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1 Introduction

This file note provides an assessment of option corridors for the N24 Cahir to Limerick Junction Project with 
respect to the Habitats Directive. This assessment was undertaken at this early stage (Stage 2 of Phase 2) 
to aid the decision-making process with respect to selection of a preferred transport solution in 
consideration of whether or not any of the option corridors would result in adverse effects on the integrity 
of any European sites.

It should be noted that for the purposes of assessment, the option corridors are assessed in three sections. 
Section 1 starts west of Oola and finishes north of Tipperary Town; Section 2 contains the various ways of 
getting around Tipperary Town; and Section 3 goes from south of Tipperary Town to west of Cahir. In 
assessing the option corridors and switches, consideration was given to the indictive fenceline for the 
possible road alignments within each corridor.

2 Design and Mitigation Measure Assumptions

The assessment of option corridors with respect to the Appropriate Assessment (AA) Screening test and 
the AA test outlined in this file note are based on the following assumptions with respect to design and 
mitigation:

 Based on consultations with the National Parks and Wildlife Service on the definition of the 
qualifying interest (QI)1 Annex I habitat water courses of plain to montane levels with the 
Ranunculion fluitantis and Callitricho-Batrachion vegetation [3260] (herein referred to as 
vegetation of flowing waters [3260]) in the context of the Lower River Suir SAC, the entire river 
channel is treated as the QI habitat;

 It is assumed that any bridge structure over the River Aherlow or the River Suir will be at a height 
that will not result in adverse shading effects on aquatic vegetation present in the river channel 
beneath. The height to width ratio is likely to be an important factor that will influence shading 
effects on the river. Any bridge crossing of the Lower River Suir SAC [002137] will need to undergo 
light modelling to assess the effects of the bridge on light quality and quantity on the habitat 
beneath;

 It is assumed that constructing a bridge structure over the River Aherlow or the River Suir will not 
require any instream works, and the construction of a bridge will not require the placement of any 
infrastructure in-stream;

 It is assumed that any bridge structure over the River Aherlow or River Suir will not result in the 
loss of marginal fringing riparian habitat. The width to be retained will depend on the location of 
the proposed crossing. In general it will relate to the immediate vicinity of the river bank. In most 
instances the riparian vegetation is a zone 5-10m from the river’s edge, although it is wider 
(c. 20m) in the case of the Pink Option Corridor’s proposed crossing of the River Aherlow and at 
the proposed crossings of the River Suir which contains alluvial forests with Alnus glutinosa and 
Fraxinus excelsior (Alno-Padion, Alnion incanae, Salicion albae) [91E0]*2 (herein referred to as 
alluvial woodland* [91E0]) for the Blue and Yellow Option Corridors. Alluvial woodland* [91E0] 
falls within the definition of fringing riparian habitat where it occurs;

1 A qualifying interest is a habitat (listed on Annex I of the EU Habitats Directive) or species (listed on Annex II of the EU Habitats Directive) 
for which a European site has been designated.
2 * Denotes a priority Annex I habitat, from “priority natural habitat types” in Article 1(d) of the Habitats Directive (Council Directive 
92/43/EEC).
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 It is assumed that the construction of a bridge structure over the River Suir will result in the loss of 
any alluvial woodland [*91E0] habitat if present along the riverbank(s) at the proposed crossing 
point;

 It is assumed that constructing a road and bridge structure in the floodplain of the River Aherlow 
or the River Suir will not affect floodplain connectivity or the functioning of the hydrological 
regime;

 It is assumed that construction of a road and bridge structure within the catchment of the River 
Aherlow (extents defined in the Biodiversity constraints figure as ‘Margaritifera Sensitive Areas’) 
can be mitigated such that the project will not result in any artificially elevated levels of siltation 
or have any residual effects on water quality in the River Aherlow;

 Plantation woodland with alluvial woodland* [91E0] indicator species, including Fraxinus excelsior 
and Alnus glutinosa, is considered to be the Annex I habitat in degraded form, and is treated as 
the Annex I habitat for the purposes of any assessments; and

 It is assumed that treatment of invasive alien plant species can be undertaken using bespoke 
measures without affecting the QIs or conservation objectives supporting the QIs of any European 
sites.

