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Foreword

On behalf of both North Down and Ards Councils we have great 
pleasure in introducing the North Down and Ards Local Biodiversity 
Action Plan (LBAP), a document which will guide the conservation and 
enhancement of biodiversity in the North Down and Ards area. We 
are delighted to be working in partnership, not just with each other 
but with other environmental stakeholders, with a shared goal of 
conserving biodiversity. 

The environment is a major global priority and by placing sustainability 
at the heart of our corporate plans, our Councils recognise that, at a 
local level, biodiversity and the environment are vitally important to 
our future health, well-being and prosperity. 

We are indebted to the East Border Region organisation of Local 
Authorities for supporting the Action for Biodiversity Project through 
which as constituent members we have been able to commission 
for the first time a biodiversity audit of our two council areas and 
to produce this Local Biodiversity Action Plan (LBAP). The LBAP 
provides the first joined up approach and management strategy for 
wildlife and landscape in this part of Northern Ireland.  Its success and 
implementation depends on the network of people working together 
to achieve its goals for the benefit of wildlife and community alike. We 
appeal to all the people of our respective council areas to embrace the 
LBAP and make this your plan.

We are delighted to commend this document to you. 

September 2013

“Our joint Local Biodiversity Action Plan 
illustrates the rich natural heritage and 
beautiful landscapes which are present in the 
North Down and Ards area and highlights 
the increasing need to protect and value the 
resources which exist on our doorstep”

Councillor 

Stephen McIlveen, 
Mayor of Ards Borough Council

Councillor 

Harry Dunlop, 
Chair of Environmental Services 

Committee, North Down 

Borough Council
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Biodiversity: What Is It?
Biodiversity is the short term used for ‘biological diversity’, which is ‘the total 
variety of all living plants and animals, and the habitats in which they live’.  It 
embraces all living plants and animals and the ecosystems on which they depend.  
It encompasses the entire range of mammals, birds, reptiles, amphibians, 
fish, insects and other invertebrates, plants, fungi and micro-organisms.  The 
biodiversity we see today is the result of millions of years of evolution, shaped by 
natural processes and, increasingly, by the influence of humans. It forms the web 
of life of which we are an integral part and upon which we so fully depend. 

The Importance Of Biodiversity
Biodiversity is essential for life.  It provides us with essential goods and services 
(ecosystem services) that we could not live without, such as the oxygen we 
breathe, water we drink, and food that we eat, as well as  adding beauty and 
variety to our surroundings. It is life enhancing, delivering social, health and 
economic benefits. It provides opportunities for recreation and is an intrinsic part 
of our cultural and social heritage.

Many of the benefits we get from nature we cannot physically see. This means that 
we undervalue their importance. For example, woodlands remove carbon from 
the atmosphere and store it for us which helps to improve the quality of the air we 
breathe. Without woodlands performing this free service for us there would be 
too much carbon dioxide in the air for us to breathe and we would have to pay for 
artificial methods of providing clean air.

Ecosystems are essential 
for human well-being 
and economic prosperity. 
We depend on them to 
enable us to produce and 
gather food, regulate our 
water, purify our air, filter 
pollution and manage our 
climate

UK National Ecosystem 
Assessment 2011

A Bumblebee providing a pollination service © Patricia Mackey

North Down and Ards Area  |  Local Biodiversity Action Plan
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Biodiversity: It’s Our Duty
The Wildlife and Natural Environment Act (Northern Ireland) 2011 has the 
potential to have a positive impact on our local wildlife and landscapes in 
the North Down and Ards area. The Act includes year-round protection for 
the nests of threatened or re-establishing birds such as the Barn Owl, which 
is present in the local area. It also includes protection for other local species 
including the Grey and Common Seal, Seahorse, Puffin, Irish Damselfly and 
the Red Squirrel. The Act makes it an offence to damage an ASSI (a specially 
designated Area of Special Scientific Interest) or disturb any species within 
them. The Act will make it easier to enforce legislation pertaining to wildlife 
crime and habitat destruction which in the long term should have a positive 
impact on the habitats and species mentioned in this document.

The Wildlife and Natural Environment Act (NI) 2011 
places a statutory duty on all public bodies to:

This Act will help to ensure that Northern Ireland meets its European and 
international commitments to work towards halting biodiversity loss. The Act 
obliges public bodies to take reasonable steps to further the conservation of 
priority habitats and species as well as promoting such actions alongside other 
partners. 

“further the conservation of 
biodiversity in exercising any function.”

Bluebell © Ted McKee



What Biodiversity Does For Us
Biodiversity is 
fundamental to many 
economic sectors within 
the North Down and 
Ards area, including 
agriculture, horticulture, 
fisheries, forestry and 
tourism

North Down and Ards Area  |  Local Biodiversity Action Plan

The natural environment helps regulate the climate and buffers 
against high water flows and weather extremes.

Plant cover protects against soil erosion and flooding while 
earthworms and micro-organisms help to renew soil fertility.

Vegetation in urban environments purifies air and reduces flood 
risks. Urban parks and gardens provide important habitats. 
Contact with nature has been proven to support mental health 
and improve physical and mental well-being.

Grasslands provide habitats for insects which in turn provide 
natural pollination and pest control services to our agriculture 
industry. The decline in bumblebees, a vital economic pollinator, 
is directly linked to a decrease in traditionally managed 
grassland habitats.
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Insects pollinate our crops and can 
provide natural pest control. If we did 
not have insects such as bumblebees 
to pollinate our food crops, growers 
in the UK would have to find an extra 
£220 million - £400 million every year 
to fund this service themselves.

The benefits of UK woodland in 
reducing air pollution have been 
valued at up to £11.2 million per year. 
A single 50 year old tree has greater 
economic value than the money 
generated by cutting it down and 
selling its timber. Trees provide oxygen, 
recycle water, protect soil and remove 
pollutants from the atmosphere. 

Wetlands provide flood defence 
services worth £1,279 per hectare per 
year and storm defence services worth 
£722 per hectare per year. Without 
them we would have to pay for these 
services. Over-development of wetland 
habitats leads to the loss of natural 
flood defences which then have to be 
replaced by inadequate, and extremely 
costly, engineered solutions.

