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Foreword 

 

by Dr. Eileen OôRourke 
 
The uplands hold a special place in the Irish psyche, not only because of their enigmatic 
landscapes of blanket bogs and heather moorlands, but also because traditions die 
slowly in steep places.  As Braudel put it; ómountains tend to resist the march of historyô.  
The Irish uplands are important repositories of our entwined cultural and natural heritage.  
Today the uplands are at the threshold of change, as the recent subsidy driven overgraz-
ing of the hills is now giving way to undergrazing and possible abandonment.  No where 
is this trend more strongly reflected than on the isolated Iveragh peninsula, jetting out into 
the Atlantic Ocean and watched over by the lofty heights of Carrantuohill.   
 
Marginal places often tend to be forgotten places.  The Science Foundation Ireland (SFI) 
funded BioUp research project, which studied the links between the rich upland biodiver-
sity and farming systems on the Iveragh peninsula, has attempted to rupture its research 
isolation.  Over the course of the three year research project two UCC Doctoral students, 
Nadine Kramm and Roslyn Anderson acquired an intimate knowledge of both the land-
scape and the people of the Iveragh.  What follows is their tale.  However, that tale is 
strongly peppered with the voices of the people on the ground, especially that of the hun-
dred farming families who participated in this research.  Their voices put flesh on the dry 
bones of statistics and empirical field data, and are central to a holistic social-ecological 
understanding of what is going on here today.  As both the custodians and co-creators of 
the Iveraghôs landscapes, biodiversity and community life, farm families will necessarily 
play a pivotal role in the future evolution of the peninsula, as it moves from the somewhat 
derogatory term óless favoured areaô to a óhigh nature valueô landscape.   
 
This research was also strongly supported by other key stakeholders on the ground, in-
cluding the National Parks and Wildlife Service (NPWS), Teagasc, South Kerry Develop-
ment Partnership (SKDP), and the Irish Farmers Association (IFA).  But, without the con-
siderable personal commitment of Nadine and Roslyn this book would not have material-
ised.  It is their way of giving something back to a place and a people who have given us 
so much.  We thank EFNCP for supporting their efforts through their DG Environment 
2010 work programme. 
 
Dr. Eileen OôRourke, 
Department of Geography, UCC,  
Principal Investigator on BioUp Research Project  (August 2010) 
 
 
Farming the Iveragh Uplands: A tale of humans and nature.  
Citation:   Kramm. N., Anderson, R., OôRourke, E., Emmerson, M., OôHalloran, J., Chis-

holm, N. (2010).  Farming the Iveragh Uplands: A tale of humans and nature.  University 
College Cork. Cork. 
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1.   Introduction 
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The rugged beauty of the Iveragh peninsula has fascinated many a passing visitor and never 
fails to make some of us linger or stay for good. For those who need proof of the areaôs unique-
ness, a variety of national and European designations provide ample attestation of the splendour 
of Iveraghôs scenery, the diversity of its landscape and its heritage.  
 
Being surrounded on three sides by the Atlantic, Iveragh is the largest and most geographically 
isolated peninsula in Ireland whose western extremity, the Great Skellig, forms the westernmost 
point of Europe. Despite its maritime location, Iveraghôs character is fundamentally determined 
by the mountains, valleys and streams that form the peninsulaôs interiorðthe bequest of a land-
scape sculpted by ice thousands of years ago (Crowley and Sheehan, 2009). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

Distinctive mountain scene in the Bridia Valley, Glencar  

 
 

Perhaps most distinctive, however, are the extensive blanket bogs and upland heather moor-
lands that cover most of the peninsula and captivate the imagination with the wild and austere 
appeal of an area where life did not change much for man and beast until relatively recently. 
 
Having come into existence in the wake of woodland clearances, the cutting of vegetation for fuel 
and the harvesting of crops for food and fiber by Neolithic farmers in the first and second millen-
nium BC, this unique cultural landscape continues to be managed by traditional farmers and their 
animals to the present day. 
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The value of areas such as Iveragh as repositories of a unique flora and fauna has long been 
recognized, but they have entered a period of major transformation as the agricultural economy 
that lay behind them no longer exists (Webb, 1998). The single largest danger is that farming 
communities may not survive the present discussion of how competitive European agriculture 
should be, as under present market conditions they are unable to compete without fundamentally 
changing their way of farming (Luick, 1998). 
 
