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This map is reproduced with the permission of Ordnance Survey (NI), © Crown Copyright
Click these links to go directly to either the Geodiversity profile, or Biodiversity profile. 

Landscape

Key Characteristics 
· Completely flat alluvial plain, dominated by the Binevenagh cliffs.

· Rugged sand dune ridges shelter Magilligan Strand.

· Homogeneous landscape of rectangular fields subdivided by a grid of drainage ditches.

· Isolated farm buildings reached by straight, embanked tracks branching at right angles from the main road. 

· Principal settlements form linear development along main road.

· Open, with occasional isolated hedgerows and groups of trees; some small shelterbelts near farm buildings.

· Geometric pattern gives landscape an artificial, engineered character.

Landscape Description

The Magilligan Lowlands are found on the eastern shores of Lough Foyle, at the foot of the basalt escarpment of Binevenagh. The lowland originates from deposits of alluvium and blown sand which accumulated to form a large, flat triangle of land in the lee of the long sand-spit leading to Magilligan Point. The dramatic cliffs of Binevenagh form a striking backdrop to this flat coastal plain and the mountains of Donegal are visible as a distant horizon to the west of Lough Foyle. The rugged outline of the sand dunes along the edge of Magilligan Strand stand out clearly as a contrast to the flat, expansive lowland to the south. The lowlands are artificially drained, by a combination of mechanical pumping and drainage ditches and the resultant sandy soils are some of the most productive farmland in the Province. 

This is a unique landscape in Northern Ireland. It has an engineered, artificial character, with open fields, ditches and roads forming an abstract pattern of straight lines and right angles. Larger settlements are strung out along the principal roads but the predominantly white farm buildings are focal points in this open, rather uniform landscape and the outlines of their roofs and barns often form the skyline in local views. Farm tracks connect at right-angles to the main road forming an open-ended ladder pattern. Most are on low embankments, bounded on both sides by open ditches. The landscape has an open, windswept character with few trees and hedgerows. Fields are predominantly arable, with smaller pastures concentrated towards the foot of the basalt escarpment. 

They are generally bounded by wire fences and all are edged with straight, open drainage ditches which have a scrubby character and form a contrast to the smooth textures and muted colours of the arable fields. Shelterbelts near farmsteads stand out clearly in the open landscape The rugged, natural forms of the sand dunes, which shelter Magilligan Strand, are in strong contrast to the flat, smooth arable fields to the south. The dunes are exposed, with only a few stunted mounds of hawthorn and gorse. There is an extensive rifle range in the dunes, and Benone Caravan Park is close to the road and Binevenagh.


Landscape Condition and Sensitivity to Change

The few hedgerows are unmanaged and in poor condition. They form disconnected blocks rather than a network which might shelter wildlife and encourage species migration. The drainage ditches appear to be in good condition although they are rarely associated with uncultivated buffer zones which might increase their nature conservation value. Some derelict and underused farm buildings are highly visible in this open landscape. It is not possible to screen unsightly development such as waste tips and industrial areas since the whole area is overlooked from viewpoints along the basalt escarpment to the east.

These panoramic views ensure that the landscape is highly sensitive to change; the impact of potential changes should be carefully assessed in relation to views from the basalt escarpment. The sand dune landscapes are valued for their wild, unstructured character. They form a relatively narrow band and are therefore vulnerable to the visual influence of development and intensive agriculture along their margins. 


Principles for Landscape Management 
· Although hedgerows are not a characteristic feature of this landscape type, some replanting and strengthening of the existing hedgerows near farms to the east of the main road would help to provide a stronger sense of place.

· The groups of mature trees near farm buildings in this area tend to be of the same age and there is a need for new planting in small groups to maintain these important local features.

· If recreational developments are to be integrated within the dune landscape, it is important that the materials and colours used are sympathetic. For instance, golf courses should not have artificially induced "green" fairways and greens and structures should be constructed from dark wood, perhaps using turf roofs where possible.

Principles for Accommodating New Development 
· New development, or changes to the landscape pattern, such as the subdivision of farmland into smaller units, may lead to the erosion of its distinctive landscape character. 

· The materials, massing and colour of new farm buildings are visually significant since these elements are so prominent in the wider landscape.


Geodiversity

Outline Geomorphology and Landscape Setting

The use of a cultural overlay in defining Landscape Character Areas (LCAs) means that they frequently subdivide natural physiographic units. It is common therefore for significant geomorphological features to run across more than one LCA. It is also possible in turn, to group physiographic units into a smaller number of natural regions. These regions invariably reflect underlying geological, topographic and, often, visual continuities between their component physiographic units, and have generally formed the basis for defining landscape areas such as AONBs. It is essential therefore, that in considering the ‘Geodiversity’ of an individual LCA, regard should be given to adjacent LCAs and to the larger regions within which they sit. In the original Land Utilisation Survey of Northern Ireland, Symons (1962) identified twelve such natural regions.

