet heath, 

where part of the original mass of peat has been removed through turf cutting or 

other forms of peat extraction (Fossitt 2000). Much of the recent research into 

the bird communities of peatlands has focussed on cutover and cutaway 

peatlands. The bird communities of cutover/cutaway bogs have a much more 

diverse avifauna than many other peatland habitats (O’Connell and Foss 1999; 

Kavanagh 1998). The diverse bird communities of these peatlands is due to the 

fact that cutover/cutaway peatlands often contain a mosaic of land uses and 

habitat types including permanent wetland, seasonal wetland, grassland, 

birch/willow scrub, birch woodland, forestry, heather-topped bog and bare peat 

(Kavanagh 1998). This heterogeneity of habitat types has resulted in around 90 

different species being recorded on cutover/cutaway bogs (O’Connell and Foss 

1999). These species can be divided into seven groups: open ground species 

(e.g. skylark, meadow pipit and curlew); open woodland generalist species (e.g. 

robin, wren and blackbird); open woodland specialist species (e.g. chiffchaff, 

whitethroat and willow warbler); reedbed specialists (e.g. sedge warbler); rush 

specialists (e.g. reed bunting); breeding grey partridge; and feeding visitors (e.g. 

woodpigeon, jackdaw and starling) (Kavanagh 1990b; O’Connell and Foss 1999). 

Thirty-six species were found on an area of cutaway bog in Mongan Bog, Co. 

Offaly during ten visits in 1985/86, with 19 of these breeding (Madden 1987a). At 

Turraun Cutaway Bog in Co. Offaly 43 species were recorded of which 24 were 

either confirmed to be breeding or were probably breeding (Kavanagh 1990b). 

This shows the rich bird diversity that can be found in cutover/cutaway peatlands 

as this was a single area of 118 ha that contained several habitats including 

grassland, areas of rushes, open woodland and a reedbed (Kavanagh 1990b). 

Turraun Cutaway Bog forms part of the Lough Boora Parklands which is 

comprised of about 2,000 ha of cutaway bog on Bord na Móna lands, situated 

half-way between Tullamore, Co. Offaly and the River Shannon. Wetland creation 

and natural re-colonisation were the land-use options used to reclaim cutaway 

peatlands (Heery 1998). Grey partridge, merlin and many species of waders and 

waterfowl including lapwing, redshank, common sandpiper, tufted duck and little 

grebe have been recorded breeding in the Parklands (Heery 1998). Six species of 

breeding waders, ringed plover, lapwing, snipe, redshank, curlew and common 

sandpiper, were recorded on cutaway peatlands around the Boora area and also 

at Blackwater cutaway bog in Co. Offaly (Cooney 1998; Hudson et al. 2002). 

There appeared to be a decrease in wader numbers in 2002 at these peatlands 

compared to a previous survey in 1998 and this may be due to changes to the 

habitat as a result of natural succession and conversion of land to forestry and 

agricultural purposes (Hudson et al. 2002). 

At Clonsast Bog in Co. Offaly short rotation forestry plantations were established 

on the cutover bog in the late 1980s. Thirty-four species were recorded over the 

survey period with the bird assemblages of the mixed tree short rotation 

deciduous plantation dominated by willow warbler (24% of the recorded 

territories), chaffinch (11.5%), reed bunting, robin and wren (10% each) 

(Kavanagh 1990a). The commonest species in the pure willow plantation were 

sedge warbler (18%), willow warbler (16%), reed bunting (14.5%), chaffinch, 

dunnock and blackbird (8% each) (Kavanagh 1990a). The dominance of warblers 

and buntings was due to the presence of permanent, early successional stages 

due to a short rotation coppicing regime in these plantations (Kavanagh, 1990a). 

(See also Chapter 9: Woodlands, Forestry and Scrub). 
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Reedswamps 

During summer reedswamps are important as breeding sites for a wide variety of 

birds, while in winter, following dieback of the vegetation, they may become an 

important roosting habitat for a smaller number of species. Reedswamps have 

been favourite sites for study by Irish bird ringers in the last 20 years, but much 

of this research remains unpublished. Indeed, very little has been published on 

any aspect of the habitats under discussion here (Nairn 2003).  

