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An ecological report on the Barnagh Tunnel and its environs
Prepared by

Great Southern Trail Ltd. 511 Luimneach/Ciarrai

Introduction by Dr John Breen

In 2001, a group of interested local people, Great Southern Trail Ltd., applied to the Heritage
Council for support to develop access to the Barnagh Tunnel. Great Southern Trail Ltd. were
requested by the Heritage Council to carry out an ecological report of the area. Thisis a brief
introduction and overview to the report.

The Barnagh Tunnel

The site is located about 6 km south west of Newcastle West, County Limerick (see figure 1
Irish Grid Reference R 2230, R2330). Going south west from Newcastle West. the 19th
Century railtrack was built on a steep incline. At 164 meters above sea level Barnagh (from the
Irish bearna. a gap) was located at one of the highest points of the Irish railway system. When
the railway was discontinued in the 19’10s, the track was removed. The site remains separate
from local farmland, has the limestone chippings of railways in places and also includes a
tunnel and station house. All but the station house is the property of Coras lompair Eireann.

Ecology Reports
Ecology reports were commissioned from experts, as follows.

. “Survey of the plantsin the Barnagh Tunnel area, south-west of Newcastle West, Co. Limerick” by
Sylvia Reynolds MSc and Dr Julian Reynolds. Sylvia Reynoldsis the Botanical Society of the British Isles plant
recorder for County Limerick.

. “Bat survey of Barnagh Railway Tunnel, Great Southern Trail, Co. Limerick” by Conor Kelleher who is
amember of the Cork Bat Group.

. “The mammals of Barnagh Tunnel, Co Limerick” by Robert Imbusch M Sc, a mammal specialist.

. “The birds of Barnagh, County Limerick with notes on butterflies and dragonflies” by Geoff Hunt of

Birdwatch Ireland.(This latter report is presented in both the English and the Irish languages)



Overall commentary

The reports can be read separately. | have visited the site and concur with the opinions and
suggestions made by the authors of the reports. | was also impressed by the fact that the site is
not derelict, nor the site of dumping, for example. Barnagh Tunnel and its environs is now a
most valuable local asset. Because the railway was abandoned about thirty years ago, the site
has been able to develop a unique local ecology. Although there are no major rare species
present, the site now comprises an assemblage of species which should be carefully preserved
and nurtured. However some ecologically sound management should occur to prevent, for
example, total invasion by brambles, in places. Some seedling alien species (Sitka spruce)
should be removed. The educational potential of the site might be developed: this could
include from local ecology through to railway history. In addition to the management of the
former track site, owned by Coras lompair Eireann, it would be nice to see the full restoration
of the former station building which is privately owned.

The individual experts make recommendations for the management and development in their
reports. Conor Kelleher’s suggestions ;or the development of the tunnel as a roosting site for
bats seems very interesting and worth serious consideration. He cites similar situations where
tunnels were developed successfully elsewhere in Europe. West of the tunnel, drainage has
been impeded, apparently by road building. This means that there is now a lot of water at the
base of the gorge. This areais referred to in the Reynolds’ report on plants. On the one hand, it
is desirable to improve drainage to allow pedestrian access. On the other hand, an interesting
habitat has developed here. It may be possible to design a raised wooden gangway in this area.

Otherwise, | support the view that the Barnagh Tunnel should be more available to the
members of the public. It is interesting and close to the main road. However some
ecologically-sound development of the access is needed before “the average” member of the
public will be enticed to enter and stroll along the former rail track. | believe the group of
interested locals calling themselves the Great Southern Trail Ltd. have organized this report in
a professional manner and | recommend it to you. | also believe that they are keen to take on
board the suggestions made by the experts in the report and that they are motivated to preserve
both the ecological habitat structure and the architectural heritage in the area.

John Breen BSc PhD

Senior Lecturer, Environmental Biology
University of Limerick

26 November 2002
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Figure 1. The location of Barnagh Tunnel, (a) Showing location including Newcastle West
(b) area of red rectangle enlarged. Based on the Ordnance Survey, Discovery Series No. 64.



Survey of plantsin the Barnagh Tunnel area, south-west of Newcastle West,
Co. Limerick (grid reference R2230, R2330).

