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Introduction 
The Red Grouse (Lagopus lagopus hibernicus); known in Gaelic as Cearc Fraoigh ς ΨǘƘŜ IŜŀǘƘŜǊ IŜƴΩ 
ƛǎ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ LǊŜƭŀƴŘΩǎ Ƴƻǎǘ ƛŎƻƴƛŎ ƴŀǘƛǾŜ ƎŀƳŜ-birds. It is characteristic of heather-dominated moorland 
and feeds mainly on a diet of Ling heather (Calluna vulgaris), which is crucial in the life cycle for the 
bird. Red Grouse require tall heather for nesting and shelter as well as young heather shoots, 
flowers and seeds for food. Berries such as bilberry and some insects are also eaten. Mineral grit is 
also required to assist the breakdown of heather in the gizzard. 
 
The results of the most recent Red Grouse survey (2006-2008) show a dramatic decline in the 
population over the last 40 years. The 2008 survey (in the Republic of Ireland) estimated that the 
breeding range has declined by 50% with the current (spring) population estimated at 4,200 adult 
birds (Cummins et al., 2010).  
 

 
Figure 1. Change in the range of Red Grouse in the last 40 years. Source: Cummins et al. (2010) 
 
The National Red Grouse Survey also showed that most Red Grouse in Ireland are found on upland 
blanket bog, with the numbers on raised bogs1 regarded as being extremely low, i.e. at only 2% of 
the national figure.  From a total extent of 310,000 hectares of raised bog habitat, it is estimated 
that only 18,000 hectares of this habitat of Ψconservation valueΩ remains (Derwin and MacGowan, 
2000). If all of this area was suitable for Red Grouse, then the potential population on these areas of 
raised bog (of conservation value) would be 85 birds (95% C.L.: 50-146), which is only marginally 

                                                             
1
 Raised bogs are accumulations of deep acid peat (3-12 m) that originated in shallow lake basins or 

topographic depressions at the end of the last glaciation - 10,000 years ago. The name is derived from the 
elevated surface, or dome, that develops as raised bogs grow upwards from the surface. They occur 
throughout the midlands of Ireland and are characterised by low-growing, open vegetation dominated by 
mosses, sedges and heathers, all of which are adapted to waterlogged, acidic and exposed conditions (IPCC, 
2015). The original extent of raised bog in the Republic of Ireland was 308,742ha according to the Peatland 
Map of Ireland drawn by Hammond in 1979. 



5 
 

greater than the figure estimated for the national survey - 71 birds (95% C.L.: 48-111) (Cummins et 
al., 2010). 
 
Threats to Red Grouse: 
The primary causes of decline in Irish Red Grouse are: 

¶ Habitat loss, particularly of heather-dominated landscapes, from under/over-grazing, 
afforestation as well as commercial and, in cases, domestic peat extraction;  

¶ Lack of active traditional habitat management ς Red Grouse need a variety of different ages 
of heather, offering habitat for shelter, nesting and feeding; 

¶ Predation ς as a ground-nesting bird, Red Grouse are susceptible to mammalian and avian 
predation.   

¶ Genetics ς Red Grouse populations are deemed to be affected by poor genetic diversity. 
 
Unfortunately, ƳǳŎƘ ƻŦ LǊŜƭŀƴŘΩs raised bog habitat has been dramatically reduced in size, with less 
than a quarter remaining in relatively intact condition (Foss et al., 2001). Declines in the midland 
region, in particular, can be largely attributed to large-scale mechanical peat extraction, which has 
seen the conversion of huge areas of once suitable raised bog, to cutaway bogs (Foss et al., 2001). 
 
Other factors include drainage, turf-cutting, forestry activities and agricultural reclamation. These 
activities have resulted in a significant decrease in the area of active bog in most of these sites and 
the loss of smaller areas of degraded bog capable of restoration, principally through turf-cutting 
(RBC, 2015). It is estimated that only 25,189ha (8%) of raised bog remains relatively intact. 
Notwithstanding, raised bogs are extremely rare in global terms and many are sites of European and 
international importance.  
 
