HAB TATS OF IRELAND

rom rocky mountain streams to meandering
lowland rivers and lakes, Ireland’s inland

waters provide a wealth of wildlife habitats.

The variety of flora and fauna in and beside rivers
and lakes is influenced by the water’s depth, speed
of flow, temperature and chemistry. All but the
most polluted waterways act as important wildlife
zones and corridors.

As rain falls upon hills, small upland streams
tumble through steep landscapes. Few plants or
animals can withstand the torrents but some hardy
mosses cling to the rocks and small brown trout

eke out a living in the eddies.

As the gradient of the hills eases, the streams
gradually lose their velocity and begin to gently
meander, creating distinct instrearmn habitats.
Salmon and trout spawn in shallow, fast-flowing
riffles and their young hatch and feed in the gravel.
Herons stand by the water's edge still as statues,
poised to strike out for fish and eels. Year-old
salmon and trout find homes in slower-flowing
glides, hiding in bubble curtains and feeding
opportunistically on whatever the flow brings
along. Dippers dive into the glide and scurry along
the river bottom, feeding on aquatic invertebrates.
Fallen branches collect in deeper, slower-flowing

pools, providing habitat for aquatic insects and fish.

As the river approaches the sea it slows and
widens, often supporting adjoining wetlands.
Extending back from the water’s edge on either
side is the riparian zone. Its grasses, herbs, shrubs
and trees stabilise banks and provide shade and
cover. Leaves shed into the water provide food for

insects, which are in turn eaten by birds and fish.
Where a depression in the landscape occurs,

rivers feed and sustain the creation of lakes.

The shallow lakeshore displays the greatest

biological diversity in the lake. Here plants such

as water lilies and reeds rooted in the bed emerge

above the water's surface. Amongst these,
ducks nest and swans forage. In the gravel or
muddy bottom, the larvae of insects live and fish
spawn. Kingfishers wait intently on tree stumps
protruding from the water, then dart down to
take young fish.

In deeper waters with sufficient light,
completely submerged plants can grow. This is
the principle habitat for adult fish. In the middle

of a deep lake, little or no light may penetrate and

the only plant life is water-born algae. The dark
depths provide shelter for fish from predators
such as the cormorant and the otter. In deep
pristine mountain lakes, the rare fish, the Arctic
char, may be found.

THREATS TO THE HABITAT

The chief threats to freshwater habitats are
pollution from nutrients, silt and toxic chemicals,
and physical degradation of the structure of the
water body. Nutrients = primarily phosphates
and nitrates in fertiliser, farm slurry, inadequately

treated human sewage and household detergents

— act as a fertiliser in the water, promoting
overgrowth of algae. Algal overgrowth depletes
oxygen from the water in a process known as
eutrophication.

Toxic chemicals from industrial processes,
pesticides, herbicides and fertilisers from
agriculture and forestry, and common but lethal
everyday commodities — such as batteries,
paints, medications and cleaning agents — can
all seriously affect freshwater life. Silt from road
and building construction, forestry clear-fell and
quarrying operations are amongst the most
pervasive freshwater pollutants. Silts may remain
in rivers for decades, limiting aquatic biodiversity.

Physical modifications of rivers and lakes and
their banks include canalisation of rivers, which
results in the elimination of species-rich natural
meanders in favour of straightened drains.
Construction of dams and weirs for hydropower
interfere with natural hydrology and create
impediments to fish migration.

WHAT CAN INDIVIDUALS DO TO
PROTECT THE HABITAT?

Awareness of rivers and lakes leads to
appreciation and action, so promote aquatic
awareness in your family and community. In your
home, forget phosphates and bleach and instead
use environmentally-friendly cleaning agents.
View your toilet, sink and shower as tributaries
of our rivers and lakes. Any common household
product labelled ‘hazard’, ‘poison’ or ‘irritant’
must be treated as toxic waste. Follow local
authority disposal guidelines and do not pour
poisons down the drain! Keep your garden low-
maintenance and low water-dependent, but not
paved over to avoid contributing to peak urban
rainfall run-off. Avoid herbicides, pesticides and
synthetic fertilisers — find natural ways to garden
instead.

FURTHER INFORMATION

« EUWater Framework Directive in Ireland:
www.widireland.ie

»  The Heritage Council's biodiversity watch:
www.biology.ie

»  Aquatic education resources from Coomhola
Salmon Trust: wwwistreamscapes.ie

»  Sustainable Water Network:
wwwi.swanireland.ie

» Environmental Protection Agency: www.epa.ie

«  National Parks & Wildlife Service: www.npws.ie