3 Location of European Sites Relative to the Project

There is one European site located within the study area boundary for the project, the Lower River Suir SAC 
[002317], which is crossed by all of the option corridors. The option corridors cross the Lower River Suir 
SAC [002137] at the following locations:

 Section 3 of the Pink Option Corridor crosses the Lower River Suir SAC at the existing bridge 
crossing of the River Aherlow between the townlands of Tankerstown and Cappauniac;

 Section 3 of the Yellow Option Corridor crosses the River Suir main channel, which is within the 
Lower River Suir SAC, between the townlands of Ballycarron and Derrycloney;

 Section 3 of the Blue Option Corridor crosses the River Suir main channel, which is within the Lower 
River Suir SAC, between the townlands of Drangan Beg and Knockgraffon; and

 Section 3 of the Green Option Corridor crosses the River Aherlow, which is within the Lower River 
Suir SAC west of the Limerick to Waterford railway line in the townlands of Tankerstown and 
Cappauniac.

The study area is hydrologically connected to numerous European sites via the River Suir and its tributaries 
and the River Shannon (via the River Plaukarauka, River Gortdrum, Popes River, and Dead River) and its 
tributaries, including:

 Lower River Suir SAC [002137], within the study area as outlined above, and crossed by all option 
corridors, either at the River Aherlow or River Suir;

 Lower River Shannon SAC [002165], c. 700m north of the study area as the crow flies and c. 800m 
downstream of the study area via the River Mulkear and its tributaries (e.g. the River Plaukarauka, 
Popes River, Dead River etc.). This European site has been designated for a broad range of aquatic, 
riparian, intertidal, coastal, marine, and terrestrial habitats, and aquatic and estuarine species;

 River Barrow and River Nore SAC [002162], located c. 59km downstream of the study area and 
hydrologically connected to the study area via the River Suir and its tributaries. The distance of 
separation and aquatic and intertidal buffer between the study area and this European site is large. 
This European site has been designated for a broad range of aquatic, estuarine, riparian, and 
terrestrial habitats, and aquatic and estuarine species; and,
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 River Shannon and River Fergus Estuaries SPA [004077], c. 37km downstream of the study area 
and hydrologically connected to it via the River Mulkear and its tributaries (e.g. the River 
Plaukarauka, Popes River, Dead River etc.). The distance of separation and aquatic and intertidal 
buffer between the study area and this European site is large. This European site has been 
designated for its wintering wetland bird species.



N24 Cahir to Limerick Junction Project 4 File Note: Assessment of Route Options
With Respect to the AA Screening and AA tests of Article 6(3)

Of the Habitats Directive

5 Assessment of Option Corridors

Are any of the Option Corridors likely to have a significant effect on any European site(s) in 
view of its/their conservation objectives?

Yes.

Habitat Loss and Fragmentation Effects

The QI habitat vegetation of flowing waters [3260] is present at each of the proposed watercourse crossing 
of the Lower River Suir SAC [002137], and corresponds to the mapped channel of the River Suir and River 
Aherlow, respectively. As outlined in Section 2 above, it is assumed that the crossing of the Lower River 
Suir SAC [002137] can be achieved without the need to undertake in-stream works, constructing 
infrastructure in-stream, or result in shading effects on in-stream vegetation. On this basis, the possibility 
of significant effects arising from loss of vegetation of flowing waters [3260] habitat can be ruled out for 
all of the proposed options corridor’s crossing of the Lower River Suir SAC [002137].

There are no other QI habitats for which the Lower River Suir SAC [002137] has been designated within 
either the Pink Option Corridor or the Green Option Corridor proposed crossings of the Lower River Suir 
SAC [002137], and therefore no QI habitats are at risk of habitat loss arising from the crossing of the SAC 
by these option corridors. 

The QI habitat alluvial woodland* [91E0], is located within the Blue Option Corridor and the Yellow Option 
Corridor’s proposed crossing of the Lower River Suir SAC [002137]. Alluvial woodland* [91E0] is entirely 
outside of the indicative fenceline for the Yellow Option Corridor’s proposed crossing of the SAC and is 
therefore not at risk of habitat loss effects, but is within the indicative fenceline at the proposed Blue 
Option Corridor crossing of the SAC. The loss of alluvial woodland* [91E0] from within the indicative 
fenceline of the Blue Option Corridor crossing of the SAC is likely to have a significant effect on the Lower 
River Suir SAC [002137] with respect to the conservation objective to ‘restore the favourable conservation 
condition’ of alluvial woodland* [91E0] within the SAC. The loss of woodland habitat would affect the 
attribute ‘habitat area’ for alluvial woodland* [91E0].

Habitat degradation as a result of hydrological Impacts

Drainage associated with the Project, will discharge to the River Suir and its tributaries and to tributaries 
of the River Shannon (e.g. via the River Plaukarauka, River Gortdrum, Popes River, and Dead River), posing 
a potential risk to water quality in the downstream receiving environment during construction and 
operation which could affect aquatic QI habitats such as vegetation of flowing waters [3260], and aquatic 
QI species such as otter Lutra lutra, brook lamprey Lampetra planeri, sea lamprey Petromyzon marinus, 
river lamprey Lampetra fluviatilis, salmon Salmo salar, twaite shad Allosa fallax fallax, white-clawed 
crayfish Austropotamobius pallipes, freshwater pearl mussel Margaritifera margaritifera3. 