Irish Raised Bogs: Issues and Management  
In the Republic of Ireland, the NPWS (of the Department of Arts, Heritage and the Gaeltacht) is the 
Government agency responsible for the conservation of raised bogs.  Between 1997 and 2002, 
Ireland nominated a total of 53 raised bog sites for designation as Special Areas of Conservation 
(SACs) under the Habitats Directive.  
 
According to EU law, Ireland must protect, manage and restore these sites to ensure they achieve 
their objective of conserving raised bog habitats and species. In addition, 75 raised bogs were 
designated as Natural Heritage Areas (NHAs) in 2004 under the Wildlife Amendment Act (2000). 
 
People who have exercised legally held property rights, through land ownership or turbary rights, 
have sourced their domestic fuel from raised bogs for many years, and in some cases for several 
generations. In this regard, the designation process has resulted in major conflicts with landowners 
who retained their right to cut turf on these sites.  These issues are still ongoing.  
 
In terms of management, the focus of NPWS and semi-state agencies such as Bord na Mona and 
Coillte has been on bog restoration. The objective is to improve the poor conservation status of 
raised bogs. Many of the site-specific management works on raised bogs focus on rewetting. These 
projects essentially aim to restore the hydrology of sites, which requires drain blocking and 
sometimes other engineered actions. In 2004, Coillte received funding from the EU LIFE Nature 
Programme to actively restore 571 hectares of raised bog habitat on 14 midland sites in counties 
Galway, Roscommon, Longford, Westmeath, Meath, Cavan and Laois. 
 
Another /ƻƛƭƭǘŜΩǎ [LC9 tǊƻƧŜŎǘ ά5ŜƳƻƴǎǘǊŀǘƛƴƎ .Ŝǎǘ tǊŀŎǘƛŎŜ ƛƴ wŀƛǎŜŘ .ƻƎ wŜǎǘƻǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ LǊŜƭŀƴŘέ 
(LIFE09 NAT/IE/000222) is a nature conservation project jointly funded by EU DG Environment, the 
Department of Arts, Heritage and the Gaeltacht and Coillte (The Irish Forestry Board) under the EU 
LIFE Nature Programme. From 2016-2020, NPWS will be managing the restoration of active raised 
bog habitat on 12 SAC project sites, which is being funded by LIFE.  
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CƛƎǳǊŜ нΦ LǊŜƭŀƴŘΩǎ 53 SAC Raised bogs.  Source: NPWS. 
 
Purpose of Project 
The project sets out to identify and develop best-practice guidelines for Red Grouse on Irish SAC 
raised bogs. It aims to achieve this in a manner that promotes the needs of nature conservation 
obligations, wildlife and local communities, specifically with regard to economic, social and cultural 
needs. These guidelines/recommendations have the potential to benefit the designated habitats and 
Red Grouse as well as other red-listed species (e.g. breeding curlew) in compliance with 
requirements of the Habitat Directives. 
 
In order to achieve this, the project had three objectives:  

1. Interrogate established ecological and biological data sets and undertake a series of 
community-based questionnaires to identify the most suitable sites for Red Grouse 
conservation initiatives.  

 
2. Undertake case studies on selected sites within the SAC network to determine their 

potential for Red Grouse and to identify the limiting factors affecting Red Grouse.  
 

3. Define a range of Red Grouse measures/recommendations that are compatible with SAC 
conservation interests on typical raised bog sites, while meeting nature conservation 
obligations and with regard to national and local economic, social and cultural needs.  
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Methodology  
There were a variety of meetings with various stakeholders linked to the development and 
implementation of this project. The main meetings included: 

¶ 18th February 2015 ς Meeting with NPWS, NARGC, IGPCT, BnM, Co. Offaly. 