The last 10 years have seen a growing debate over the future of areas like the Iveragh peninsula 
that may be ómarginalô in agricultural terms, but that are quite essential to life in Europe as we 
know and cherish it.  Upland farmed landscapes provide clean water, maintain a rich plant and 
animal life and help to keep families in regions that offer few alternative employment opportuni-
ties ï at the same time as attracting millions of tourists each year.  
 
 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

The Caragh in Glencarñone of Europeõs cleanest rivers 
 

Such areas, also termed high nature value farmland, cover about 25% of all agricultural land in 
Ireland and include, besides Iveragh, other parts of Kerry, Connemara, Mayo, Donegal, the Com-
eraghs, Wicklow, the Burren and the offshore Islands.  
 
The farming systems of these areas are characterised by extensive mixed livestock grazing and 
little agro-chemical inputs combined with labour-intensive management practices. Without dedi-
cated farmers and their families, the character of these areas would change completely leading 
to the disappearance of unique cultural landscapes with effects such as rural depopulation and 
the loss of local communities. 
 
Already farming systems have changed substantially with livestock being concentrated on better 
quality land while marginal areas are being abandoned. Along with this, there are changes in the 
animals being farmed. The traditional Scotch Blackface sheep are increasingly crossed with or 
replaced by lowland breeds to satisfy market demands for heavy lamb. This has led to a soften-
ing in sheep and the fear among farmers that the traditional grazers of the uplands may be ex-
tinct in years to come. Going, too, is the use of the native rustic Kerry cow that grazed the rough  
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grasses, bracken, gorse and soft rushes in the winter - growth that sheep cannot control.  
 
Unsurprisingly, this disruption over a relatively short time, in what was formerly a sustainable re-
lationship between farming and nature, will have implications for the areaôs flora and fauna. 
Some of the repercussions are obvious; others need to be researched in more depth if appropri-
ate solutions are to be formulated. It is now a stated objective of EU environment and rural devel-
opment policy to maintain and conserve traditional farming systems like the one practised on Iv-
eragh.  
 
Beyond acknowledging the importance of traditional farming for nature conservation and local 
livelihoods, it is necessary to understand how such farming systems function and to determine 
how the inevitable process of change can be redirected to provide a way of life that is socially 
and economically rewarding for farm families while preserving the farming practices necessary 
for Iveraghôs unique landscape to persist into the future.  
 
In this light, University College Cork (UCC) in conjunction with the Environmental Research Insti-
tute (ERI) and funded by Science Foundation Ireland (SFI) initiated BioUp, a 3 year research pro-
gramme to investigate the upland farming system and rich biodiversity associated with it.  
 
Managing rural change in the uplands calls for the active involvement of many stakeholders, in-
cluding farmers and agricultural advisory groups, land owners, conservation groups, forestry, 
tourism, and local authorities. In the BioUp project, researchers and stakeholders worked closely 
together. It is hoped that this will help to obtain a better understanding of the social, economic 
and environmental challenges facing Iveragh and promote greater public appreciation of the in-
dispensable contributions made by farm families to maintaining our unique heritage  -  a service 
that has gone unappreciated too long. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

   
BioUp Steering Group  

Teagasc Killarney, August 2009  
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2. High Nature Value Farming 
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Background 
 
Traditional farming systems are found throughout the European Union where they exist in a vari-
ety of environments, climatic conditions, economic contexts and production systems. This diver-
sity, having arisen out of the requirement to suit local social needs and to utilise the resources at 
hand, stands in stark contrast to most other agricultural sectors that are marked by homogeneity 
of crop and livestock breeds as well as management systems. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Traditional farmed landscape consisting of a mosaic of stone walls,  

improved green land and rough grazing in Keas, Glencar  

 

 
Only recently have traditional farming systems become the subject of political and scientific dis-
course. This is the result of increasing recognition of the important role played by such systems 
in maintaining cultural landscapes, producing high quality food, preserving rare breeds, providing 
an economic base for tourism and maintaining demand for rural services.  
 