Breeding birds 

Ireland’s former extensive reedswamps and fens were the breeding habitats of a 

number of species long since extinct. The bittern was once widespread in such 

habitats, as was the marsh harrier (D’Arcy 1999). The bittern has not bred since 

at least the mid 1800s, although stragglers turn up fairly regularly in reedbed 

habitats to the present day, and ‘booming’ has been recorded, indicating at least 

that birds occasionally establish a territory (Hutchinson 1989). There has also 

been a serious decline in Britain, but signs of a recovery have been evident there 

recently, and ‘booming’ birds occasionally turn up at sites away from their main 

East Anglian habitats (Parkin and Knox 2010). Such wandering individuals may be 

the source of recent records in Ireland. The marsh harrier was a widespread 

breeding species across Ireland up to the early 19th century, but by the middle of 

that century only a few pairs remained. By the early 20th century breeding had 

ceased entirely (Hutchinson 1989). Records of migrants have increased in recent 

years, in line with an increase in breeding numbers in Europe and in Britain 

(Parkin and Knox 2010), and it may only be a matter of time before Irish wetland 

habitats are again colonised. A male marsh harrier constructed nest platforms at 

a site in County Clare in 1981, although among migrants, males are far rarer than 

females or immature birds. Summering birds are currently regularly recorded at a 

number of sites (Hillis 2007), but it remains to be seen if the unexpected 

breeding of a pair in Co. Down in 2009 (Scott et al. 2009) is the start of the 

colonisation process. The main causes of decline in these two species were 

drainage of wetland habitats and persecution by shooting. The common crane 

was probably a widespread species in the extensive wetlands of prehistoric times. 

Bones of cranes have been identified from peat deposits in Ireland, and Bronze 

Age people at Ballycotton (Cork) ate them (Boisseau and Yalden 1998). 

Nowadays, cranes are merely stragglers to Ireland, but eastern Britain was re-

colonised in the 1980s and breeding continues (Parkin and Knox 2010). 

At the present time reedswamps provide breeding habitats for several resident 

and migrant bird species. Typical of the residents is the water rail, and of the 

migrants, the sedge warbler. Many species that essentially occupy open 

freshwater areas build their nests within reedbeds. The great crested grebe is one 

such species. In Northern Ireland, at least 660 adult birds were recorded in 1975, 

many of which had nests in extensive reedbeds (Furphy 1977). At Lough Neagh, 

where it was believed that an increase had taken place in the previous ten years, 

at least 288 birds were present in 1975. In the same survey 758 birds were 

estimated to be present in the Republic of Ireland, and many of these also nested 

in reedbeds (Preston 1976). Reedbeds, and the nests of any species breeding 

within them, are subject to damage during gales. Such was the case in Northern 

Ireland during the 1975 great crested grebe census. One reedbed on the south 

shore of Lough Neagh held 130 adult birds in late May, but by mid June following 

severe gales only 70 remained and no broods were raised (Furphy 1977). Rarer 

grebes also use reedbeds, and many of the black-necked grebes in the (now 

extinct) colony at Lough Funshinagh (Roscommon) in the early 1900s nested in 

such habitat (Humphreys 1978).  

More recent survey work at Lough Neagh has again shown the importance of that 

site to breeding great crested grebes (Perry et al. 1998a). In 1998 the breeding 

population was counted at Lough Neagh where a total of 138 km of lake-shore 
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was surveyed. The lough held 1,827 breeding pairs, a significant increase on the 

previous survey, although a different survey technique was used where the 

observer waded into reedbeds in search of nests. The largest number of breeding 

pairs was found within beds of common reed, but at Lough Neagh the highest 

breeding density was within bulrushes. An increase of 44% in the population on 

lakes in County Cavan also took place between 1975 and 1986-88, and many of 

them were nesting within reedbeds (Lovatt 1988).  