This LCA lies within the region described as the Lough Foyle Lowland. The chief morphological features of this lowland region are a series of postglacial raised beaches, the nineteenth century enclosure of large areas of saltmarsh and slobland beside the Foyle estuary and the sand and shingle ridges and blown sand of the Magilligan foreland. Inland from the coastal zone, the lowland continues along the floodplains of the Roe and Faughan rivers into areas that are underlain by till and glaciofluvial deposits, especially an important moraine complex between Limavady and Ballykelly. The Levees along these rivers testify to their previous tendency to flood.

The Magilligan Lowlands are found on the eastern shores of Lough Foyle, at the foot of the basalt escarpment of Binevenagh. The beach ridge plain of Magilligan Foreland is the largest coastal accumulation feature in Ireland, it covers an area of 32km2 and consists of up to 300 swash-aligned beach ridges. In the depressions between these ridges are later peats that began to accumulate as long ago as ca 2 500 B.P.. Much of the foreland has in turn been overlain by sand dunes. The dramatic cliffs of Binevenagh form a striking backdrop to this flat coastal plain and the mountains of Donegal are visible as a distant horizon to the west of Lough Foyle. The rugged outline of the sand dunes along the edge of Magilligan Strand stand out clearly as a contrast to the flat, expansive lowland to the south. The lowlands are artificially drained, by a combination of mechanical pumping and drainage ditches and the resultant sandy soils are some of the most productive farmland in the Province. The rugged, natural forms of the sand dunes, which shelter Magilligan Strand, are in strong contrast to the flat, smooth arable fields to the south. The dunes are exposed, with only a few stunted mounds of hawthorn and gorse. The landscape can therefore be summarised as one of a flat alluvial plain, dominated by the Binevenagh cliffs and rugged sand dune ridges shelter Magilligan Strand. For further information see section by P. Wilson in Knight, J. (2002).

 

Pre-Quaternary (Solid) Geology

The stratigraphy of this area is made up of the mapped formations in the table, the youngest of which usually overlie the oldest.

Stratigraphic Table (youngest rocks at the top of the table)

Tertiary intrusives (dykes & sills) – about 60 million years old

Jurassic Waterloo Mudstone Formation – about 200 milion years old

Triassic Mercia Mudstone Group, Penarth Group – from 220 to 205 million years old

Triassic Sherwood Sandstone Group – about 240 million years old

This LCA extends inland from Magilligan Point and contains igneous and sedimentary rocks of Triassic, Jurassic and Tertiary age. The Jurassic Waterloo Mudstone Formation is intruded by a large, east-west striking dolerite sill.

Quaternary (Drift) Geology

Northern Ireland has experienced repeated glaciations during the Pleistocene period that produced vast amounts of debris to form the glacigenic deposits that cover >90% of the landscape. Their present morphology was shaped principally during the last glacial cycle (the Midlandian), with subsequent modification throughout the post-glacial Holocene period. The Late Midlandian, the last main phases of ice sheet flow, occurred between 23 and 13ka B.P. from dispersion centres in the Lough Neagh Basin, the Omagh Basin and Lower Lough Erne/Donegal. The clearest imprint of these ice flows are flow transverse rogen moraines and flow parallel drumlin swarms which developed across thick covers of till, mostly below 150m O.D. during a period that referred to as the Drumlin Readvance. At the very end of the Midlandian, Scottish ice moved southwards and overrode parts of the north coast. Evidence for deglaciation of the landscape is found in features formed between the glacial maximum to the onset of the present warm stage from 17 and 13ka B.P. – a period of gradual climatic improvement. Most commonly these are of glaciofluvial and glaciolacustrine origin and include: eskers, outwash mounds and spreads, proglacial lacustrine deposits, kame terraces, kettle holes and meltwater channels (McCarron et al. 2002). During the Holocene, marine, fluvial, aeolian and mass movement processes, combined with human activities and climate and sea-level fluctuations, have modified the appearance of the landscape. The landforms and associated deposits derived from all of these processes are essentially fossil. Once damaged or destroyed they cannot be replaced since the processes or process combinations that created them no longer exist. They therefore represent a finite scientific and economic resource and are a notable determinant of landscape character.

The drift geology map for this LCA emphasises the arcuate structure of interdigitated raised beach deposits and peats that comprise most of the foreland. It also illustrates the extensive accumulation of wind blown sand behind the seaward margin.