¶ 22nd August 2015 ς Heritage Week presentation, Ballydangan, Co. Roscommon. 

¶ 25th August ς Meeting with NARGC Red Grouse Sub Committee, Co. Westmeath. 

¶ 26th August ς Meeting with Irish Red Grouse Association, Co. Offaly. 

¶ 26th September 2015 ς Project presentation at NARGC Red Grouse Conference, Co. Leitrim. 

¶ 24th October 2015 ς Presentation by NARGC to the Irish Red Grouse Species Action Plan 
Delivery Group, Co. Westmeath. 

 
A literature review of relevant reports and studies on Irish raised bogs was undertaken. The main 
reports reviewed included: 

¶ Fernandez et al. - Raised Bog Monitoring Project (2004-2005) 

¶ NPWS report - Raised Bog Monitoring and Assessment Survey (2013) 

¶ NPWS report - Draft National Peatlands Strategy (2014) 

¶ NPWS report - Draft National Raised Bog SAC Management Plan (2014) 

¶ NPWS report - Review of Raised Bog Natural Heritage Area Network  (2014) 

¶ EPA report - BOGLAND: Sustainable Management of Peatlands in Ireland (2012)  

¶ Cummins et al., - National Red Grouse Survey (2006-2008) 

¶ Irish Red Grouse Species Action Plan (2013) 

¶ Scallan, D. - The Ballydangan Bog Red Grouse Project Management Plan (2010-2015) 

¶ Scallan, D. - The Carrownagappul Bog Red Grouse Management Plan (2008) 

¶ Fallon et al. - Raised bog restoration in Ireland in tandem with community led Red Grouse 
restoration (2015) 

 
Site suitability indicators: 
In order to assess the most suitable 53 raised bog sites for Red Grouse, various criteria were agreed. 
It was decided to assess site suitability under the following criteria in order of importance: 

1. Level of local support ς it was agreed that local support for a project was key in terms of 
maintaining populations into the future and ensuring local buy-in.  

2. Presence of Red Grouse currently or in recent history with priority given to sites where 
grouse have become extinct more recently. 

3. Size of the bog ς this is key in order to maintain viable populations. 
4. Access to the bog ς bogs with more state-owned land should be prioritised.  
5. Breeding curlew on the site ς it was agreed that any management for Red Grouse would also 

benefit breeding curlew and that bogs with this species should be prioritised. 
 
Questionnaire survey: 
In order to acquire these data, it was decided to design and distribute a detailed community-based 
questionnaire to establish information on the presence or otherwise of Red Grouse (and breeding 
curlew) on the SAC raised bogs; the current situation with regard to management, and the potential 
interest in future local community management. In May/June 2015, this survey was sent to 965 
NARGC Gun Clubs and other Red Grouse enthusiasts (e.g. Irish Red Grouse Association); NPWS 
Conservation Rangers, and other stakeholders.   
 
Site Visits: 
After the responses were analysed, it was decided to undertake five site visits. Four sites were 
chosen that had known populations of Red Grouse and one site was chosen, which did not have Red 
Grouse present for some time (i.e. Clara Bog).  The site visits were undertaken by Dr. David Scallan 
and Mr. John Carslake, NARGC Grouse-keeper and Boleybrack Project Manager. The visit to Clara 
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Bog was undertaken by John Carslake, Colm Malone (NPWS), P.J. Rosney and tŀŘǊŀƛƎ hΩ5ƻƴƴŜƭƭ 
(NPWS). 
 
During the site visits, sampling points were randomly chosen in areas containing representative 
habitat characteristics. Within each sampling site, the following observations were taken:  
 

Heather quality score:  Ranging from 1 (poor) to 5 (pristine/excellent)  

Predators: Signs of predators were noted 

Heather height:  5 measurements were taken 

Sward height:  5 measurements were taken 

Heather cover:  Estimated visually 

Heather age: % pioneer;  % building; % mature; % degenerate 

Evidence of past burning:  Recent or historical 

Management options:  e.g. heather strimming, predator management. 