Because farming in such areas tends to be of low agricultural productivity, they have long been 
called marginal, but over the last decade, this has been gradually replaced by the term ôhigh na-
ture valueô (HNV) farming which emphasise the pivotal role of traditional farmers as custodians of 
unique and highly valued cultural landscapes and their traditions from generation to generation.  
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Importantly, the concept of HNV farming is based on the explicit recognition that nature conser-
vation goals in European cultural landscapes cannot be met solely by protecting particular habi-
tats or species, or by designating Special Areas of Conservation (SAC), but is dependent on the 
continuation of the traditional land uses.  
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Potential HNV farmland according to minimum Corine selection  

Source: European Environment Agency (EEA), 2004  
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Characteristics of high nature value (HNV) farming  
 
At its most basic, the HNV concept describes farming systems that are heavily dependent upon 
vegetation composed of wild plant species for grazing or fodder production. This applies to farm-
land that has not been fundamentally altered through drainage or large-scale improvement. Re-
search found drainage to have a negative effect on wading birds by destroying their breeding and 
foraging habitat (Green & Vos 2001). Large areas of unimproved rough grazing are also docu-
mented to benefit raptors and owls (RSPB, 1993, 1995).  
 
Natural and climatic constraints - typically perceived as inhibiting the mechanisation and 
intensification of farming - result in a diverse mosaic of semi-natural vegetation interspersed with 
other types of land cover. Field margins, exposed rocks, water bodies, woodland and scrub all 
offer suitable habitats for birds to breed, forage and roost.   
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The shores of Lough Cloon, Glencar  
 

 
In addition, the low levels of fertiliser and agro-chemical application that are characteristic for 
HNV farming, create conditions that are essential for the survival of numerous plant and inverte-
brate species that are intolerant of high nitrogen and phosphorus levels. 
 
At the same time, however, the low nutritional value of semi-natural vegetation restricts the landôs 
carrying capacity and therefore sustains a lower livestock density. Grazing pressure can only be 
sustained for limited periods of time after which herbivores must move to another area. This 
process leads to high structural heterogeneity and diversity of the vegetation which, again, bene-
fits many species of bird and invertebrate.  
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To suit the harsh conditions, use is made of hardier, often regional livestock breeds of great ge-
netic diversity. These animals are well adapted to the local environment and can survive largely 
on rough vegetation with little concentrate feed. While the yield of such animal breeds tends to 
be limited under present market conditions, their utility goes far beyond economic concerns as 
they are the only types of livestock capable of converting low quality resources to high quality 
protein (meat and milk) and multiple other products such as wool, hide and dung.  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

Scottish Blackface ewe, grazing on semi -natural vegetation  

in Carriginane, Glencar  
 

 
 
Management on HNV farmland closely follows the natural growth cycle. During the time of slow-
est vegetation growth, use is made of improved grassland, both to avoid damage to semi-natural 
vegetation and to provide for livestock at times of highest requirement , i.e. during late pregnancy 
and lactation. 
 
While re-seeded and fertilised grassland is often considered as species-poor and of little conser-
vation interest, it is important to note that the very mosaic character of more and less intensively 
managed land parcels is central to supporting a large number of bird species (Bignal and 
McCracken, 1996).  
 
An often overlooked, but fundamental component of HNV farming systems is the immense contri-
bution made by farmers themselves who harbour a wealth of traditional knowledge accumulated 
and handed down over many generations of intimate contact with the land (Dunford, 2002). This 
knowledge of local environmental conditions, the inherent fertility and carrying capacity of the 
land, breeds, grazing and feeding regimes has been translated into a continuity of management 
and valuable area-specific traditions that, once gone, will be lost for good. 
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The impacts of grazing on vegetation  
 
It is well known that grazing has an important function in creating and maintaining open upland 
habitats. In its absence, below the tree line all but the wettest blanket bog would naturally suc-
ceed to trees (Thompson et al., 1995).  
 