Marine environments are important 
for providing food (fish, shellfish), 
reduction of climate stress (carbon 
and other biogas regulation), genetic 
resources (for aquaculture), bio-
technology (medicines), fertiliser 

(seaweed), coastal protection, waste 
detoxification as well as disease and 
pest control.

The waste processing and purification 
services provided by marine habitats 
ensure that food from the sea is safe to 
eat and the water is clean enough to 
use for recreation.

Damselfly © Valerie McKee

Information adapted from the UK National 
Ecosystem Assessment (2011) which was the 
first analysis of the UK’s natural environment 
in terms of the benefits it provides to society 

and continuing economic prosperity.
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When damaged or destroyed many of our habitats are 

impossible to restore or re-create. Most significant risks 

to our biodiversity are often caused by human activity. 

Fortunately this means that we can change our behaviour 

to stop the damage we are doing to these habitats and the 

biodiversity they support

North Down and Ards Area  |  Local Biodiversity Action Plan

Threats To Biodiversity 
As throughout much of Northern 
Ireland many species and valued 
habitats are declining within the North 
Down and Ards area.  The main causes 
of this decline include habitat loss 
because of infrastructure development, 
introduction of non-native species, 
pollution, climate change and land 
management practices.  Many of the 
habitats present in North Down and 
Ards, such as unimproved grasslands, 
species rich hedgerows and inter-
drumlin wetlands are under severe risk 
of serious damage or loss. 

Habitat Loss
Building and development can lead to habitat destruction, fragmentation and 
loss.  Even on a smaller scale, building single dwellings in inappropriate places 
can have a negative impact on the biodiversity of an area.  When a number of 
these dwellings are added together they have a significant impact.  The removal 
of hedgerows for development or sightlines also has a significant impact on the 
local wildlife.  Hedgerows act as wildlife corridors and allow many species to travel 
from one habitat to another. 

Uncontrolled development can interfere 
with the functions of important habitats

Non-Native Species  
Non-native species compete directly with our native species or can result in 
damage and degradation of natural habitats.  Japanese Knotweed is an example 
that has been noted at Whitespots Country Park in Newtownards and Balloo 
Woodland in Bangor.   Another non-native species in the area is the Grey Squirrel 
which competes with, drives out and can pass on an incurable infectious disease 
to the native Red Squirrel.  Other notable invasive species include Cordgrass 
(Spartina) in Strangford Lough, Floating Pennywort at Balloo, Comber and Glastry 
and Himalayan Balsam on the Copeland Islands.

Management of the Copeland Islands 
includes a programme to remove the 
Himalayan Balsam

Pollution
Pollution is the introduction of contaminants into the natural environment and 
can take a variety of forms. Water bodies can become polluted through the 
introduction of sewage, industrial waste, agricultural run-off and litter. Litter is a 
problem particularly in our marine and coastal environment. Sea based sources 
include fishing vessels, pleasure craft and commercial shipping. Marine litter can 
be consumed by marine animals when they mistake it for food and can cause 
entanglement and smothering of seabed communities. Land-based sources of 
pollution include beach users, untreated sewage, industrial facilities, urban run-off, 
fly tipping and agricultural waste. 

Litter is unsightly and can harm wildlife 
© Andrew McLawrence
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Climate Change
Although climate change is largely accepted, the specific impact it is having, and will have in the future, is difficult to predict. 
The distribution of species and valued habitats may contract or expand or be wiped out completely.  Non-native species 
may expand their range and provide a threat to native biodiversity. There may, however, be some benefits associated with a 
changing climate which could result in some species, such as visiting bird populations or certain native plant species, being 
able to thrive in a slightly warmer climate, but this would most likely be counterbalanced by an overall loss of species.

Increased storm surges are predicted to be one of the impacts of climate change. Fully functioning coastal and wetland 
ecosystems will help to absorb some of the impact, such as flooding, but the storms themselves may cause damage to 
habitats making it difficult for them to perform other functions such as regulating water quality. 

Land Management
In the past changes in agricultural practices leading to farm intensification have 
resulted in the loss of important habitats and species, in particular hedgerows and 
species rich hay meadows.  An important challenge is to implement measures 
improving biodiversity on agricultural land and to remove invasive species such 
as gorse and bracken. Countryside Management Schemes are helping to improve 
these issues and landowners are key to halting biodiversity loss in the area. 

Most woodland in North Down and Ards need to be actively managed by either 
planting new trees or managing natural regeneration of existing woodland in 
order to maintain biodiversity. Diseases such as Ash dieback disease pose an 
additional threat to our woodlands and the species which inhabit them.

Farmers and landowners have an important 
role to conserve biodiversity especially 
considering how much they benefit from 
ecosystem services © NITB

The extreme climatic conditions in 2012 left many bees, bats, birds, 
butterflies and wildflowers struggling to survive © Patricia Mackey
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Our Local Area 
(North Down and Ards)

The combined council areas of North 
Down and Ards cover almost 330 km2 
with nearly 350 km of coastline. The 
area is known for its rich diversity of 
scenic countryside and extends from 
Holywood on the shores of Belfast 
Lough to Portaferry on the southern tip 
of the Ards Peninsula. 

It encompasses the rolling upland 
grasslands of the Craigantlet Hills in the 
north of the area to the inter-drumlin 
wetlands of the Comber and Killinchy 
area. The largest population centres are 
Bangor and Newtownards.   

The east coast is gently sloping, with an 
exposed rocky coastline that extends 
into the sea to form small off-shore 
rocky islands. The intertidal foreshores 
provide a wide range of habitats and 
support a high diversity of wildlife. This 
coastal strip alternates between open, 
exposed pastures and wooded areas 
including stands of pine and beech, 
which are usually associated with 
country estates. The area also includes 
the Copeland Islands with their rocky 
shores, cliffs and internationally 
important breeding sites for gulls and 
terns.

Strangford Lough, which is of global 
environmental importance, forms the 
central geographical and landscape 
feature of the area. This island studded 
Lough, part of the Strangford and 
Lecale Area of Outstanding Natural 
Beauty, is a key feature with downed 
drumlin swarms in the lowlands. 