Heather beetle damage:  Present / absent 

Evidence of grouse: Via droppings, feathers, visual or other. 

Local interest: Whether a local group is interested in management 

Notes: Any other observations 

 
 

 
Red Grouse feather 

 
Single dropping and feather 

 
Roost pile (dropping)   

 
Single droppings 
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Results 
Desk-top study: 
With regard to Red Grouse on raised bogs, the National Red Grouse Survey found that in the 
midland region, all sites surveyed were on raised bogs (both exploited and intact). However, there 
were few records of Red Grouse with most occupied sites being SAC raised bogs located in northeast 
County Galway, east County Mayo and County Roscommon (Cummins et al., 2010).  
 
The NPWS Raised Bog Monitoring reports also provided similar Red Grouse records on SAC raised 
bogs to the National Red Grouse Survey (data provided by Fernando Fernandez).  
 
The questionnaire data largely complemented the records from both the National Red Grouse 
Survey and the NPWS Raised Bog Monitoring reports. 
 
Site Visits: 
Based on the ecological records and the results from the questionnaire survey, five sites were 
selected to visit. These were: 

1. Kilsallagh Bog SAC, Co. Galway   
2. Lough Lurgeen Bog/ Glenamaddy Turlough SAC, Co. Galway   
3. Carrownagappul Bog SAC, Co. Galway     
4. Camderry Bog SAC, Co. Galway     
5. Clara Bog SAC, Co. Offaly   

 
The east Galway raised bogs all supported Red Grouse from either the National Red Grouse Survey 
(2006-2008), NPWS Raised Bog Monitoring reports or from the questionnaire. Clara Bog had Red 
Grouse up until 15-30 years ago. 
 
In general, the National Red Grouse Survey (2006-2008) found that raised bogs, which had not been 
totally exploited for peat or that had old cutover with regenerating heather, can support good 
numbers of Red Grouse, with in suitable areas with highest counts of nine birds recorded in a 1km 
square in east Galway (Cummins et al., 2010). 
 
It was evident from the site visits to the east Galway raised bogs that the historical areas of cutover 
appeared to have the most suitable heather cover, quality and diversity for Red Grouse. Typical 
raised bog-cutover habitat was mainly dominated by Ling heather (C. Vulgaris). 
 
The Table on the following page outlines the current situation with regard to raised bogs and Red 
Grouse in Ireland. 
 
The abbreviated codes in the table indicate data from the following sources:  

¶ Mtr.:   NPWS Raised Bog Monitoring Reports records 

¶ N.S.:  National Red Grouse Survey (2006-2008) records 

¶ Quest.:  Records from the questionnaire survey 

¶ *:   Indicates the presence of Ψlocal interestΩ in managing SAC bogs for grouse 
 
Further, the colours on the site names indicate the following: 
Yellow Records of Red Grouse  

No colour No records of Red Grouse 

Green Potential: Need for site visit/survey 

Purple Grouse no longer present 
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Name of SAC Raised Bog  County/Counties Club Mtr.  N.S. Quest. 

Killyconny Bog (Cloghbally)  Cavan/Meath         

Tullaher Lough and Bog  Clare         

Barroughter Bog  Galway         

Cloonmoylan Bog  Galway         

Kilsallagh Bog  Galway  *        

Lisnageeragh Bog and Ballinstack Turlough  Galway  *        
Lough Lurgeen Bog/ Glenamaddy Turlough  Galway  *        