By way of selective feeding, grazing livestock play a critical role in determining the type and rela-
tive abundance of species in a habitat. This preference in food selection is largely determined by 
vegetation quality, digestibility and accessibility. Seasonal availability also plays a role. It has 
been found, for instance, that sheep on heather moorland tend to feed on Purple Moor-grass 
(Molinia caerulea) and Deergrass (Trichosporum caespitosum) in summer while preferring 
Heather (Calluna vulgaris) and Harestail Cotton-grass (Eriophorum vaginatum) in winter (Grant 
et al., 1976, 1985).  
 
As a result, the impact of grazing can vary significantly over large tracts of semi-natural farmland 
with vegetation composition and structure attracting grazers to some areas while others are ig-
nored. Frequently used walking paths and gathering places (for shelter, excretion and resting) 
can further enhance the natural variation in habitats.  
 
Grazing also has consequences for the microclimate of the soil and sod. Changes in these condi-
tions are known to affect seed germination and the establishment of grass, herbs and woody 
plants, especially when interacting with abiotic factors such as drainage and nutrient supply. This 
complexity presents considerable challenges for scientists trying to distinguish which factor is of 
greatest consequence.  
 
Some authors have commented that conclusions regarding the effects of grazing tend to be as-
sumptions rather than the sum of substantial factual evidence (Kuiters, 2002) which, once again, 
highlights the importance of farmersô intimate knowledge of their land that can only be supple-
mented, but never replaced, by scientific measures.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

Flowering Cotton -grass near Cloon Lake, Glencar 
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Different livestock breeds  
 
The impact of grazing is determined in large part by the type or breed of livestock present. Sheep 
tend to choose a high percentage of their diet among preferred plant species which significantly 
affects the floristic diversity of vegetation communities. Similar to cattle, they lack upper incisors 
and are thus unable to cut their food, yet they can bite closer to the ground than either cattle or 
horses. As a result, the preferred grasses become rapidly depleted in densely stocked areas. In 
the case of large unfenced areas under a low stocking regime, sheep tend to congregate in 
places with better quality forage while poor vegetation becomes tall and unpalatable. Heather, in 
particular, can become leggy and degenerate in the absence of grazing. Controlled burning then 
becomes necessary to rejuvenate it and enhance the nutritional value of young shoots.  
 
The impact of cattle grazing differs significantly from that of sheep. Owing to their larger mouths, 
cattle are less selective in their feeding habits than sheep and can exist on forage of lower nutri-
tional value. Cattle walking through high vegetation disturb invertebrates that are vital food 
sources for birds and bats. At the same time, they provide corridors for a number of small mam-
mals as well as for moorland and woodland birds. In particular, they facilitate the movement of 
broods of young birds during the breeding season. Cattle dung is not only nutrient rich but also 
supports a range of invertebrates that birds and small mammals prey on. This is well illustrated 
by Swales et al. (2004) who note that one adult cow produces around four tonnes of dung a year 
which supports approximately 25 percent of her own body weight in invertebrates. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Mixed grazing of sheep and cattle near Cloon Lake, Glencar  

 
The herd behaviour of cattle - including grazing, dunging, resting and ruminating in favoured 
places according to the season - is known to create a range of habitats and associated biodiver-
sity that cannot be achieved without the use of cattle grazing (Wright et al. (2002) . This effect is 
further enhanced in mixed grazing systems that are widely recognisedðboth by researchers and 
farmersðas being the best form of management for upland areas (English Nature, 2001). 
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High nature value farming in a modern agricultural context  
 
Sheep husbandry in Europe traditionally provided subsistence farmers with many important prod-
ucts, including meat, milk, wool and skins. The large-scale marketing of these products only be-
gan in the latter half of the 20th century, when it led to increased specialisation in production. 
 