 

Key Elements

ASSIs

068 MAGILLIGAN

Internationally recognised classical beach-ridge cuspate foreland, with active prograding dunes which contain a wide range of plant communites and a number of rare vascular and bryophyte species. The beach ridge complex evolved in response to sea level change and is thought to relate to a fall in relative sea level some time before 5 000 yr B.P. This facilitated the onshore movement of shelf sediment. Growth eventually came to an end, possibly in response to a combination of either a decline or reversal in the sea level fall and the disruption of the inshore wave field by the growth of an ebb shoal at the mouth of Lough Foyle. The foreland, and the beach ridges in particular, therefore present a detailed record of Holocene sea-level changes.

051 Lough foyle

Contemporary coastal processes especially chenier ridge development. Exposure through the southern (earliest) portion of the Magilligan foreland complex.

AONB

The LCA lies within the North Derry AONB (1966). This designation is indicative of the scenic quality of the landscape.

 



Biodiversity

In the following account of this LCA it should be noted that for consistency, the biodiversity section follows the standard order for all LCAs even though some of the communities discussed later may have more importance for biodiversity than those discussed earlier

Key Characteristics
· woodlands occupy about 2% of the land cover, almost all is broadleaved or mixed and the Bellarena estate accounts for most. 

· improved pastures, of generally low biodiversity, account for three-quarters of the grassland, remainder in the dune system 

· no heaths, bogs, wetlands or lakes 

· Magilligan sand dune system of UK importance as one of the largest examples of calcareous dunes with dune slacks of several stages of development and vegetation 

· Lough Foyle of international importance for wetland birds and for Atlantic salmon 


Woodlands

Woodlands occupy about 2% of the land cover, almost all is broadleaved or mixed and the Bellarena estate (lowland woodland pasture and parkland) accounts for most. The character trees are beech, oak, sycamore and elm, but there is a wide range of other planted species present, both conifers and broadleaves. Where present, the understorey is dominated by planted shrubs including rhododendron, snowberry and cherry and Portugal laurels. The herb layer is varied, but not species-rich, and includes bluebell and ransoms. In the Racecourse Plantation the herb layer is grass dominated.

A small hillside ashwood (upland mixed ashwoods) is located near Tircreven Bridge. Developed on base-rich soils, there is a species-rich herb layer beneath the ash – willow canopy; hazel and alder are also present. The wood is adjacent to other small patches in LCA 36; several were present in the 1830s and are at least ‘long-established’ and could be ancient woodlands.

There are small coniferous plantations within the LCA, but these are of little interest to biodiversity.


Grassland and Arable

Grassland is around 71% of the land cover, the same as the average for Northern Ireland, and arable c.3% (about half the average) although this satellite-based estimate may be low. Improved pastures account for three-quarters of the grassland. These have generally low biodiversity as a result of relatively intensive management. Some of the pastures are sown grasslands dominated by ryegrass and few other species - low biodiversity is in-built. High levels of grazing or repeated cutting for silage, high inputs of fertilizers and slurry, and selective herbicides also serve to reduce diversity of both flora and fauna. Although the alternate parallel bands of organic and sandy soils that are a feature of the lowland, together with peat on the innermost part beneath Binevenagh, give variation in the improved pastures - there are some fields of damp pastures – this has not increased the recorded biodiversity.

There are few hedges to improve the biodiversity of the farmland as most field boundaries are drains or post and wire. Nevertheless, there are some Priority Species of birds – bullfinch, skylark, song-thrush, linnet and spotted flycatcher.



Heaths and Bogs

There are no heaths or bogs in the LCA.


Wetlands and Lakes

There are no wetlands in the LCA and although there are numerous drainage ditches there are no records of Priority Species apart from the otter.


Coastal

The Magilligan spit and coastal sand dunes system is not only the major landscape feature of this LCA, but is also of most biodiversity interest. The system has been designated as Magilligan SAC, and several other designations are included – Magilligan ASSI, Magilligan Point NNR and Ballymaclary NNR.

Magilligan is one of the largest calcareous dune systems in the UK, with a well-developed and largely undisturbed system of ridges and slacks. Fixed dune vegetation with red fescue and lady’s bedstraw dominates most of the site. Much of the grassland is tall, with downy oat-grass prominent, but more open areas have wild thyme and are notable for an abundance of the moss Rhytidium rugosum. Dune slacks are extensive and well-developed, indeed they contain virtually all of the dune slack vegetation in Northern Ireland. Most of the slack vegetation is dominated by creeping willow although more open humid slacks and older hollows filled with mire vegetation also occur. The rare marsh helleborine is abundant in some slacks. The hydrology of the site is little modified and the structure and function of the site are therefore well-conserved.