Report prepared for Great Southern Trail Limited

by
Mrs Sylvia Reynolds M.Sc. and Dr Julian Reynolds
115 Weirview Drive, Stillorgan, Co. Dublin (phone 01-2887856)

Sylvia Reynolds is the Botanical Society of the British Isles plant recorder for Co. Limerick
(since 1983), and has published numerous plant records for the county. In response to an
application to The Heritage Council for funding to clear the approaches and interior of the
Barnagh Railway Tunnel, Great Southern Trail Ltd. were requested to first carry out an
ecological survey of the site. This report on the plants forms part of that ecological survey. We
wOLIld like to thank Mr Liam O’Mahony for guiding us on our first field visit.

I ntroduction

The area surveyed for this report was the stretch of abandoned railway line from the access
point near the car park/viewpoint on the main road about 6 km south-west of Newcastle West
to the old railway station west of Barnagh tunnel. To record as complete a list of vascular
plants as possible, the site was visited on 4 May. 7 July and 22 August 2002. The stretch of
railway line is a little over 1 km in length. Going from east to west, there are severa fairly
distinct sections: (1) the raised railway bank, (2) the overgrown wooded section with stream on
one side, (3) the deep railway cutting on the east side of the tunnel, (4) the Barnagh tunnel. (5)
the deep railway cutting on the west side of the tunnel, and (6) the cutting as it becomes
progressively shallower towards the old station (Sketch map). The main habitat features and
plants found along each section are described below. Thisis followed by a general evaluation.
recommendations and a list of vascular plants. Scientific and common names follow Scannell
& Synnott (1987) Eensus Catalogue of the Flora of Ireland.

Habitats and plants

Thereis apanoramic view from the car park eastwards towards the Galty Mountains (Photo 1).
The steep descent from the car park to the railway bank has a litter and sanitation problem. It
was unstable underfoot and very overgrown on the first two visits, but this had been improved
by 22 August. However, two trees lay across the start of the level path on that date, and
extensive bulldozing was noted along the edge of the adjacent field. The path passes first
through Willow scrub, with some Elder (Sanibucus nigra) and Nettles (Urtica dioica).
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The raised dry embankment is surfaced with limestone chippings, and in placesfalls
away steeply to sparsely vegetated ‘scree’ slopes. On either side of the central path,
shallow lime stone grassland has developed, with a limited but characteristic range of
species (Photo 2). This semi-natural habitat is quite different from the surrounding
Limerick countryside. Typical speciesfound here are Oxeye daisy (Leucanthernum
vulgare), Mouse-ear hawkweed (Hieraciurn pilosella), Wild strawberry (Fragaria i ‘esca),
Common bird’s-foot-trefoil (Lotus corniculatus), Fairy flax (Linum catharticum), Common
centaury (Centaurium ervthraea), Quaking-grass (Briza media), Field wood-rush (Luzula
campestris) and Rustyback fern (Ceterach ofticina ruin). In July the Oxeye daisies were in
flower and Wild strawberries were in fruit. One patch of Spotted-orchids (Dactviorhiza
sp.) was seen in July, whilein August there were many plants of blue-flowered Devil’s-
bit scabious (Succisa pratensis) as well as the smaller white-/mauve-flowered Eyebright
(Euphrasia sp.). Willow bushes (mainly Salix cinerea) and Gorse (mainly Ulex europaeus)
with Brambles (Rubus fruticosus) and Honeysuckle (Lonicera peric[vmenum) were
encroaching onto the central path. In one area, there are a number of active anthills
(Photo 3) covered with avariety of plantsincluding Germander speedwell (Veronica
chamaedrys) and Lesser trefoil (Trifo/iuin dubium).

Between the open raised bank and deep cutting on the east side of the tunnel is scrub
woodland where the path is nearly closed over with shrubs and small trees including
Rusty willow (Sa/ix cinerea), Ash (Fraxinus excelsior), Hawthorn (Crataegus mono gina)
and Sycamore ~Acer pseudoplatanus). A little stream flows along one side of the path,
bordered mainly by liverworts. Growing in this damp and more shaded area were, for
example. Scaly male-fern (Drvopteris affinis), Soft shield-fern (Polvstichum setiferum),
Hedge woundwort (Stachvs sylvatica), Remote sedge (Carex remota) and False brome
grass ~I Brachvpodium sylvaticunO.