Many duck species and mute swans also utilise reedbeds for breeding. A reedbed 

at the former coastal lagoon at Ballycotton (Cork) once had breeding gadwall, 

mallard, shoveler, pochard and mute swan (Smiddy 2005). Hutchinson (1979) 

estimated that there were 120 pairs of mallard breeding there in 1968. Reedbeds 

are also used for breeding by water rail, moorhen and coot, although these 

species breed widely in other habitats as well, and the rare spotted crake has also 

been recorded in recent times and probably breeds (Hillis 2004). Grey herons 

generally nest in trees, but occasional nests have been recorded in reedbeds 

(Smiddy 2005). The invasive ruddy duck also uses reedbeds for nesting (Culbert 

and Furphy 1978; Perry et al. 1998b; Allen et al. 2006).  

Many small passerine species, especially warblers, favour reedbeds as a nesting 

habitat, although some may not be exclusive to that habitat. The migrant sedge 

warbler is easily the commonest species, although densities do not appear to 

have been established for any Irish reedbed site. The reed warbler has been 

breeding regularly in reedbeds along the south and east coasts of Ireland only 

since 1980, although the first breeding record was of a pair in County Down in 

1935. The total breeding population was estimated at less than 100 pairs in 

1995-96 (Smiddy and O’Mahony 1997). The current situation is that breeding 

continues at many sites along the south and east coasts, although there is 

evidence of a recent decline at some, such as Ballyvergan Marsh (Cork). In 

Northern Ireland the reed warbler first became established as a regular breeding 

bird in 2004 (Northern Ireland Birdwatchers' Association 2005). It now breeds in 

suitable habitat throughout County Down. Another key stronghold is the reedbeds 

at Portmore Lough (Antrim) where numbers continue to increase and 27 singing 

males were recorded in 2009 (John Scovell RSPB pers. comm.). The results of the 

2007-2011 atlas survey are awaited with interest. The grasshopper warbler has a 

wide distribution in Ireland, but it is much scarcer than the sedge warbler. They 

generally occur among rank wetland vegetation, but they will also nest in 

associated wetland habitats at the periphery of reedbeds.  

That specialist reedbed bird, the bearded tit, was first recorded in Ireland as 

recently as 1966. Rather surprisingly, a pair bred in County Wicklow in 1976 

following occurrences in that county in 1974 and 1975. Breeding was again 

recorded there in 1982, 1983, 1984 and 1985, with up to eleven pairs present 

during the peak in 1983, but none have occurred since then (Hutchinson 1989). 

Birds were also recorded at reedbed sites in Counties Cork and Wexford during 

the 1970s and 1980s, but without definite evidence of breeding. Savi’s warbler 

has also been recorded singing in reedbeds in Ireland, but despite earlier 

optimism that breeding may be imminent (Hutchinson 1989) this has not 

happened, and the species remains a rare vagrant. This species has also recently 

declined as a breeder in Britain (Parkin and Knox 2010). There are only two 

records of Cetti’s warblers in Ireland, and both involved males in song. Given the 

current strength and distribution (including Wales) of the British population 

(Parkin and Knox 2010), this species now seems a more likely future colonist here 

than the Savi’s warbler. Although sensitive to cold winters, Cetti’s warbler could 

do well in the mild climate of the south and southeast coasts of Ireland.  
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The cuckoo, although much scarcer now than formerly, frequently occurs in 

reedbeds. At Ballyvergan Marsh they are regularly recorded in the breeding 

season. Elsewhere cuckoos are known to commonly parasitise the nests of reed 

warblers (Davies 2000). However, while reed warblers breed at Ballyvergan 

Marsh, it is unlikely that the ‘reed warbler’ cuckoo gens occurs here, and it is 

more likely that they parasitise the nests of the sedge warbler and reed bunting. 

Both of these species are common breeders here, and both have also been 

recorded as hosts of the cuckoo in Ireland (Sealy et al. 1996).  