The Craigantlet escarpment, Hollywood 
Hills and Scrabo Hill make up the 
higher ground. The Bangor coastline 
consists of a rocky shore with gorse 
scrub, stands of Scots pine and steep, 
narrow glens.
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Copeland Islands  © Ron Murray
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Local Action For Biodiversity
The North Down and Ards Local 
Biodiversity Action Plan (LBAP) derives 
from a number of international, national 
and local processes. The Northern 
Ireland Biodiversity Strategy includes 
national targets and actions for a range 
of important habitats and species. To 
achieve these targets local biodiversity 
action must also be taken. The 
development of a LBAP is an important 
first step in recognising the importance 
of local biodiversity. It enabled us 
to identify the habitats and species 
that are important to our area; either 
because they appear on the Northern 
Ireland priority habitats and species list 
or because they are local iconic species 
that have a strong association with the 
North Down and Ards area. 

LBAP Development Timeline

1992
UK signed up to the Convention on 

Biological Diversity at the Rio de 
Janeiro Earth Summit

1995
UK Biodiversity Strategy

2002
Northern Ireland Biodiversity 

Strategy

2011
The Wildlife and Natural 

Environment Act (NI) 2011

2013
Publication of the Local 

Biodiversity Action Plan for the 
North Down and Ards area

Key Aims of the North Down and 
Ards Local Biodiversity Action Plan 
include to:

• Conserve and enhance the rich 
biodiversity of the area for both 
current and future generations

• Raise awareness of the variety and 
importance of biodiversity

• Encourage local ownership and 
stewardship of our biodiversity

• Encourage the sustainable use of 
biodiversity in all new policies and 
strategies affecting North Down 
and Ards council areas.



Developing Our Local 
Biodiversity Action Plan (LBAP)
In the Spring of 2011 a North Down and Ards Local Steering Group was 
established under the auspices of the Action for Biodiversity Project1  to develop 
the LBAP and to develop action plans for conserving habitats and species that 
have been identified as important within the area. 

Assessing our Biodiversity
The first step in this process was to 
undertake a biodiversity audit to 
quantify the range of habitats and 
species present within the North Down 
and Ards area.  This provided the 
Steering Group with information about 
the species and habitats that are under 
threat. The Steering Group used this 
information to decide what habitats 
and species should be prioritised for 
conservation action in the North Down 
and Ards area. These are our priority 
habitats and priority species.

Partnership and Community 
Involvement
The habitat and species actions plans 
that are being developed as part of 
this process would not be possible 
without the expert knowledge and 
experience of our Steering Group 
members. Community involvement in 
the management of the biodiversity in 
our area will also be key to the success. 
It is local communities who benefit 
most from protection of local habitats 
and their species.

1Action for Biodiversity delivered a regional and cross-border Biodiversity Framework for the East Border Region. The 
project built capacity, raised awareness and undertook practical biodiversity conservation and enhancement initiatives.

Key Stages in the Development 
of our LBAP

Formation of Steering Group

Audit of biodiversity

Consultation with key stakeholders

Selection of priority species and 
habitats for action

** Preparation of the LBAP **

Development of detailed 
action plans

Implementation of the actions

Monitor and review of the LBAP

Irish Hare © Nigel Snell
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The North Down and Ards LBAP 
Steering Group

Ards Borough Council

North Down Borough Council

Action for Biodiversity Project

British Trust for Ornithology

Exploris

National Trust

Northern Ireland Environment Agency

Ulster Wildlife

Strangford Lough & Lecale Partnership

The Conservation Volunteers (NI)

Wildfowl and Wetlands Trust

Black Guillemots in harbour wall at 
Groomsport © Patricia Mackey
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Our Designated Sites
Designated sites are wildlife-rich sites that have been selected for their nature 
conservation value. They vary in shape and size and can contain important, 
distinctive and threatened habitats and species. Designating sites helps to ensure 
that the species present are properly protected. Sites that are designated tend 
to represent the best examples of natural and semi-natural ecosystems and are 
managed in order to conserve their special features. In North Down and Ards 
sites have been designated to preserve a wide range of Northern Ireland priority 
habitats and species. Many of these designated areas are in private ownership 
which is why partnership work is so important to the success of this LBAP.  

The biodiversity audit highlighted that there are over 60 designated sites present 
in the North Down and Ards area. Habitats are designated as ecologically 
important when a specific area of land contains an important ecosystem which 
helps to support a particular species, or a group of species. 

View from Nendrum looking towards Ballydorn 
© Patricia Mackey
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There are over 60 designated sites of regional, 
national and international importance in the 
North Down and Ards area. Designations help to 
demonstrate the value of the local environment 
and how important our local area is both 
regionally and internationally.

Heron at Balloo Wetland Nature 
Reserve © Nigel Snell
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Some Designated 
sites in the 

North Down 
and Ards Area

 Location of some designated sites

SAC – Special Area Strangford Lough
of Conservation 

SPA – Special Protection Area Belfast Lough,  Copeland Islands, 
 Outer Ards, Strangford Lough

RAMSAR – International  Outer Ards, Strangford Lough
Wetlands Designation

ASSI – Area of Special Aughnadarragh Lough, 
Scientific Interest Ballymacormick Point, Ballyquintin 
 Point, Belfast Lough, Lough Cowey,  
 Outer Ards, Scrabo, Whitespots

NNR/NR – National Nature  Ballyquintin Point,  The Dorn, 
Reserve / Nature Reserve Granagh Bay, North Strangford Lough

MNR – Marine Nature Reserve Strangford Lough

FNR – Forest Nature Reserve Cairn Wood

LNR – Local Nature Reserve Balloo Wetland and Balloo Woodland

Amethyst Deceiver © Ted McKee
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Selecting Our Priority Habitats and Species
The information from the biodiversity audit, plus the Steering Group’s local 
knowledge, enabled us to determine what habitats and species occur in the North 
Down and Ards area and to evaluate the merits of selecting them for priority 
action on the basis of:

 • National and regional priority – whether they are contained
  on the EU, UK or NI’s priority habitats and species list;
 • Conservation status – whether the habitat or species is 
  under threat and without additional protection is in danger 
  of disappearing;
 • Extent – the size and location of a particular habitat and species;
 • Rarity – if the habitat or species is rare nationally and 
  internationally (even if the habitat or species is abundant in the 
  North Down and Ards area); and
 • Importance to local people – the cultural significance of the 
  habitat or species.

The biodiversity audit 
helped the LBAP 
Steering Group to 
identify the important 
habitats and species 
which exist within our 
local area. 

