The East Coast Nature Reserve (ECNR)

A watery wilderness

Rare birds on the reserve

A wildlife spectacle

Dragonflies and butterflies: winged jewels

The East Coast Nature Reserve at Blackditch Wood, Newcastle, Co. Wicklow is an
important refuge for wetland plants and birds. There are three main habitats on the
reserve: calcareous fen (a rare type of bog), grassland and woodland. The fen is the
most important habitat for rare flora, whilst the grasslands and pools provide crucial
nesting and feeding areas for birds.

Although the fen is relatively small, it still manages to convey the feeling of a primeval
world. Tall reeds and sedges abound, dragonflies patrol their territories and the
strange pig-like squealing of the Water Rail can be heard.

The Little Egret, a beautiful all-white heron, is a recent colonist which only started
breeding in Ireland in 1997. It is now found in increasing numbers on the reserve, and
they can often be seen fishing in the drainage ditches. With a bit of luck, a bright
turquoise flash may also catch the eye: a Kingfisher flying past. These stunning birds
also feed in the ditches, which have been specially re-shaped to encourage water
birds.

A great diversity of wildlife can be seen on the reserve: a multitude of different birds,
as well as other species such as frogs, dragonflies and butterflies.

Dragonflies are conspicuous on the reserve during the summer months. Whilst they
are most often spotted flying over the water, they actually spend the majority of their
lives underwater as “nymphs”. At this stage in their lives they are fiercely carnivorous
and mostly feed on tadpoles and small fish. After the nymph stage, they emerge as
adults to fly briefly in the summer sun where they continue their carnivorous habits
and consume vast quantities of midges and mosquitoes.

Wetlands in Ireland and throughout Europe are highly threatened, and only fragments
remain of what in the past were extensive areas teeming with wildlife. The reserve is
part of the European Natura 2000 network of protected areas. Natura 2000 protects
important habitats, from wetlands areas, such as the ECNR, to alpine mountains and
pristine forests, in order to provide a rich legacy of biodiversity for future generations
to enjoy.
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Since acquiring the land, BirdWatch Ireland has been hard at work reinstating the
habitats of the reserve and providing public access to this wonderful wetland
resource, right on Dublin’s doorstep.

Fen and wood

The fen lies on a thick layer of peat within a former lake basin. Peat is plant material
that has not fully decomposed due to waterlogging: here it is many thousands of years
old and many metres deep. A characteristic plant of the fen is the Saw Sedge, a huge
grass-like plant which can grow up to two and a half metres tall. The edges and spines
of its long leaves have fierce serrations which give rise to it its name. Sedges and many
other fen plants form huge tussocks to raise themselves out of the watery ground,
and which impede drainage and help to keep the fen wet.
Nearly 80% of Ireland’s fens have been lost. The type of fen here at the reserve is now
very rare and contains many unusual and endangered plants, including the Narrowleaved Marsh-orchid. To restore the fen, BirdWatch Ireland has raised water levels,
removed encroaching trees and introduced Kerry Bog Ponies, an ancient native breed,
to manage the vegetation.

The Whooper Swan and Greenland White-fronted Goose are winter visitors to the
reserve, arriving in October and staying until March. They prefer open areas to feed
and roost in, so an ‘open vista’ area, in the north of the reserve, has been created
to make them feel at home.
The Greenland White-fronted Goose winters exclusively in Ireland and Britain.
Unfortunately, due to the destruction of their traditional habitats, they have become
concentrated in a small number of areas, making them increasingly vulnerable.
Traditionally, Blackditch Wood used to attract this species, and in recent years they
have begun to return in small numbers, encouraged by the placing of wooden decoys.