 

Non-breeding birds 

Reedswamps are used by a wide variety of species outside the breeding season, 

although very little information about them has been published. Ridgway and 

Hutchinson (1990) and Smiddy (2001) gave general accounts of the birds of two 

fen habitats. Almost all bird of prey species utilise these habitats because of the 

large number of small prey species present during the course of the winter or the 

migration period. The migration of barn swallows and sand martins has been 

studied at Ballyvergan Marsh, and observations have been made on the birds of 

prey attending the roost site at dusk. Sparrowhawks regularly patrol the reedbed 

and on almost all occasions they interacted with (chased) the roosting hirundines 

(Smiddy et al. 2007a). Kestrels, merlins and peregrines occurred less frequently, 

and the first two often chased the hirundines. However, although the hen harrier 

was next to the sparrowhawk in frequency of occurrence, no interaction took 

place between it and the hirundines, probably because of its mode of hunting 

which mainly involves flushing birds from dense cover.  

Dawson (2005) studied the daily use by hen harriers of Kilcolman National Nature 

Reserve, a rich limestone fen situated in the north of County Cork. He found that 

‘ringtails’ (females and immatures) made up significantly more of the 

observations there than adult males. Both sexes were recorded in every month of 

the year, but most observations for both sexes took place in the period between 

September and February. Between January and March 2005, ten male and 213 

ringtail flights were recorded over the fen. Flights averaged 0.16 per day and 

3.55 per day for males and ringtails respectively, with the majority of flights 

occurring in the morning. Flight duration for males averaged 3.67 minutes and for 

ringtails 2.74 minutes, but there was no significant difference between the sexes, 

or within or between days. Both sexes concentrated on areas of swamp and rich 

fen for hunting, but with males tending to be more restricted than ringtails in the 

variety of habitats used.  

While most bird of prey species use reedswamp habitats as foraging areas, the 

hen harrier also uses these habitats as night roost sites. The harriers usually 

roost on clumps of common reed or sedge tussocks close to the ground, but small 

shrubby trees within the marsh may also be used. At Ballyvergan Marsh and 

Ballycotton up to five harriers have been observed flying to the marsh from the 

surrounding countryside (mainly farmland) at or near dusk. Most birds engage in 

some late hunting over the marsh before settling to roost. Ringtails have been 

observed much more frequently at such roost sites than males, which are rather 

rare. This is probably because males tend to stay at or near their breeding habitat 

in the uplands during the winter. Although Kilcolman National Nature Reserve is 

only just south of the breeding grounds of the Ballyhoura Mountains 

(Cork/Limerick), the same observation has been made, with males much scarcer 

there than females (Dawson 2005). In winter, at least at the coastal sites of 

Ballyvergan Marsh and Ballycotton, short-eared owls sometimes hunt alongside 

the harriers at dusk.  
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The use of the reedbed at Ballyvergan Marsh by barn swallows and sand martins 

has been studied from mid April to early October (Smiddy et al. 2007a, Cullen & 

Smiddy 2008). Neither of these species breed within the marsh, but they utilise 

the habitat extensively for feeding, and especially for roosting purposes. Small 

numbers of both species used the reedbed during spring migration, and even 

right throughout the breeding season. This confirms observations made elsewhere 

for the barn swallow (Turner 2006). However, it was during the autumn migration 

that the most extensive use was made of this reedbed. Sand martins migrated 

much earlier than barn swallows, and almost 90% of them had passed through 

the site by mid July, and thereafter numbers were negligible. On the other hand, 

only about 50% of barn swallows had migrated through by mid August, when 

numbers were highest. It was estimated that at least 36,000 barn swallows and 

9,000 sand martins migrated through Ballyvergan Marsh during any one year.  

The behaviour of barn swallows and sand martins at the Ballyvergan Marsh roost 

site follows a pattern of gathering into a flock high over the reedbed from at least 

one hour before it was time for roosting to take place. Small flocks continue to fly 

in from the surrounding countryside and join those already present. There is 

much twittering high in the air. The flock begins to descend lower as roosting 

time approaches and several low passes just over the reeds may be made. 

Eventually, when the light level is right they descend into the reedbed and quickly 

settle down on a reed stem. Suddenly, all is quiet within the roost. Birds rise 

rather early the following morning, and departure from the roost site takes place 

quickly.  