The deep cutting through acidic shale rocks on the east side of the tunnel has vegetated
steep rocky sides (Photo 5), topped with Gorse and in one place afairly large
Pedunculate oak (Quercus robur). The rock surfaces were wet in places throughout the
summer, and supported a luxuriant growth of bryophytes, both mosses and liverworts.
Flowering plants such as Oxeye daisy (Leucanthernum vu/ga re) and Sheep’s sorrel
(Rumex acetose/la) as well as a patch of Wild turnip (Brassica rapa) grew on the drier
ledges. A conspicuous feature were the clumps of ferns, mainly Scaly male-fern
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(Drvopteris affinis) and Lady-fern ~Athyriurn fiuix-femina) along the bottom edges of the
cutting. Polypody (Polypodium vulgare s.s.), Maidenhair spleenwort (Asp/en iuni
trichomanes) and smaller amounts of Black spleenwort (A. adiantum-nigrum) grew on the
rocks. The lichen Peltigera membranacea (identified by Howard Fox of the National
Herbarium at Glasnevin, Co. Dublin) was found here too. In May, the yellow flowers of
Golden-saxifrage (Chrysospleniimnz oppositifoiium) were particularly noticeable on damp
substrates here and el sewhere (Photo 4). One patch of Wild raspberry (Rubus idae us)
produced fruits by August.

The floor of the cutting was somewhat wet and muddy in places where drainage was impeded.
Characteristic plants were Water-cress (Nasturtium officinale, and possibly the hybrid with N.
microphvi/um), Floating sweet-grass (Glyceriafluitans), Square-stalked St. John’s-wort
(Hvpericum tetrapterwn), Great willowherb (Epilobiurn hirsuturn) and in one place a dense
stand of Water figwort (Scrophularia auriculata).

The stonework surrounding the tunnel entrances supported several clumps of ferns,
including Hart’s-tongue (Phvllitis scolopendrium) on the east side and Lady-fern ~7Athyrium
fihix-fernina) on the west side, as well as Golden-saxifrage and Herb-Robert (Geranium
robertian urn). There were relatively few plantsinside the tunnel, and then only occul Ting near
the openings.

Inthe deep rock cutting on the west side of the tunnel (Photo 6), the most striking feature of
the cliff-like and often dripping rocky sides was the luxuriant growth of mosses and liver worts
and of Golden-saxifrage, particularly on the north-facing side. Scaly male-fern and Lady-fern
grow in large clumps. There were also afew small plants of Royal fern (Osmunda rega/is) and
scattered Common dog-violet (Viola rix iniana). Further along, Ling heather (Ca/luna
x’ulgaris) and Bilberry (Vaccinium myrtillus) grow on the sides with other acid-loving plants
such as Hard-fern (Blechnum spicant), Heath bedstraw (Galium saxati/e), Slender St. John’s-
wort (H~pericum pu/c JirunO, a few patches of Sophagnum moss and the relatively uncommon
Fir clubmoss (Huperzia selago) (Photo 7).

Drainage across the floor of the cutting was impeded throughout this area (Photo 8), with a
shallow stream containing abundant Common duckweed (Lemna minor) flowing towards the



tunnel. The variety of plants here was greater than that on the damp floor of the east side, and
included the sedges Carex demissa, C. echinata and C. disticha, Common cottongrass
(Eriophorum angustifo/ium), Heath wood-rush (Luzula in u/tiflora), Bulbous rush (Jun cus
bulbosus), Ragged-Robin (Lye/in is fibs-eu cu/i), Cuckooflower (Cardamine pratensis), Lesser
spearwort (Ranuncu/us flamin u/a), Marsh thistle (Cirsium pa/ustre). Hoary willowherb
(Epi/obium parviifiorum), Marsh wi llowherb (F. pa/ustre), Brooklime (\VVeronica beecabunga)
and Spotted-orchid (Dactv/orhiza sp.).