Bird life at Castle Espie on Strangford Lough © Patricia Mackey

The habitats and species listed in this 
document represent a selection of 
what is present in the North Down and 
Ards area. These are the ones that have 
been prioritised by the LBAP Steering 
Group members as the ones that we 
will develop habitat and species action 
plans for. It is likely that other habitats 
and species may be added to this list as 
priorities may change over the life span 
of this plan.

Detailed action plans will be produced 
for the priority habitats and species in 
consultation with stakeholders and the 
community. The action plans will set out 
exactly how we intend to enhance and 
protect both habitats and species and 
will be strongly focused on community 
and partnership involvement. 

Saltmarsh at Comber Estuary © Paul Corbet
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Our Priority Habitats

Symbol Priority Habitats These habitats provide us with:

 Woodland
 Parkland Recreation, Fuel, Flood Control, 
  Climate Regulation

 Grassland, Hedgerow  and Farmland
 Arable Field Boundaries, Lowland Dry Fresh Water, Air & Water Quality, Food
 Acid Grassland, Calcareous Grassland, 
 Hedgerows, Lowland Meadows 

 Marine
 Horse Mussel Beds, Seagrass Beds,   Food, Fuel, Pharmaceutical Products,  
 Saline Lagoons, Inter-Tidal Mudflats, Pollution Control, Climate Regulation, 
  Carbon Storage, Coastal Defence,  
  Recreation, Tourism

 Coastal
 Coastal Saltmarsh, Coastal Vegetated  Coastal Defence, Water Quality 
 Shingle, Sand Dunes, Maritime Cliffs  Regulation, Pollution Control, Recreation, 
 and Slopes,  Tourism, Health, Cultural  Value

 Wetlands 
 Lowland Fens, Lakes and Ponds,  Food, Water, Health Products, Water Regulation,
 Reedbeds Fire Hazard Regulation, Recreation, Tourism

Lichen on rocks at Doctor’s Bay Kircubbin 
© Patricia Mackey
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Woodland 
Habitats
Woodland habitats are an important 
part of Northern Ireland’s heritage, 
culture and biodiversity, yet they 
cover only 6% of the available land. 
This makes Northern Ireland the least 
wooded country in Europe with only 
1% of our woodlands comprising native 
broadleaved species.

Our aim is to protect and enhance 
these habitats by:

Maintaining  and improving the 
condition of native woodland and 
promoting its biodiversity value

Improving and promoting the 
biodiversity value of  parkland

Delivering tree planting events with 
local schools and community groups

Working with partners to create and 
maintain new and existing woodland 
sites 

Working with partners to survey and 
manage key species that are present 
in woodland habitats such as Red 
Squirrels, Brown Long-eared Bats and 
Pipistrelle Bats

Key Threats to this 
Habitat are:

Habitat loss and fragmentation

Invasive species

Overgrazing

Disease such as Ash Dieback 
and Sudden Oak Death

Key Woodland Habitats to Visit
Balloo Wood
Cairn Wood
Crawfordsburn Country Park
Killynether Forest Park
Mount Stewart

Parkland Woodland Occurs at 
Castle Park, Mount Stewart House, 
the Ulster Folk and Transport 
Museum, Cultra Manor 

Killynether Forest Park, Scrabo © Patricia Mackey
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While parkland is not necessarily made up of native species it can have high 
biodiversity value. Parkland is a specialised woodland habitat occurring in 
designed landscapes, typically associated with stately houses and demesnes. 
Parkland is characterised by veteran or mature deciduous trees and incorporated 
in grassland pastures. Parkland supports a wide variety of species including Brown 
Long-eared Bats, lichens, many beetles, bugs and insects, and numerous birds 
such as Song Thrush and Bullfinch.

Parkland 

Chaffinch © Ted McKee

Blue Tit © Ted McKee

Dog Violet © Ted McKee

Black Snail Beetle © Patricia Mackey

Parkland at Mount Stewart © Paul Corbett
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Grassland, 
Hedgerow and 
Farmland 
Habitats
Grassland is a major habitat type in 
the North Down and Ards area and 
can include calcareous grasslands 
and lowland meadows. Hedgerows 
and field margins are a key aspect of 
this plentiful habitat and deserving of 
management.

Key Threats to this 
Habitat are:

Inappropriate grazing

Agricultural improvement

Habitat fragmentation

Abandonment

Key Grasslands, Hedgerows and 
Farmland Habitats to Visit

Ballyquintin Farm (National Trust)
Creighton’s Green Reservoir
Redburn Country Park

Fields around Scrabo © NITB

Our aim is to protect and enhance 
these habitats by:

Improving the biodiversity value and 
extent of species rich grassland 

Working with landowners to raise 
awareness of species rich grassland 
and mixed farming options that will 
help to conserve this habitat type

Liaising with partners to identify 
grassland  and hedgerow 
improvement and management 
schemes which help to protect 
priority species such as the 
Yellowhammer 

Improving the management of 
grasslands that are under council 
control
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Arable Field Boundaries
Arable field margins are strips of land between cereal crops and the boundary of 
the field and are important areas for seed-eating birds such as Yellowhammer and 
Tree Sparrow. They are deliberately managed under agri-environment agreements 
to benefit wildlife. Arable field margins provide nesting and feeding sites for many 
birds as well as a huge variety of insects including butterflies, grasshoppers and 
bugs. Many species of wildflower can be found in these margins.

Lowland Dry Acid Grassland 
Lowland dry acid grassland is scattered across rocky knolls and can form minor 
components within other habitats. It can also be found as lawns associated with 
old gardens, church yards and other amenity areas where regular cutting and 
absence of nutrient inputs has resulted in very leached and as a result, relatively 
acid soils. They can contain a range of plant species including Heath Bedstraw, 
Sheep’s Fescue, Common Bent, Sheep’s Sorrel, Pill Sedge and Tormentil. Heaths 
occur as a mosaic within this habitat and are characterised by nutrient poor, 
mineral soils and thin peat. These have a high value for biodiversity and provide 
shelter for nesting birds. 

Calcareous Grassland
Calcareous grassland is associated with thin basic soil. Plants on calcareous 
grassland are typically short and hardy, and include grasses and herbs such as 
Crested Dogstail and Orchids. Calcareous grassland is an important habitat for 
insects, particularly butterflies. It is localised in the North Down and Ards area but 
occurs notably as fragmented patches in Whitespots Country Park. 