The time that barn swallows roosted relative to sunset was measured (Smiddy et 

al. 2007b). Roosting time varied from between 11 and 35 minutes after sunset 

(mean of 22.2 minutes). The time interval between roosting of the earliest and 

latest birds usually spanned a period of about 10 to 15 minutes, but could be as 

long as 30 minutes whenever late stragglers arrived at the roost. The light 

intensity at the time of roosting varied between 41 and 6 lux (mean of 22.9 lux), 

although the earliest birds to roost did so at a light intensity of about 80 lux. 

Roosting took place a little earlier on overcast evenings compared with evenings 

with a clear sky.  

Several other species have been recorded using reedbeds as roost sites. At 

Ballyvergan Marsh up to 50 pied wagtails sometimes roost there during the 

autumn months, and for many years in the 1980s an enormous flock of starlings 

gathered there on winter evenings, but only a small flock has been using the site 

in recent years. Starlings probably are the most spectacular birds of all when 

gathered together in an enormous flock over a roost site on a cold winter 

afternoon. Observations at Ballyvergan Marsh and in the surrounding countryside 

indicate that the birds feed on farmland in relatively small numbers. At dusk each 

of these small flocks head towards the roost site, but they do not enter for some 

time, and they first join up with whatever flocks are already present. Eventually 

the flock may number tens of thousands of birds, and for a time before entering 

the roost they perform spectacular aerial manoeuvres involving gathering into a 

tight ball, swooping low and spreading out again into long and thin flocks. All of 

this is accompanied by a tremendous whoosh of the wings, especially when they 

swoop low. Suddenly the entire flock descends into the reeds where a murmur of 

‘conversation’ goes on between the birds for some time. Late arrivals at the roost 

go straight into the reeds. Departure from the roost the following morning is a 

much less spectacular affair, and birds simply depart quickly for the feeding 

grounds without ceremony.  

The reasons for communal roosting in birds have been debated, and it is probably 

related to several factors. Individuals within flocks are probably much less prone 

to predation than lone individuals. The temperature within flock roosts may be a 

few degrees higher than if the same birds were roosting alone, therefore 
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improving their chances of survival during cold nights. It has also been 

hypothesised that birds within a roost which failed to find sufficient food during 

any day may be assisted in doing so by following birds the next day that had 

returned to the roost the previous evening with full crops.  

Water rails and moorhens are common inhabitants of reedbeds in winter, and 

wrens and other common resident passerines may also be present. Thrushes, 

especially fieldfares, but also redwings, song thrushes and blackbirds may seek 

out reedbeds as winter roost sites. If small sallows and alders grow within the 

habitat it is all the more suited to them. Wintering chiffchaffs and roving flocks of 

long-tailed tits may also occur within reedbeds in winter, and lesser redpolls will 

often be present if alders grow there. However, reed buntings, a common breeder 

in the habitat, may be largely absent in winter, and farmland may be a more 

favoured habitat at that season.  

 

Summary and Conclusions 

Irish raised bogs are dominated by two bird species, meadow pipit and skylark, 

which account for over 90% of all birds recorded (Bracken et al. 2008). A similar 

situation exists in eastern Canadian peatlands with studies showing that four 

species made up the majority of the recorded birds despite the large numbers of 

birds found (Desrochers and Van Duinan 2006). Fens, on the other hand, hold a 

greater diversity of species including species such as reed bunting, wren, snipe 

and summer migrants such as grasshopper warbler and sedge warbler. Meadow 

pipit occurs in high numbers in fens (45% of the population) but skylark numbers 

are relatively low compared with raised bogs (2.5% of the community) (Bracken 

et al. 2008). 

Peatlands, such as raised bogs and fens, are found in many areas in western 

Europe and temperate North America with over 100 species and several families 

of birds found on these peatlands but no bird species from Eurasia or North 

America are exclusive to peatlands (Desrochers and Van Duinan 2006). Much of 

the ornithological research on peatlands are from North America (Desrochers et 

al. 1998; Wilson et al. 1998) and Fennoscandinavia (Berg et al. 1992) which 

includes Finnish, Swedish, German and western Russian peatlands. The species 

occurring on Fennoscandinavian peatlands are similar to Irish raised bogs with 

species such as mallard, curlew, snipe, redshank, golden plover, lapwing, skylark 