(6)  Thesidesof the cutting became progressively less high, less shaded and drier towards the old
raillway station, with the Heather and Bilberry giving way to Gorse, Rusty willow, Hawthorn
and Brambles. The floor of the cutting was very wet and spongy underfoot at each visit, and
was covered by dense vegetation including Rushes (Juncits effusus and J. acuti

florusX grasses such as Y orkshire-fog (Holcus /anatus), Creeping soft-grass (H. mo//is) and
Floating sweet-grass (GR ceria fiuitans), and Horsetails (Equisetum am-reuse and F. pa/ustre).
There was one small patch of the fairly uncommon Smooth-stalked sedge (Carex /aevigata).

Around the former station (Photo 9), originally planted shrubs of Wilson’s honeysuckle (Lou
icera nitida) and Escallonia (Esca//on ia macrant/ia) have become nearly impenetrable
thickets, and Montbretia (Tritonia x crocosmiiflora) is well established. However, the
former platform area was very attractive in July with native Spotted-orchids
(Dactylorhiza

sp.) and Imperforate St. John’s-wort (Hypericuni maculatum). Just beyond the station, the
railway lineis completely blocked by dumped soil.

Evaluation

The stretch of abandoned railway line surveyed contains two distinct and contrasting habitats
linked by a transitional area, all showing little sign of disturbance. The exposed and open
railway bank with its limestone grassland flora has the most colourful-flowered plants. It is
linked by an overgrown section of young woodland to the shaded cuttings on either side of
Barnagh tunnel —quite unusua with large ferns and luxuriantly-growing bryophytes. Some of
these features had already been noted in an earlier report (Gordon D’Arey, 1992). Apart from



the plant (and animal) interest, the raised bank affords great views across the county towards
the Galtees, contrasting with the cutting which is quite hidden from the nearby main road
(Photo 10).

Over the three visits, about 140 vascular plant species were recorded, the maority of them
native flowering plants (see list below). There were hardly any weedy species. indicating the
lack of disturbance, and only a small number of non-natives such as occasional plants of New
Zealand willowherb (Epilobium brunnescens) on the damp rock faces, self-sown Sitka spruce
(Picea sitchensis) on the raised bank near the parent trees, afew Sycamore (Acer pseudoplatanus)
and Beech (Fagus SN\'lvatica) trees, Butterfly-bush (Buddleja davidii). Cotoneaster (Cotoneaster
sp., probably bird-sown) and Wilson’s honeysuckle (Lonicera nitida) which had probably come
from the old station. Sycamore is now awell established member of the Irish flora.

The railway cutting provides a haven for species which can no longer flourish in the
surrounding rushy pastureland. Although mainly flowering plants and ferns were recorded, it is
obvious that the cutting is an important site for bryophytes (liverworts and mosses).

Recommendations

One of the main attractions of this stretch of the railway line isits wildness. This provides an
attractive wilderness experience for walkers, but the intact habitats also have considerable
educational value. Any development, whether for amenity or educational purposes, should
therefore cause as little disturbance as possible. On no account should herbicides be used in
any clearing work, nor should plants or seeds be introduced. More specific recommendations
are asfollows:

The approach from the car park needs careful consideration if a safe and attractive entry
point isto be provided.



On the raised bank the limestone chippings are essential to maintain the characteristic vegetation.
Woody plants such as Willows, Gorse and Brambles can be cleared back, and for aesthetic reasons, the
cleared material should be removed entirely rather than dumped over the edges. The self-sown Spruce
trees near the bridge over the road along this section should be removed. Care should be taken not to
disturb the anthills or their distinctive vegetation.

In the more wooded transition area between the bank and cutting, Willows and other small trees or
shrubs can be cut back or removed where they impede the path. The stream and its banks should be | eft
alone.

Better defined drainage can be created in the cutting on the east side of the tunnel, and the path might
be raised somewhat using local shale stone (not limestone) chippings. Much of the vegetation in the
middle would have to be removed and judicious clearing would allow the stream to run along one side.
The stream is an interesting feature, containing snail leeches (Glossiphonia species), cased caddis
larvae, and the endemic Irish shrimp Gammarus duebeni. The vegetation on the rocky sides should not
be touched.

The floor of the tunnel could be similarly raised and made less muddy. but the stonework out side both
entrances should not be cleaned of its vegetation.