Hedgerows
Hedgerows are rich habitats for wildlife, including plants such as Primrose and 
Dog Violet; birds such as Tree Sparrow and Yellowhammer; mammals such as 
bats; and many types of insects such as butterflies and bumblebees. Hedgerows 
are important for the movement of birds and animals from one pocket of 
woodland to another, providing much needed refuge throughout the countryside.  

Lowland Meadows
Lowland meadows have all but disappeared in Northern Ireland but some 
examples of this habitat type can be found in Crawfordsburn Country Park. They 
are important habitats for many wildflowers and a wide diversity of grasses which 
in turn support a wonderful array of plants, butterflies and bees. 

Stitchwort © Ted McKee

Hedgerows provide important farmland 
boundaries as well as habitats for many 
species © Patricia Mackey

Harebell © Ted McKee

Wild ponies grazing on grassland at 
Ballyquintin Point © Patricia Mackey

Common Spotted Orchid © Ted McKee
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Marine Habitats
The marine environment supports a 
significant percentage of Northern 
Ireland’s biodiversity.  Strangford 
Lough, in the North Down and Ards 
area, is the only marine nature reserve 
in Northern Ireland and one of only 
three in the UK. The Lough supports 
over 2000 marine species which is 
more than 70% of the known marine 
species off the coast of Northern 
Ireland. Strangford Lough and the 
Outer Ards Area support internationally 
important breeding populations of 
Sandwich and Arctic Terns. A wide 
range of habitats are also found 
including mud flats, seagrass beds and 
horse mussel beds. 

Key Threats to this 
Habitat are:

Disturbance by dredging/trawling

Overfishing

Water pollution

Marine litter

Invasive species

Key Marine Habitats to Visit

Ardmillan Bay
Barr Hall Bay
North Down Coastal Area
Strangford Lough

Seagrass © Bernard Picton, Ulster Museum

Our aim is to protect and enhance 
these habitats by:

Maintaining  and improving  the 
condition of the marine habitats 
within the North Down and Ards area

Raising awareness  of marine 
biodiversity through education packs 
and interpretation

Encouraging community support to 
tackle issues of marine litter

Working with partners and other 
marine stakeholders to improve 
management and understanding of 
all key marine habitats to ensure their 
long term sustainability 
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Inter-tidal mudflats at Strangford Lough
© Patricia Mackey

Horse Mussel Beds 
Horse mussels in Strangford Lough are hugely important to the Lough’s 
biodiversity as clumps of their shells form a living reef over large tracts of seabed. 
Over 270 other species have been recorded living on or in the horse mussel beds. 
Horse mussels are a long-lived species and individuals within beds are frequently 
25 years old or more. However, they and their associated community of animal 
species are in serious decline. 

Seagrass Beds 
Seagrasses (often referred to as eelgrass) are marine flowering plants which often 
grow in dense, extensive beds in shallow coastal areas. The northern mudflats of 
Strangford Lough support luxuriant beds of the seagrass. Such extensive beds 
are rare in the British Isles. Seagrass beds provide nursery and foraging areas 
for commercially important fish, improve water quality by removing dissolved 
nutrients, stabilise sediment and are a valuable food resource for wildfowl. Over 
30,000 Pale-bellied Brent Geese make the 3,000 kilometre journey from north-
east Canada each autumn to feed on the Lough’s succulent seagrass. 

Saline Lagoons 
Saline lagoons are bodies of water that have a restricted connection to the sea 
which creates an environment where the salinity of the water body is considered 
to be neither marine nor fresh. Saline lagoons provide important habitats for large
numbers of wildfowl and waders. They often provide important locations for high
tide roosts as well as offering habitats for migrating birds. In the North Down 
and Ards area saline lagoons are present at The Dorn in Strangford Lough and at 
Castle Espie. 

Inter-tidal Mudflats
Mudflats contain a great abundance of species, including invertebrates such as 
the Lugworm, which in turn support large numbers of predatory birds and fish. 
Mudflats provide valuable feeding and resting areas for significant numbers 
of passage/wintering waders and wildfowl such as Light-bellied Brent Geese, 
Shelduck, Red-breasted Merganser, Shoveler, Wigeon, Turnstone, Oystercatcher, 
Ringed Plover, Golden Plover, Lapwing, Redshank, Greenshank, Knot and Bar-
tailed Godwit. Numbers of breeding Curlews, Lapwings and Redshanks in 
Northern Ireland declined by more than 50% between 1987 and 1999. 

Undredged Horse Mussel Bed 
© Bernard Picton, Ulster Museum

Seagrass © Bernard Picton, Ulster Museum

Redshank at Castle Espie Saline Lagoon © 
Patricia Mackey
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Coastal and 
Island Habitats
With such a significant length of 
coastline in the North Down and 
Ards area it is not surprising that 
coastal habitats have been identified 
as integral elements of the Local 
Biodiversity Action Plan. Many of our 
priority species can be seen around 
these locations and value of these 
areas for biodiversity value is high. 

Key Threats to this 
Habitat are:

Loss of habitat by activities such as 
rock armouring

Unregulated development

Litter and fly tipping

Waste water and sewage 
infrastructure issues

Erosion, sea level rise and climate 
change

Key Coastal and Island Habitats 
to Visit

Ballymacormick Point
Ballyquintin Point
Copeland Islands
Crawfordsburn Country Park
Horse Island (Strangford Lough)
Orlock Point

Our aim is to protect and enhance 
these habitats by:

Identifying  partners to promote the 
importance of the coastal and island 
habitats

Encouraging and supporting the 
practical conservation of key priority 
species within the LBAP area

Working in partnership with all 
relevant agencies and NGOs to 
monitor key threats and promote 
awareness of them

Encouraging community groups 
and schools to utilise the coastal 
environment as a valuable 
educational resource 

Orlock © Patricia Mackey
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Copeland Islands © Shane Wolsey

Coastal Saltmarsh 
Saltmarsh is one of the rarest coastal habitats in Northern Ireland as the majority of 
the original habitat has been reclaimed and improved for agriculture. Strangford 
Lough supports one of the most extensive saltmarsh areas in Northern Ireland. 
Comber estuary has valuable saltmarshes. The saltmarsh within Ballymacormick 
Point ASSI contains several plant species with a restricted distribution in Northern 
Ireland, including Salt-marsh Flat Sedge and Sea Purslane.