The possibility of significant effects arising from water quality impacts cannot be ruled out for any of the 
aforementioned QIs in the absence of measures intended to reduce or avoid such effects. The potential 
zone of influence (ZoI) of water quality effects is likely to vary based on the source, scale, duration, and 
sensitivity of the receptors. The potential ZoI could extend to the River Shannon and to the Suir Barrow 
Nore Estuary.

3 The site-specific conservation objectives for freshwater pearl mussel, which are to restore the favourable conservation status of the 
species in the Lower River Suir SAC, relates to the population of the species in the Clodiagh sub-basin. The Clodiagh freshwater pearl mussel 
population is listed on The European Communities Environmental Objectives (Freshwater Pearl Mussel) Regulations 2009. (S.I. 296 of 2009). 
The Clodiagh sub-basin is not within the study area or immediately downstream of it. Nonetheless, there are record of freshwater pearl 
mussel from the River Aherlow and River Multeen, and it is likely that remnant population of the species exist on watercourses throughout 
the study area.
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Habitat Degradation as a result of hydrogeological Impacts

With regards to potential hydrogeological effects of the Project on European sites, the only QI habitat that 
is likely to be within the potential ZoI of hydrogeological impacts is alluvial woodland* [91E0] at the 
proposed Yellow Option Corridor and Blue Option Corridor crossing of the Lower River Suir SAC [002137]. 
Alluvial woodland* [91E0] is in some instances a groundwater-dependent ecosystem which occurs within 
both the Yellow and Blue Option Corridors. No other groundwater-dependent QI habitats were identified 
during surveys of the study area between 2020 and 2021. Alluvial woodland* [91E0] is within the indicative 
fenceline for the Blue Option Corridor crossing of the SAC, and therefore the possibility of significant 
hydrogeological effects cannot be ruled out for this crossing. Likely significant effects are not predicted for 
the Yellow Option Corridor crossing of the Lower River Suir SAC [002137] as there are no cuttings greater 
than 5m deep within 100m of any examples of alluvial woodland* [91E0], which could affect the 
hydrogeological regime of the QI habitat.

In theory, any changes to the groundwater regime or quality arising from the construction of any of the 
option corridors could affect water quality and volume within the River Suir and River Aherlow and other 
tributaries of these rivers within the Lower River Suir SAC [002137], which could in turn affect the QI species 
otter, brook lamprey, river lamprey, sea lamprey, salmon, twaite shad, freshwater white-clawed crayfish, 
or freshwater pearl mussel. The ZoI of hydrogeological impacts on QI species is likely to extend to the Lower 
River Suir SAC [002137] only (subject to hydrogeological assessment conducted during Phase 3 of the 
project to inform the environmental assessment of the preferred transport solution). On this basis, the 
possibility of significant hydrogeological effects cannot be ruled out for any watercourse crossings in the 
absence of design and mitigation measures.

Habitat Degradation as a result of introducing/spreading invasive species

It should be noted that comprehensive invasive alien plant species surveys of the study area have not been 
conducted at Phase 2 Options Selection. Dedicated invasive species surveys are normally undertaken at 
the Phase 3 of a project to inform the environmental assessment of the preferred transport solution. Scott 
Cawley have recorded observations of invasive species where they have been encountered during the 
Lower River Suir SAC crossing surveys and ecological site walkover surveys conducted in 2021. Scott Cawley 
have also consulted the National Biodiversity Data Centre (NBDC) database for records of invasive alien 
plant species, however the number of records on the NBDC database is likely to be under representative 
of the total area of these species.

Works associated with the project will be confined to the study area, and the potential ZoI for introduction 
/ spreading of invasive species is confined to the Lower River Suir SAC [002137], and most likely to the 
option corridor’s crossing points of the Lower River Suir SAC documented above. In the absence of adoption 
of measures intended to avoid the introduction or spreading of invasive alien plant species to the Lower 
River Suir SAC [002137], the possibility of significant effects arising from the spread or introduction of 
invasive species cannot be ruled out.