and black-headed gull common but also include species such as whimbrel and 

wood sandpiper. Species diversity has been shown to be somewhat greater in 

North American peatlands compared to Fennoscandinavia (Desrochers and Van 

Duinan 2006). Shorebirds dominate the bird communities in Eurasian peatlands 

(Hakala 1971; Väisänen and Järvinen 1977) while songbirds are dominant in 

North American peatlands (Calmé et al. 2002). In both North American and 

Europe, peatlands are often important staging areas for migrants outside the 

breeding season especially for shorebirds, ducks and geese (Desrochers and Van 

Duinan 2006). As in Irish raised bogs, a very small number of birds can be found 

on North American and Fennoscandinavian peatlands in winter (Desrochers and 

Van Duinan 2006). 

The bird communities of raised bogs in Britain are very similar to Ireland with 

meadow pipit and skylark characteristic species, and mallard, curlew, snipe and 

cuckoo also typical species (Fuller 1982). British fens are also more species rich 

than raised bogs with reed bunting, sedge warbler, moorhen, mallard and reed 

warbler being common (Fuller 1982). The communities of fens in both Ireland and 

Britain are similar with wren, willow warbler, greenfinch and goldfinch being other 

common species. Many fens are important as pre-migratory feeding habitats for 

Acrocephalus warblers which in Britain and Ireland includes the sedge warbler 
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(Fuller 1982). The winter bird community of fens in Britain is dominated by 

species associated with fen scrub and carr, such as flocks of redpolls and siskins, 

but wetland species such as moorhen, snipe, mallard, water rail and teal are 

widespread (Fuller 1982). 

Despite the relatively low species diversity of raised bogs in Ireland several of the 

commonly recorded species in this habitat are of high conservation concern, 

including curlew and red grouse (Lynas et al. 2007). Raised bog and fen are also 

important habitats for species of high conservation concern (red listed species) 

such as golden plover, lapwing and redshank, and amber listed or species of 

medium conservation concern including snipe, skylark and grasshopper warbler 

(Lynas et al. 2007). The grey partridge is another red listed species and the vast 

majority of the remaining wild grey partridges in Ireland are found on cut-away 

peatlands in Offaly.  

The bird communities of reedswamps are less well studied than either raised bogs 

or fens. They are important breeding habitats for some resident species such as 

reed bunting and great crested grebe and migrants such as sedge warbler and 

reed warbler. In the non-breeding season, large communal roosts of starlings and 

hirundines occur in reedswamps where they are safe from predators. Some now-

extinct species in Ireland, such as the bittern and marsh harrier, bred in 

reedswamps before there was extensive drainage of these habitats. Reedswamps 

are still widespread in the country but are now much reduced in area compared 

with previous centuries. 

Raised bogs and fens are very important habitats in terms of both a national and 

international context and hence most of the remaining important areas of these 

habitats have been given formal conservation designations such as SACs and 

SPAs. All new draining of raised bogs, fens and reedswamps should cease and 

restoration of existing drained peatlands could be implemented in certain areas. 

It is important that the remaining intact raised bogs and fens of Ireland are 

protected, conserved and managed so the integrity of these important bird 

habitats is maintained. 
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Table 7.1: Community proportion (%) of each bird species recorded in raised 

bog and fen habitat types from the study of Bracken et al. 2008. 

 
Species Raised Bog Fen 

Mute swan 0 1.6 

Mallard 1.0 1.2 

Red grouse 0.5 0 

Moorhen 0 0.4 

Snipe 1.3 9.1 

Curlew 3.7 0 

Woodpigeon 0 1.2 

Rook 0 0.4 

Hooded crow 0.3 0 

Skylark 30.2 2.4 

Willow warbler 0.3 4.3 

Grasshopper warbler 0 2.0 

Sedge warbler 0.3 7.9 

Wren 0.5 9.1 

Stonechat 0.3 2.0 

Meadow pipit 61.7 40.2 

Goldfinch 0 0.4 

Greenfinch 0 0.4 

Reed bunting 0 17.7 
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Table 7.2: Records of presence and densities of birds on raised bogs during the 

breeding season (x = presence; * = breeding species; densities given in 

individual/km2) (Modified from Wilson 1990). 