Coastal Vegetated Shingle
Shingle beach associated with raised beaches occur at Ballyquintin Point ASSI/
NNR, a site that is notable for its extensive vegetated shingle banks. Coastal 
vegetated shingle also occurs at the National Trust property at Kearney, 
Templecowey and at Horse Island in Strangford Lough. These habitats also 
support breeding birds such as Ringed Plover and Oystercatcher and support 
specialised plant and invertebrate communities.

Sand Dunes 
Sand dunes are diverse habitats that support a range of common and rare plants, 
mosses, insects, birds and mammals. They support a large proportion of our 
butterfly, moth, ant, bee and wasp species. Sand dunes also provide nesting 
habitat for breeding birds such as Stonechat and Meadow Pipit. The majority 
of the habitat in the area can be found in the Outer Ards and around Cloughey 
Bay. Vegetation includes dune scrub/slacks, together with saltmarsh, strandline 
vegetation, and dry grassland. 

 

Maritime Cliff and Slopes 
Maritime cliffs are often significant for their populations of breeding seabirds. They 
provide nesting sites for breeding birds such as the Black Guillemot, six species of 
gulls and Fulmars. 

The species composition of the maritime grassland varies depending on exposure 
to salt spray and soil type but includes Red Fescue, Sea Plantain, Buck’s-horn 
Plantain, Thrift, Wild Thyme, Biting Stonecrop, English Stonecrop, and Squill. 
Maritime grassland occurs locally over exposed rocky headlands and outcrops at 
Ballyquintin Point and also at Templecowey. 

Saltmarsh at Comber Estuary 
© Paul Corbett

Shingle at Ballyquintin Point 
© Patricia Mackey

Grass covered sand dunes at Cloughey  
© Paul Corbett
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Wetland 
Habitats
Wetlands are extremely important 
habitats as they support a variety 
of plants and animals such as 
invertebrates, fish, amphibians, 
mammals and birds. The North Down 
and Ards area has many good quality 
examples of wetland habitat including 
lowland fens, rivers, streams, ponds 
and lakes.

Key Threats to this 
Habitat are:

Agricultural run off

Land drainage

Invasive species

Litter

Recreation and inappropriate use 
of wetland areas

Poor management

Land use change and reclamation

Key Wetland Habitats to Visit

Aughnadarragh Lough
Balloo Wetland
Castle Espie
Heron and Carrigullion Lough
Lough Cowey
Mount Stewart
Whitespots

Crawfordsburn Country Park © Patricia Mackey

Our aim is to protect and enhance 
these habitats by:

Maintaining and improving the 
condition of wetlands 

Raising awareness of wetlands and 
their importance for biodiversity

Liaising with other agencies to 
identify, monitor the condition of and 
create new wetland sites

Delivering educational events based 
around wetlands
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Reed Bunting © Patricia Mackey

Lowland Fens
Fens are wetlands with permanently high water levels at or just below the surface. 
They receive most of their water and nutrients from soil, rock and ground water. 
Fens support a range of invertebrates especially dragonflies, beetles, butterflies 
and moths. They are also important sites for breeding wading birds.

The range of vegetation types associated with lowland fens, such as Heron and 
Carrigullion Lough and Whitespots, makes them a diverse habitat with particular 
importance for invertebrates such as water beetles.  Inishargy Bog near Kircubbin 
is notable as having one of the longest established colonies of the Marsh Fritillary 
Butterfly in Northern Ireland. 

Lakes and Ponds
Lakes with important wetland communities include Ballyalolly Lake, Heron and 
Carrigullion Lough and Glastry Clay Pits. Ponds in the area include the Mill Pond 
at Comber, Kiltonga Nature Reserve, Mount Stewart, Balloo Woodland, Balloo 
Wetlands and Stricklands Glen. In general these wetland sites are threatened by 
nutrient enrichment as a result of run off from fertilisers from agricultural land, 
dumping, and conversion to wet woodland by natural succession. 

Reedbeds
Reedbeds often occur as discrete stands but can also occur in a complex mosaic 
with other habitat types such as lakes, fen, wet woodland, coastal and floodplain 
grazing marsh and in modified examples of lowland raised bog. Reedbeds 
are of value for a range of specialist bird species including Reed Bunting and 
Sedge Warbler. Reedbeds also provide nesting cover for a number of species of 
waterfowl such as Great-crested Grebe. 

Orange Tip Butterfly © Patricia Mackey

Lake at Mount Stewart 

© Patricia Mackey



Our Priority Species
In Northern Ireland a number of 
species have been identified as being 
the most threatened and requiring 
conservation action; these are referred 
to as priority species. The LBAP for the 
North Down and Ards area has drawn 
on this list of priority species and used 
it to identify which species we want 
to take action to conserve. Many of 
the species listed below and over the 
following pages are Northern Ireland 
Priority Species.  Others, while not 
necessarily of regional importance, 
have a local interest value and in our 
LBAP have been classed as being Local 
Priority Species. 
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Our aim is to protect and enhance these species by:

Monitoring and recording species numbers in the North Down and Ards area

Delivering practical activities, such as nest boxes and habitat restoration 
projects, to increase the population numbers of our priority species

Working in partnership with organisations to manage our priority species 
and their habitats

Working with landowners to raise awareness of how good land management 
practices can help improve the habitats of our priority species

Educating the public about the importance of the species present in the 
North Down and Ards area
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Red Squirrel
Catching a glimpse of our native Red Squirrel is a moment to be treasured. The 
biggest threat comes from the non-native Grey Squirrel which was introduced 
from North America. Grey Squirrels are bigger, bolder and have a less specialised 
diet than the Red Squirrel. They can transmit the deadly squirrel pox virus to 
the Red Squirrels. As the Grey Squirrel expands its range, it is replacing the Red 
Squirrel especially in deciduous woodland. The Ards peninsula has an established 
population of Red Squirrels notably in the estate woodlands of Mount Stewart and 
Ballywalter but also in Carrowdore, Greyabbey, Portaferry and Clandeboye.