Little Egret

Water Rail

Some wildlife is not difficult to see. For example, Grey Herons stand motionless
by the ditches, waiting for frogs or fish to pass by before skewering them with their
dagger-like bills. A colourful and noisy spectacle in the winter is the finch flock, which
gathers to feed on crops which have been specially planted to provide food for
various birds, including Linnets, Greenfinches and Bramblings. Flocks of up to 300
birds sometimes gather on the reserve, where they feed on the multitude of tiny
seeds the crops provide.
In the winter, ducks and wading birds gather on the reserve, and the air is filled
with the whistling calls of the Wigeon and plaintive cry of the Curlew. Flocks of Teal,
Ireland’s smallest duck, rise from the pools, perhaps disturbed by a Short-eared Owl,
Hen Harrier or Peregrine Falcon. These birds of prey are more likely to be seen in
the winter, when they move to the coast in search of food.

Sunny weather also brings out butterflies. 16 species, including the scarce Marsh
Fritillary, have been recorded on the reserve. Colourful species, such as Red Admiral,
Peacock and Orange Tip, can regularly be seen flying around the reserve in search of
breeding and feeding opportunities. Like many other insects, butterflies lay their eggs
on specific plants, providing a ready source of food for the caterpillars when they
hatch. Unfortunately, several species of butterfly have declined in Ireland due to their
food plants and habitats being lost through agricultural intensification.
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The Kerry Bog Pony: a rare native breed

Access to the Reserve

Kerry Bog Ponies were originally bred in the 17th century specifically for working on
peat lands, moving cut turf to drying areas. In addition to bringing out peat from the
bogs, these little ponies were used for carrying seaweed from the shore to the farm
and even to transport the family to Sunday mass. With the decline of working horses,
the breed almost became extinct, and by the 1990’s just 20 ponies were left. Thanks
to co-ordinated breeding programmes there are now 130 animals in Ireland, and the
future of the breed now seems assured. BirdWatch Ireland, in partnership with
Genetic Heritage Ireland, is delighted to have been able to bring this breed to the
East Coast Nature Reserve.

• Dublin Bus no. 84, departing from Corn Exchange in Dublin city centre and

Kerry Bog Ponies are tough and resilient, with a history of thriving in the boggy
conditions of Co. Kerry. They have powerful bodies, and despite their small size have
great strength. They are sure-footed and well capable of looking after themselves in
the soft, wet conditions of the fen. Their coats are long and dense and allow them to
survive harsh winter conditions. They prosper on rough grazing of gorse and heather,
and so are ideal to help prevent the spread of scrub onto the fen.

travelling via Bray and Greystones to Newcastle village

• Limited parking is available at Six Mile Point, or in the village of Newcastle
• Group visits should be arranged prior to arrival
• No dogs permitted (except guide dogs)
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Walk 1 Year round access is possible to two hides near the main entrance to the
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(2 km)

Woodland
Birch, willow and alder trees thrive in the wet ground. The
humid conditions support a large variety of insects and fungi. Listen out for
the calls of Redpolls, small brown finches with red
foreheads, which can be seen
here in large numbers.
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Look out for Saw Sedge, a
huge plant with sharp, serrated
leaves that grows on the fen.
Kerry Bog Ponies graze the
fen vegetation.

reserve. These hides overlook pools and wet grassland which hold hundreds of duck
in the winter and breeding waders in the spring and summer. Please be sure to
remain quiet in the hides so as not to disturb the birds.

Walk 2 In the summer a walk along the coastal fields leads you through the
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woodland and fen. Enjoy the peace of the wetlands, meet the Kerry Bog Ponies and
return either along the coastal path or by retracing your steps back to the main
entrance. Walking boots or Wellington boots recommended.
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Grazed by cattle in
the summer months.
Skylarks sing overhead
in the spring, while in
the winter duck and
geese gather to feed
on the rich plant and
animal life.
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Shingle
A shingle ridge stretches along the beach between Wicklow Town and
Greystones and protects the adjacent wetlands. Surprisingly rich in wildlife, the
shingle supports a number of specialised plants and animals and provides ideal
nesting habitat for birds such as Ringed Plover and Little Tern.

Please note that BirdWatch Ireland accepts no liability howsoever
arising for any loss, damage or injury suffered by any person
visiting the East Coast Nature Reserve.
No camping or open fires are allowed.
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