 

Species 

Mongan 
Bog, Co. 

Offaly1 

Co. 

Tyrone2 

Dunkellin/ 
Lavally, Co. 

Galway3 

Sharavogue, 

Co. Offaly4 

Clara, 
Co. 

Offaly4 

Carrowbehy, 
Co. 

Roscommon4 

Mallard X * - - - 5.0 5.3 

Red 
grouse 

- - X - - 5.3 

Kestrel X - - - - - 

Peregrine X - - - - - 

Golden 
plover 

- X - - - - 

Lapwing - 2.0 0.7 - - - 

Snipe X * 16.0 2.2 - 7.5 5.3 

Curlew X * 6.0 0.7 3.3 10.0 23.7 

Redshank X - 2.2 - - - 

Rook X - - - - - 

Hooded 
crow 

X - - - 2.5 - 

Raven X - X - - - 

Great tit - - 0.7 - - - 

Skylark X * - 13.6 80.0 127.5 105.3 

Willow 
warbler 

- - 3.6 - - 2.6 

Sedge 
warbler 

- - 4.3 - - 2.6 

Wren - - 3.6 - - 5.3 

Blackbird - - 2.8 - - - 

Song 
thrush 

- - 0.7 - - - 

Robin - - 1.4 - - - 

Stonechat - - 5.0 - - 2.6 

Meadow 
pipit 

X * - 43 210.0 275 163.2 

Linnet X - - - - - 

Lesser 
redpoll 

- - 2.8 - - - 

Reed 
bunting 

- - 5.0 - - - 

Total 
Densities 

- - 101.9 293.3 427.5 321.1 

 

1 Recorded during 10 equally spaced visits between 29.1.85 and 9.1.86 (Madden 

1987a) 

2 Northern Ireland Breeding Wader Survey (Partridge 1987) 

3 Dunkellin/Lavally 1985/86 (Buckley and McCarthy 1987) 

4 Recorded during 2 visits in 2006 (Bracken et al. 2008) 
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Table 7.3: Densities of birds (individual/km2) recorded on fens during the 

breeding season (From Bracken et al. 2008). 

 
Species Scragh Bog, 

Co. Westmeath 
Pollardstown Fen, 

Co. Kildare 
Bellacorick flush, 

Co. Mayo 

Mute swan - 20.0 - 

Mallard 21.4 - - 

Moorhen 0.0 5.0 - 

Snipe 100.0 35.0 33.3 

Woodpigeon 7.1 10.0 - 

Rook - 5.0 - 

Skylark - 5.0 83.3 

Willow warbler 35.7 30.0 - 

Grasshopper 
warbler 

- 25.0 - 

Sedge warbler - 100.0 - 

Wren 42.9 65.0 66.7 

Stonechat - - 83.3 

Meadow pipit 321.4 205.0 266.7 

Greenfinch 7.1 - - 

Goldfinch - 5.0 - 

Reed bunting 192.9 90.0 - 

Total Densities 728.6 600.0 533.3 
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Table 7.4: Densities (± S.E.) of each species (individual/km2), for selected 

species and all species combined for raised bog and fen habitat types (From 

Bracken et al. 2008). 

 
Species Raised Bog Fen 

All species 352.8 ± 17.5 635 ± 44 

Mallard 3.7 ± 2.5 7.5 ± 5.5 

Red grouse 1.9 ± 1.5 0 ± 0 

Snipe 4.6 ± 2 57.5 ± 13 

Curlew 13.0 ± 4 0 ± 0 

Skylark 106.5 ± 9.5 15 ± 7.5 

Willow warbler 0.9 ± 1 27.5 ± 10 

Grasshopper warbler 0 ± 0 12.5 ± 5 

Sedge warbler 0.9 ± 1 50 ± 21 

Wren 1.9 ± 2 57.5 ± 15 

Stonechat 0.9 ± 1 12.5 ± 7 

Meadow pipit 217.6 ± 13.5 255 ± 34 

Reed bunting 0 ± 0 112.5 ± 24 

 

 