  

Bats
Several priority bat species are found in the North Down and Ards area including 
Brown Long-eared and Pipistrelle. Bats are small, shy, harmless mammals that are 
vulnerable to disturbance. Full protection in law makes it an offence to harm or 
disturb bats as well as the places where they live.

Red Squirrel © Patricia Mackey

Common Pipestrelle Bat © Austin Hopkirk

Rescued brown long-eared Bat 
© Austin Hopkirk

Our Priority Species

Priority Species
Blackheaded Gull
Brown Long-eared Bat
Bumblebees
Common Seal
Great Burnet
Harbour Porpoise
Herring Gull
Light-bellied Brent Goose

Linnet
Marsh Fritillary Butterfly
Pipistrelle Bat
Red Squirrel
Roseate Tern
Sea Trout
Tree Sparrow
Yellowhammer

Local Priority Species
Arctic Tern
Black Guillemot
Common Gull
Common Tern
Grey Seal
Manx Shearwater
Mediterranean Gull
Sandwich Tern
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Harbour Porpoise
The Harbour Porpoise is one of the smallest marine mammals. You are very lucky 
if you manage to spot one. You are most likely to be able to see them in flat sea 
conditions with binoculars. These mammals are under threat and have declined 
by 50% in the last 50 years. Due to their small size they often end up accidently 
caught by fishing boats. Conservation efforts that focus on reducing the impact of 
fisheries by-catch and underwater noise, coupled with wider surveillance, are most 
likely to achieve effective conservation of the Harbour Porpoise.

Sea Trout 
The main threats to Sea Trout include pollution, general habitat degradation, 
reduction in the availability of prey, introduction of non-native aquatic animals, 
diseases and parasites, creation of artificial barriers to upstream migration, and 
predation by birds and mammals. Interbreeding with non-native farm-reared 
brown trout results in the loss of the genetic integrity of unique trout populations.

Common Seals and Grey Seals
Strangford Lough is the most important breeding site in Ireland for the common 
seal (also known as the Harbour Seal). Over half of the breeding population of 
Strangford Lough is found in ‘The Narrows’. Smaller numbers of Grey Seals can 
also be found in this location. Other areas where these species are often present 
are the Copeland Islands and along the North Down Coast. 

Harbour Porpoise © Nicola Clear

Releasing Sea Trout fry into the Glen River, 
Comber. One of the projects undertaken as 
part of the Action for Biodiversity Project.

Common Seal © Nigel Snell

Grey Seal © Patricia Mackey
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Yellowhammer
Yellowhammer is an important farmland species that is found within the North 
Down and Ards area. Unfortunately population numbers have been in decline. In 
Northern Ireland, Yellowhammers declined by 65% in the 1990s. Some work with 
landowners has already been taking place, mainly in agri-environment schemes, 
to raise awareness of the species. These initiatives are having a positive impact on 
population numbers. 

Tree Sparrow
The UK Tree Sparrow population has suffered a severe decline, estimated at 93% 
between 1970 and 2008. Changes in agricultural practices have greatly reduced 
the population of Tree Sparrows across much of Northern Ireland. During the 
breeding season they feed their young on insects, the rest of the year they largely 
depend on seeds, preferring smaller weed seeds to cereal grain. The switch from 
mixed farming in Northern Ireland to specialisation in grass means fewer cereal 
stubble fields are left over the winter to provide seed food. This has the potential 
to adversely affect populations.

Linnet
Linnet numbers have dropped substantially over the past few decades, with the 
UK population estimated to have declined by 57% between 1970 and 2008. This 
decline is attributed to increasing use of herbicides, aggressive scrub removal and 
excessive hedge trimming.

Light-bellied Brent Goose
The best place to see Light-bellied Brent Geese in Ireland is Strangford Lough 
where from October onwards upwards of 30,000 congregate before moving on 
to other estuarine sites.  Smaller numbers can also be seen along the Irish Sea 
coast line, most often on the beach at Crawfordsburn. During the winter they feed 
on seagrass, which grows in muddy estuaries, and also on grasslands, when the 
eelgrass has been depleted at estuarine sites.

Linnet © Shane Wolsey

Yellowhammer © Nigel Snell

Light-bellied Brent Geese © Shane Wolsey

Tree Sparrow  © Laurie Campbell
(Image used courtesy of NIEA)
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Black Guillemot
The Black Guillemot often is seen in harbours such as at Bangor, Groomsport and 
Donaghadee. It is a very distinctive bird that spends most of its life at sea, only 
coming near to land to breed. They nest in nooks in cliffs and on harbour walls 
which can make them vulnerable to predators. 

Terns (Common, Arctic, Sandwich, Roseate)
Many summer visiting tern species breed erratically in Northern Ireland. Poor 
tern breeding success is considered to be directly related to disturbance by man 
of breeding beaches, predation by rat populations, feral cats, avian predators, 
and crows and foxes. Some nesting sites are vulnerable to very high tides. The 
unseasonably cold and wet summer in 2012 resulted in a lot of young dying in 
their nest as they were not able to be kept warm.

Gulls (Common, Herring, Blackheaded, 
Mediterranean)
Herring Gulls are rapidly declining due to culling for public health and safety 
reasons. Some conservation measures to increase Tern numbers involves 
destroying the eggs of nesting Gulls which has a negative impact on Gull 
numbers. Black-headed Gulls are sociable, quarrelsome, noisy birds, usually seen 
in small groups or flocks, often gathering into larger groups where there is plenty 
of food, or when they are roosting.

Manx Shearwater 
These brilliant fliers are also excellent swimmers, but dreadful walkers, only 
coming on land to breed. They have a distinctive cackle which can make breeding 
sites exceptionally noisy. The Copeland Islands provide an important habitat due 
to their rocky cliffs and other suitable habitats. 
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Black Headed Gull © Patricia Mackey

Juvenile Manx Shearwater © Kerry Leonard

Artic Tern © Shane Wolsey

Black Guillemot © Patricia Mackey

34



Bumblebees
Few people realise how important 
the bumblebee is and that their 
pollination activities provide us with 
an essential agricultural service. Sadly, 
our bumblebees have been declining 
because of changes in agricultural 
practices that have reduced the 
number of flowering plants in the 
landscape, leaving the bumblebees 
with little to feed upon. It is well-known 
that bumblebees are great pollinators, 
and therefore have a key role in 
producing much of the food that we 
eat. 

