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Some fungi are used commercially 

(e.g. yeasts, mushrooms, penicillin); 

others are essential to the survival 

of many plants and ecosystems 

(e.g. mycorrhizal fungi, which 

fix atmospheric nitrogen). The 

lichenicolous fungi parasitise lichens, 

and Ireland has an estimated 150 

species (DAHGI, 1998; Botanic 

Gardens, 2008).

In terms of fauna, Ireland has some 

35 terrestrial mammal species, 

including the greater white toothed 

shrew (Crocidura russula) discovered 

in 2008 and two seal species. Irish 

waters are among Europe’s richest 

for cetaceans, 24 whale and dolphin 

species having been observed to 

date. There are some 200 regularly 

occurring bird species in Ireland, and 

the Irish red grouse (Lagopus lagopus 

hibernicus), jay (Garrulus glandarius 

hibernicus), dipper (Cinclus cinclus 

hibernicus) and coal tit (Parus ater 

hibernicus) are considered distinct 

endemic races unique to Ireland. 

Although Ireland has fewer breeding 

bird species than its neighbours, it 

does hold important numbers of 

species that are in decline or rare 

elsewhere. It is home to the largest 

breeding numbers of storm petrels 

(Hydrobates pelagicus) in the world, 

and holds very important breeding 

tern colonies; for example, Rockabill 

Island, Co. Dublin has Europe’s 

largest colony of roseate tern (Sterna 

dougallii). Ireland also boasts one of 

the largest populations of choughs 

(Pyrrhocorax pyrrhocorax) in Europe, 

and is an important destination for 

many migratory birds of international 

significance, e.g. Greenland white-

fronted goose (Anser a. flavirostris). 

There are three amphibian species 

in Ireland: the smooth newt 

(Triturus vulgaris), and common 

frog (Rana temporaria), both of 

which are relatively widespread, 

and natterjack toad (Bufo calamita), 

which is restricted to coastal sites 

in Co. Kerry and an introduction 

site in Co. Wexford. The viviparous 

lizard (Lacerta vivipara) is Ireland’s 

only native land reptile, joined 

recently by the slow worm (Anguis 

fragilis), which has been introduced 

in the Burren. Leatherback turtles 

(Dermochelys coriacea) are regularly 

found in Irish waters.

Ireland’s great lakes and rivers and 

their wildlife are an integral part of 

the fabric of the country, not only 

from an economic point of view 

but also culturally and aesthetically. 

They are rightly regarded by many 

at home and abroad as jewels in our 

national heritage. They are home 

to 28 freshwater fish species, half 

of which are non-native (Fitzsimons 

and Igoe, 2004). Ireland still has 

some of the best Atlantic salmon 

(Salmo salar) and trout (Salmo trutta) 

rivers in western Europe, though 

these species are subject to multiple 

threats from human activities. Other 

notable native species include the 

pollan (Coregonus autumnalis), the 

arctic char (Salvelinus alpinus) and 

the twaite shad (Alosa fallax), all of 

which are under threat (Igoe, 2004; 

Maitland, 2004).

Ireland is home to an estimated 

16,000 species of invertebrate, 

many of which are marine and 

most of which have received very 

little attention. Invertebrate species 

include sponges, echinoderms 

(starfish), worms, leeches, 

flatworms, roundworms, molluscs 

and arthropods (including insects, 

crustaceans and spiders). Examples 

of notable invertebrates include the 

Kerry slug (Geomalacus maculosus) 

and internationally important 

populations of the threatened 

freshwater pearl mussel (Margaritifera 

margaritifera), the freshwater crayfish 

(Austropotomobius pallipes), and the 

marsh fritillary butterfly (Euphydras 

aurinia) (National Parks and Wildlife 

Service (NPWS), 2008a).

Legislative and Policy 
Framework

International and  
European Frameworks  
and Conventions 

The EU and Ireland are party to a 

number of international conventions 

on nature conservation, including the 

B iodiversity         

Table 13.1 Ireland’s Biodiversity – Estimated Number of Species 
(Botanic Gardens, 2008; Birdwatch Ireland, 2008; DAHGI, 1998)

Taxonomic Group Approximate Number of Species

Vascular plants 812 native flowering plants; 3 native conifers; 1,108 
alien seed plants; 78 native ferns

Bryophytes 584 mosses; 228 liverworts; 3 hornworts 

Algae 700-1,000 desmids (freshwater microalgae); 579 marine

Lichens 957

Lichenicolous fungi 150

Fungi >3,500

Mammals ~35 terrestrial; 24 whale and dolphin species observed

Birds ~450 observed; ~200 regularly occurring

Reptiles 3

Amphibians 3

Freshwater fish 28

Invertebrates ~16,000

Microbes Unknown