Shankill West Bog  Galway  *        

Carrownagappul Bog  Galway  *        

Camderry Bog  Galway  *        

Curraghlehanagh Bog  Galway  *        

Monivea Bog  Galway         

Ardgraigue Bog  Galway         

Lough Corrib  Galway/Mayo  *        

Corliskea/Trien/Cloonfelliv Bog  Galway/Ros         

Sheheree (Ardagh) Bog  Kerry       

Moanveanlagh Bog  Kerry    Conduct survey 

Ballynafagh Bog  Kildare         

Mouds Bog  Kildare    15 years ago 

Coolrain Bog  Laois         

Knockacoller Bog  Laois         

Ardagullion Bog  Longford    Conduct survey 

Brown Bog  Longford         

Clooneen Bog  Longford   20 years ago 

Lough Forbes Complex  Longford/Ros  *        
Tawnaghbeg Bog  Mayo         

River Moy  Mayo/Ros/Sligo  *        

Derrynabrock Bog  Mayo/Roscommon         

Flughany Bog  Mayo/Sligo         

Moneybeg and Clareisland Bogs  Meath/Westmeath         

Mount Hevey Bog  Meath/Westmeath         

All Saints Bog and Esker  Offaly         

Clara Bog  Offaly    15-30 years ago 
Ferbane Bog  Offaly         

Mongan Bog  Offaly    50-60 years ago 

Moyclare Bog  Offaly         

Raheenmore Bog  Offaly         

Sharavogue Bog  Offaly         

Lough Ree  Ros/LD/WM         

Bellanagare Bog  Roscommon  *        

Carrowbehy/Caher Bog  Roscommon         

Cloonchambers Bog  Roscommon  *        

Derrinea Bog  Roscommon  *        

Cloonshanville Bog  Roscommon  *        

Callow Bog  Roscommon         
Drumalough Bog  Roscommon         

Ballynamona Bog and Corkip Lough  Roscommon         

Corbo Bog  Roscommon         

Tullaghanrock Bog  Roscommon         

Ballyduff/Clonfinane Bog  Tipperary         

Kilcarren-Firville Bog  Tipperary         

Redwood Bog  Tipperary    25-30 years ago 

Garriskil Bog  Westmeath         

Carn Park Bog  Westmeath   Conduct survey 

Crosswood Bog  Westmeath    Conduct survey 



 
Source: NPWS SAC data; BirdWatch Ireland (2006-2008) grouse data; NPWS Raised Bog Monitoring grouse data. Map produced by David Fallon. 
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Source: NPWS SAC data; BirdWatch Ireland (2006-2008) grouse data; NPWS Raised Bog Monitoring grouse data. Map produced by David Fallon. 

Rectangle outlines the best biogeographical region of SAC raised bogs for Red Grouse. 



Case Study: Carrownagappul Bog, Co. Galway 
Carrownagappul Bog is a large raised bog (490ha) situated about 3 km north of Mountbellew, in east 
Co. Galway. Numerous bog roads, tracks and drains extend into the centre of the site. Peat 
extraction occurs frequently along the margins of the site and along the bog roads. The site has been 
managed by Mountbellew-Moylough Game Preservation Association for 15 years and it arguably the 
most productive raised bog for Red Grouse in Ireland (see Scallan, 2008). 
 

Habitat quality score:  4.5. (excellent quality heather) 

Predators: Some corvids and foxes evident 

Heather height:  20cm 

Sward height:  30cm 

Heather cover:  50% 

Heather age: 50% pioneer;  50% building 

Evidence of past burning:  Yes 2011 ς entire site 

Management options:  Heather strimming, predator control, grit provision, public 
awareness, remove conifers 

Heather beetle damage:  Suspected past attack 

Evidence of grouse: Several droppings observed 

Local interest: Yes, project already in place 

Notes: Project managed by Mountbellew-Moylough Game Preservation 
Association for 15 years; Progress slowed after large fire in 2011; 
Heather needs time to regenerate after the fire.  

 

 
Carrownagappul Bog: OSI Map viewer 

 
Photo taken in 2009 before fire 

 
Carrownagappul 2015 ς post fire 

 
Heather strimming machine used by Gun Club 

 

Follow link to see NPWS site synopsis  

http://www.npws.ie/protected-sites/sac/001242