Great Burnet 
A member of the rose family, Great 
Burnet can survive for decades due to 
its extensive root system. This flower 
is extremely rare in Northern Ireland 
but is recorded on the old railway 
embankment at Donaghadee.

Marsh Fritillary © James O’Neill

Marsh Fritillary Butterfly 
Colonies of this butterfly are known to 
fluctuate wildly in numbers. It may be 
abundantly present one year and for 
the population to crash the following 
year before suddenly recovering in 
numbers the next year. This species 
is vulnerable to adverse weather 
conditions. Unfortunately, this charming 
butterfly is one of our most threatened 
species and has suffered severe 
declines in recent decades.
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What You Can Do For Biodiversity?
Regardless of our age, job or 
experience, we can all take positive 
action for local biodiversity. This may 
take the form of volunteering with an 
environmental organisation, taking part 
in a beach clean or simply putting on 
your walking shoes, getting into the 
fresh air and taking notice of the wildlife 
that surrounds you. 

Get Down to Wildlife Gardening
We can all directly help local 
biodiversity by gardening with wildlife 
in mind. Simple steps can make a huge 
difference such as feeding the birds or 
planting nectar-rich flowers for garden 
insects. You could plant native trees 
or even create log piles which provide 
damp, dark sites for a variety of insects. 

By simply placing a bird feeder in 
your garden, you will be amazed by 
the diversity of garden birds that visit: 
Robins, Starlings, Goldfinches, House 
Sparrows, Blue Tits...the list goes on! 
Gardening for wildlife need not be 
expensive as you could build your own 
bird table from recycled wood or use 

old buckets, tyres or boots as plant pots. 

Are you a Landowner or Farmer?
If so, you can greatly contribute to the 
North Down and Ards LBAP through 
managing your land in a way that 
benefits local wildlife, particularly 
farmland birds. 

Learn by Doing - Volunteer
Within the North Down and Ards area, 
there are many organisations actively 
looking for extra hands to help in local 
conservation projects. You could help by 
carrying out practical conservation work 
such as tree planting, sowing wildflower 
seeds, hedge laying, fence construction 
or scientific surveys. 

Spot and Record Wildlife
Do you enjoy being out and about 
spotting wildlife? If so, please take 
a notebook and pencil with you the 
next time and become a wildlife 
recorder. The biodiversity audit process 
highlighted some gaps in habitat and 
species records in the district. We need 
wildlife records in the North Down and 

Ards area, whether rare or common. 
This will help us to monitor how well 
our local wildlife is doing. You can 
submit your records to the Centre for 
Environmental Data and Recording 
(CEDaR). Perhaps you will be lucky 
enough to discover a species that has 
not been recorded in North Down or 
Ards area before!

Explore Your Natural Environment
As this LBAP has highlighted, the 
North Down and Ards area is rich in 
biodiversity. The best way to see wildlife 
is to put on your walking shoes and go 
exploring. You don’t need professional 
equipment to spot wildlife – just keep 
your eyes and ears open. In the North 
Down and Ards area there are many 
places to walk, which cater for a broad 
range of ability and experience. For 
further information on walking routes in 
the district visit www.walkni.com.

Why not visit a local woodland or take 
a peek under a few rocks along the 
seashore? You may be surprised what 
you find!
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Please visit the websites listed below 
for further information

Action for Biodiversity
www.actionforbiodiversity.eu

Biodiversityni
www.biodiversityni.com

British Trust for Ornithology
www.bto.org 

Butterfly Conservation
www.butterfly-conservation.org

Centre for Environmental Data and 
Recording (CEDaR)
www.nmni.com/cedar

Copeland Island Bird Observatory
www.copelandbirdobservatory.org.
uk

Department of Agriculture and Rural 
Development (DARD)
www.dardni.gov.uk

Exploris
www.exploris.org.uk

Forest Service
www.dardni.gov.uk/forestservice

National Museums Northern Ireland 
(NMNI)
www.habitas.org.uk

National Trust
www.nationaltrust.org.uk

Northern Ireland Bat Group
www.bats-ni.org.uk

Northern Ireland Environment 
Agency (NIEA)
www.doeni.gov.uk/niea

Royal Society for the Protection of 
Birds (RSPB)
www.rspb.org.uk

Strangford Lough and Lecale 
Partnership
www.strangfordlough.org

The Conservation Volunteers
www.tcv.org.uk/northernireland

Ulster Wildlife
www.ulsterwildlife.org

Walkni
www.walkni.com

Wildfowl and Wetlands Trust
www.wwt.org.uk/visit/castle-espie/

Woodland Trust
www.woodlandtrust.org.uk

Want to 
Know More?
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Glossary 
Of Terms

AONB – Area of Outstanding Natural 
Beauty

ASSI – Area of Special Scientific Interest

Biodiversity – The total variety of plants 
and animals and the habitats within 
which they live

Ecosystem – An area made up of 
plants, animals, micro-organisms, soil, 
rock, minerals, water sources and the 
local atmosphere interacting with one 
another 

Ecosystem Services – Ecosystems 
supply us (humans) with a number of 
benefits e.g. pollination, drinking water 
and decomposion of waste, collectively 
these resources are referred to as 
Ecosystem Services

FNR – Forest Nature Reserve

Habitat – This is an ecological or 

environmental area that is inhabitated 
by a particular species of animal, plant 
or other type of organism

LBAP – Local Biodiversity Action Plan

LNR – Local Nature Reserve

MCZ – Marine Costal Zone

MNR – Marine Nature Reserve

NR –Nature Reserve

NNR – National Nature Reserve

North Down and Ards area – This is the 
combined area of North Down Borough 
Council and Ards Borough Council.  

NR – Nature Reserve

RAMSAR - Ramsar sites are wetlands 
of international importance designated 
under the Ramsar Convention.
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North Down and Ards
Biodiversity Needs You!
To find out more about our LBAP contact:

North Down Borough Council
Town Hall 
The Castle 
Bangor 
Co Down 
BT20 4BT 
www.northdown.gov.uk
 

Ards Borough Council
2 Church Street
Newtownards 
Co Down 
BT23 4AP
www.ards-council.gov.uk