Disturbance and Displacement Impacts

None of the option corridors have the potential to result in significant effects on any Special Protection 
Area (SPA) as a result of disturbance / displacement of special conservation interest (SCI)4 species that may 
use ex-situ habitat areas beyond the SPA site boundaries5. The closest SPA to the study area is Slievefelim 
to Silvermines Mountains SPA [004165], located c. 7.5km north of the study area. Slievefelim to Silvermines 

4 The term special conservation interest (SCI) is used when referring to the bird species (or wetland habitats) for which an SPA is designated

5 There is a need to consider use of habitat areas outside of an SPA by SCI bird species where they support the SCI populations and the site’s 
conservation objectives. These habitat areas can comprise alternative roosting sites, foraging areas, staging grounds or migration routes and 
can, but not necessarily exclusively, be situated within the immediate hinterland of the SPA, or in areas ecologically connected to it
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Mountains SPA [004165] is designated for a single bird species: Hen harrier Circus cyaneus. The next closest 
site to the study area is the River Shannon and River Fergus Estuaries SPA [004077],c. 25km north-west, 
which has been designated for its populations of wintering wetland bird species including whooper swan 
Cygnus cygnus. Whooper swan (and several other species of wintering wetland birds including curlew 
Numenius arquata) are known to regularly utilise callow lands along the floodplain of the River Suir, 
specifically in the townlands of Ballycarron, Derrycloney, Drangan Beg and Knockgraffon. None of the 
whooper swan areas along the River Suir, are part of the SCI population of any European sites for which 
the species has been designated. Whooper swans tend to be faithful to a wintering site6, and have a normal 
foraging range of less than 5km from their roosting site in winter7, while the core foraging range for curlew 
is between 1km-2km7. The birds in the study area tend to utilise sites along the River Suir, including a site 
at Kilmaneen/Newcastle south of and outside of the study area. As the birds do not regularly travel to or 
form part of the flock of any population within a European site, the whooper swan areas in the study area 
are not ex-situ sites for any European site. As the whooper swan population (and populations of other 
wintering wetland birds) are not part of, or supporting, the population of any European sites, there is no 
possibility of the significant effects arising from disturbance or displacement impacts.

Summary

As outlined above, the possibility of significant effects arising from habitat loss can be ruled out for all of 
the option corridors except the Blue Option Corridor. However, the possibility of significant effects arising 
from water quality impacts cannot be ruled out for European sites downstream of the study area in the 
River Suir and River Shannon catchments in the absence of mitigation measures for all of the option 
corridors. The possibility of significant effects arising from hydrogeological impacts and/or the 
introduction/spread of invasive species cannot be ruled out for all of the option corridors with respect to 
the Lower River Suir SAC [002317] in the absence of reliance on mitigation measures.

Would the likely significant effects identified, despite the implementation of mitigation 
measures, adversely affect the integrity of any European site(s)?

Yes.

With regards to habitat loss impacts at the Blue Option Corridor crossing of the Lower River Suir SAC 
[002137], the loss of the QI habitat alluvial woodland* [91E0] from within the Blue Option Corridor would 
adversely affect the conservation objective to restore the conservation condition of the QI habitat. 
Specifically, the loss of alluvial woodland* [91E0] would affect the attribute ‘habitat area’ which underpins 
the attainment of the conservation objective for the QI habitat.

With the implementation of design and mitigation measures as outlined in Section 2 of this file note, as 
well as other best practice measures to avoid and minimise effects arising from water quality impacts, 
hydrogeological impacts, and introducing or spreading invasive species, none of the option corridors are 
likely to adversely affect the integrity of any European sites.

6 Summary

In summary, it has been demonstrated that the possibility of significant effects on any European sites 
cannot be ruled out for any of the option corridors in the absence of adoption of mitigation measures with 
respect to water quality, hydrogeological and invasive species impacts. Additionally, the possibility of 

6 Based on information provided by the Irish Whooper Swan Study Group as part of a consultation by Scott Cawley for the N24 Cahir to 
Limerick Junction Project at Constraints Phase. 

7 Scottish Natural Heritage (2016). Assessing Connectivity with Special Protection Areas (SPAs) – Guidance. Version 3, June 2016. Available 
online at Assessing connectivity with special protection areas.pdf (nature.scot) [Accessed10/12/2021].

https://www.nature.scot/sites/default/files/2018-08/Assessing%20connectivity%20with%20special%20protection%20areas.pdf
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significant effects arising from habitat loss impacts cannot be ruled out with respect to the Blue Option 
Corridor.

Following the application of mitigation and design measures, the Pink, Yellow or Green Option Corridors 
are not likely to adversely affect the integrity of any European sites.  Significant adverse effects are likely 
to arise from Section 3 of the Blue Option Corridor due to the anticipated loss of alluvial woodland* [91E0] 
habitat at the River Suir crossing point.
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