Although the sand shores are barren, there are mudflats, particularly at the Roe Estuary NNR, that conceal vast numbers of small seashore animals such as lugworms, shrimps, ragworms and periwinkles.  There are also large mussel beds and extensive areas covered in eel-grass (seagrass beds). Inside the railway bridge is an area of coastal saltmarsh - a habitat not common in Northern Ireland. 

Lough Foyle is internationally important for birds. The Lough Foyle SPA (also the Lough Foyle Ramsar site) supports internationally important numbers of the whooper swan, light-bellied Brent goose and bar-tailed godwit. It also supports large numbers of nationally important species, that is, in an all-Ireland context. These include Priority Species - golden plover and curlew - among many others.

The lough also has importance in Ireland for a number of Irish Red Data Book fish species and is internationally important for Atlantic salmon.


Key Issues

General actions for UK and NI Priority Habitats and Priority Species are detailed in the Habitat Action Plans and Species Action Plans.

 

WOODLANDS

Issue: low woodland cover of variable biodiversity value

Actions:

· enhance the biodiversity value of demesne/parkland woodland by discouraging grazing and felling; by encouraging planting of saplings of the standard trees; by preventing loss of parkland; by retention of fallen and veteran trees (particularly for bryophytes, ferns, fungi and fauna) 

· further study of the history of demesne and other broadleaved woodlands particularly any ancient and long-established, as a key to future management 

· encourage broadleaved plantations rather than the small conifer plantations and shelterbelts that are of poor biodiversity and landscape value. 

 

GRASSLAND AND ARABLE

Issue: poor biodiversity of farmland

Actions:

· maintain and improve field boundaries especially hedgerows – in those limited areas where they are traditional in the landscape. This may be achieved through adoption of correct cutting cycles; hedge laying and replanting where necessary; leaving saplings uncut to develop into hedgerow trees; avoidance of spraying with fertilizers, slurry, herbicides; provision of wildlife strips and conservation headlands around fields; and limitation of field amalgamation. 

· encourage (through participation in Environmental Schemes) adoption of less intensive management of pastures to allow reversion to more species-rich grassland 

· maintain and enhance damp grassland by, where possible, restricting field or arterial drainage 

· leave stubble over winter, rather than autumn ploughing, to increase food resources for farmland birds; spring sown cereals are beneficial to breeding farmland birds. 

 

COASTAL

Issue: nationally important sand dune system that requires conservation in its entirety

Actions:

· ensure that recreational activities, including caravan parks, golf etc., do not lead to damage and loss of dunes and dune species 

· assess any increase in vehicles and human pressures resulting from opening of ferry service 

 

Issue: Lough Foyle of international importance for wetland birds; international

importance for Atlantic salmon

Actions:

· ensure that recreational (including shooting) and other activities do not damage bird populations 

· continued monitoring and control of activities both in the lough and in the river catchments that might affect salmon population. 


http://www.ehsni.gov.uk/natural/country/35.shtml 

Magilligan Point
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Magilligan town is located five miles south of Magilligan Point, off the main highway. Magilligan town is a rather large city with a prison and train depot.

Located at the mouth of Lough Foyle this exposed triangle of sanddune ridges is one of the best sites in the British Isles for studying coastal changes.

THE SAND DUNES Magilligan foreland is made of over 300 ridges which have been deposited since the last Ice Age. Although the foreland has been relatively stable for the last 100 years, Magilligan Point, on which the reserve is located, has been constantly advancing and retreating at approximately 40 year intervals. In 1953 the Martello Tower stood only a few yards from the shoreline!

MARTELLO TOWER To your left stands the Martello Tower. Built in 1812 the tower with its twin on the opposite side of Lough Foyle, was for defense in the event of a Napoleonic invasion. It was designed to house a garrison of 13 soldiers and was equipped with a rooftop cannon, a gunpowder room, accommodation and a vast well. There are over 200 Martello Towers worldwide in countries such as South Africa and Canada, and throughout the Mediterranean. For more information contact Environment Service, Historic monuments and Buildings, on Tel 0232 235000

WILDLIFE The ridges and hollows provide homes for a range of sand-loving plants such as the blue harebell and purple thyme, and insects such as the dainty common blue butterfly. In the past, the flora was so rich that Magilligan was called the "Medicine Garden of Europe". However the thousands of rabbits that once grazed the dunes to a close sward, which enabled the flowers to thrive, have virtually all gone. Many of the herbs still remain although they are seldom used for their curative properties. Magilligan Point is highly favoured for bird watching and the beach is a haven for shell collectors. In fact it is not only shells that are washed up, in 1907 people came from far and wide to see a beached fin whale.

FOLKLORE There is a local belief that one day Magilligan Point will stretch as far as the Inishowen Peninsula and cut off the Foyle Estuary.
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http://www.svpal.org/%7Ecolleeng/connacht/magilligan.html 