To make a useable and drier path in the deep cutting on the west side of the tunnel, the construction of
adightly raised wooden boardwalk could be considered, together with better-defined drainage. The
clumps of ferns along each side are a distinctive feature and should be |eft. The vegetation on the wet
rocky sides, including the mosses and liverworts, should not be cleared at all. To retain and maintain
thisinteresting habitat, it is also important that the water dripping down is not impeded in any way.

Thefinal section from the deep cutting to the station would also require improved drainage,
continuance of the pathway, and some clearance of vegetation from the floor of the cutting. As
elsewhere, the cleared material should be removed from the site.

In conclusion, from the botanical point of view the natural and semi-natural habitats along the stretch
of abandoned railway line on either side of the Barnagh tunnel are well worth preserving, and also
worth managing, in a controlled way, for educational purposes and for the enjoyment of the public.

Report completed 12 September 2002.



List of vascular plantsfound in the Barnagh tunnel area on 4 May, 7 July and 22 August, 2002.

Plant names follow Scannell & Synnott (1987) Census Catalogue of the Flora of Ireland.
~ =not native in Ireland; none of these species were frequent at this site.

Trees and shrubs:

~ Acer pseudoplatanus (Sycamore; now part of the established Irish flora)
» Buddligja davidii (Butterfly-bush)

» Cotoneaster sp. (Cotoneaster)

Crataegus mono gvna (Hawthorn)

~ Fagus sylvatica (Beech)

Fraxinus excelsior (Ash)

« Louicera nitida (Wilson’s honeysuckle)
~ Picea sitchensis (Sitka spruce)

Quercus robur (Pedunculate oak)

Salix aurita (Eared willow)

Salix cinerea (Rusty willow)

Sambucus nigra (Elder)

Ulex europaeus (Gorse)

Ulex gal/li (Autumn gorse)

Other woody’ plants:

Calluna vulgaris (Heather, Ling)
Hedera helix (1vy)

Hvpericurn androsaen‘ium (Tutsan)

Lou icera periclvmen urn (Honey suckle)
Rosa can ma agg. (Wild rose)

Rosa tomentosa agg. (Downy-rose)
Rubus fruticosus (Bramble)

Rubus idaeus (Raspberry)

Vaccinium mvrtillus (Bilberry)

Herbaceous plants, excluding grasses, sedges and rushes (see below):
Achillea inillefoliu, 'n (Y arrow)

Angelica svh’estris (Wild angeli ca)

Be//is )erdlllis (Daisy)

Brassica rapa (Wild turnip)

Cardamine flexuosa (Wavy bitter-cress)

Cardamine pratensis (Cuckooflower)

Centaurea nigra (Common knapweed)

Ceniaurium eryth raea (Common centaury)



Cerastium fontanuin (Comm on mouse—car)
Chn’sosplen lain oppositifoliutn (Golden- saxifrage)
Cirsjam pa lustre (Marsh thistle)

Crepis capi/laris (Smooth hawk’ s-beard)
Dactviorhiza sp. ( Spotted-orchid)

Digitalis purpurea (Foxglove)

Epilobium brunnescens (New Zealand willowherb)

Epilobium hirsutuni (Great willowherb)
Epilobium montanum (Broad-leaved willowherb)
Epilobium palustre (Marsh willowherb)
Epilobium parv’iflorwn (Hoary willowherb)
Euphrasia sp. (Eyebright)

Fragaria vesca (Wild strawberry)

Galium aparine (Cleavers)

Ga/iw’n pa lustre (Common marsh-bedstraw)
Galium saxatile (Heath bedstraw)

Geranium robertianum (Herb-Robert)
Heracleum sphondx’lium (Hogweed)

Hieraciu;n pilosel/a (Mouse-ear hawkweed)

Hypericum maculatunz (Imperforate St. John’ s-wort)
Hvpericum pulch rum (Slender St. John’s-wort)
Hypericum tetrapterum (Square-stalked St. John’s-wort)
Hvpochoeris radicata (Cat’s-ear)

Lapsana comm un is (Nipplewort)

Lathyrus pratensis (Meadow vetchling)

Lemna minor (Common duckweed)

Leon todon autumnalis (Autumn hawkbit)

Leucanthemum vulgare (Qxeye daisy)

Lin urn catha rticum (Fairy flax)

Lotus cormcu/atus (Common bird’ s-foot-trefoil)
Lye/rnisflos-cuculi (Ragged-Robin)

Medicago lupulina (Black medick)

Nasturtium officinale (Water-cress; hybrid with N. microphyllum probably there too)
Oxalis acetose i/a (Wood-sorrel)

Piantago lanceolata (Ribwort plantain)

Poten ti/ia reptans (Creeping cinquefoil)

Potentilia sterilis (Barren strawberry)

Prirnu/a sp. (Primrose or Cowslip; leaves only in one place)
Prune/la x’ulgaris (Selfheal)

Ranunculus acris (Meadow buttercup)

Ran unculus flea rio subsp. fleario (Lesser celandine)



Rernunculus flainmula (Lesser spearwort)
Ran unculus repens (Creeping buttercup)
Rumex acetosella (Sheep’s sorrel)

Rumex acetosa (Common sorrel)
Scrophuiaria auricuiata (Water figwort)
Scroph u/aria nodosa (Common figwort)
Senecio jacobaea (Common ragwort)
Soneh us oleraceus (Smooth sow—thistle)
Sachvs s~’Ix atica (Hedge woundwort)
Se/la na a/sine (Bog stitchwort)
Se//aria graminea (Lesser stitchwort)
Succisa pratensis (Devil’s-bit scabious)
Taraxacun'i. officinale (Dandelion)
Trijirdium dub ium (Lesser trefoil)

Trifolium pratense (Red clover)

Trifolium repens (White clover)

Tussilago farfara (Colt’s-foot)

Urtica dioica (Common nettle)

Valeriana officinalis (Common valerian)
Veronica beccabunga (Brooklime)

Veronica chamaedrvs (Germander speedwell)
Vicia sativa (Common vetch)

Vicia sepium (Bush vetch)

Violariviniana (Common dog-viol et)

Grasses, sedges and rushes:

Airci caryophyllea (Silver hair-grass)
Anthoxanthum odoratum (Sweet vernal-grass)
A rrhenatherum el atius (Fal se oat-grass)
Brachypodiuni sylvaticum (False brome)

Briza media (Quaking-grass)

Carex demissa (Common yellow-sedge)
Carex disticha (Brown sedge)

Carex echinata (Star sedge)

Carexflacca (Glaucous sedge)

Carex lae v'igata (Smooth- stalked sedge)
Carex remota (Remote sedge)

Carex svivatica (Wood-sedge)

Cvnosurus cristatus (Crested dog’s-tail grass)
Dact) 'lis glomerata (Cock’s-foot grass)
Eriophorum angustifoliuni (Common cottongrass)
Festuca rubra (Red fescue)



Gkvceria flu hans (Floating sweet-grass)
Holcus lanatus (Y orkshire-fog)

Holcus mo//is (Creeping soft-grass)
Juncus acutflorus (Sharp-flowered rush)
Juncus bulbosus (Bulbous rush)

Juncus con glomeratus (Compact rush)
Juncus effusus (Soft rush)

Juncus inflexus (Hard rush)

Luzula campes Iris (Field wood-rush)
Luzula multiflora (Heath wood-rush)
Poa pratensis (Smooth meadow-grass)
Poa trivia/is (Rough meadow-grass)

Ferns, horsetails and clubmoss:

Aspleniwn adiantum -nigrum (Black spleenwort)

Asp/en ium [rich oinanes subsp. quadriv’alens (Maidenhair spleenwort)
Athx riumfilix-femina (Lady-fern)

Blechnum spicant (Hard fern)

Ceterach officinarum (Rustyback fern)

Dtyopteris affin is (Scaly male-fern)

Drvopteris dilatata (B road buckler-fern)

Dry opteris fihix-rnas (Mae-fern)

Equiseturn arv’ense (Field horsetail)
Equisetum paiustre (Marsh horsetail)
Huperzia selago (Fir clubmoss)

Osmunda regalis (Royal fern)

Phyllitis sco/opendriumn (Hart’s-tongue fern)
Polypodiumn i ‘ulgare s.s. (Polypody)
Polystichum setife rum (Soft shield-fern)
Pteridium aquilinum (Bracken)
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Photo 1 - View eastwards across raised embankment, showing road underpass.

Photo 2 - General view of raised embankment, showing gorse and oxeye daisies.