Until relatively recently, the main output from extensive sheep farming in northern Europe was 
wool. Reduced demand due to the use of synthetic fibres, however, led to a gradual and ongoing 
downward trend in wool prices that began in the 1980s. The consequence was a movement of 
resources into the production of other commodities. Meat is now the main income-generating 
product of European sheep farmers, whereas wools and skins have all but lost their economic 
importance with shearing costs often exceeding revenues from selling wool. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Mr Neilie OõLeary, Chairman of the IFAõs Hill  

Sheep Committee, shearing a ewe  

 
As current market prices for the sale of meat lambs cover little more than production costs, the 
future of extensive sheep farming seems to be dependent on the production of high quality lambs 
sold for premium prices. This, however, poses considerable problems for farmers as quality meat 
production requires a complete re-orientation of production systems that were traditionally 
geared towards wool production. Luick (1998: 981) illustrates their dilemma as follows: 

 
óThe large flocks of previous times needed ósomethingô to eat throughout the year, and the 

poor diet that grew on the mountains was just enough for their maintenance. The growth rate 
of the lambs was, of course, very limited. In contrast, a modern shepherd cannot make a 

living (only) on the uplands with their high nature value, because the production of marketable 
lambs requires better quality grazing. This leads to a limiting point of modern sheep keeping, 

which is the difficulty of finding the necessary good grazing at low cost.ô 
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Land abandonment  
 
One of the greatest challenges facing high nature value farming systems over the medium to 
long term is the scarcity of farm successors, due to a combination of declining market incomes, 
long working hours and a shortage of suitable employment opportunities within commuting dis-
tance to supplement farm incomes.  
 
The abandonment of agricultural land is now widely recognised as the main threat facing Euro-
pean mountain areas. Although the reversion of previously managed land to ónaturalô habitats 
may have positive impacts on some species, traditional farming practices in Europe have, over 
the centuries, contributed to maintaining local biodiversity and ecosystem services with the result 
that the areas concerned quickly lose environmental value if those practices cease.  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

Abandoned farm building in Keas, Glencar  

 
The invasion of vegetation onto old field sites and woodland clearings is often perceived as a 
loss of openness and mosaic-features, or the wholesale loss of a cultural landscape created by 
earlier generations of farmers. Less obvious is the subsequent reduction in genetic diversity in 
both wild species and local livestock breeds which are often well-adapted to particular semi-
natural habitats.  
 
While we know that the abandonment of low-intensity grazing can have drastic consequences for 
the ecological character of an area, there has been little research to date on the connection be-
tween land abandonment and local socio-economic impacts. Overall, the loss of agricultural land 
weakens the economic base of local communities. The knock-on effects can be even more seri-
ous than the actual loss of agricultural incomes if areas are important for nature tourism and rec-
reation, as reduced farming activity can also imply the loss of potential incomes from tourist ac-
commodation where farmhouse accommodation closes down and scrub encroachment reduces 
the attractiveness of the landscape for visitors (DLG, 2005). 
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European agriculture under transformation  
 
The Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) is one of the oldest and most contentious policies of the 
European Union. While originally envisaged to shield the European farming sector until it had be-
come sufficiently competitive, economic recession in the 1970s and 1980s in conjunction with 
falling world market prices, the erosion of non-agricultural employment, and a growing concern 
that family farms were the emblematic expression of rural social organisation gradually led to the 
establishment of a much more explicit agenda to ensure the existence of small producers. As 
such, the CAP played an important part in helping to maintain livestock farming in remote and 
disadvantaged regions.  
 
Over the past two decades, however, the CAP has come under pressure. EU enlargement, world 
trade discussions, budgetary concerns and a commitment to greater integration between envi-
ronmental and agricultural policies increasingly question the legitimacy of providing state pay-
ments to farmers and forced the EU to introduce a series of reform packages. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Remains of a horse drawn mowing bar & hay turner in Cappanthlarig, Glencar  

 
In this context, the term óEuropean Model of Agricultureô (EMA) was coined to describe the key 
role of agriculture in defining the character of rural Europe. Under 1992 McSharry reform, the 
European Commission defended their resistance against steep reductions in price support by de-
claring that ósufficient numbers of farmers must be kept on the landô if the appearance and social 
structure of the countryside, so valued by society, was to be maintainedô. 
 
It has become widely acknowledged that European farmers of the 21st Century are expected 
to produce more than food and fibres. Increasing public awareness of the value of maintaining 
environmental services, rural communities, and a growing concern about the future of the farmed 
environment has played an important role in this development. At the same time, however, 
changes in the CAP leave farmers increasingly exposed to the free market. An important ques-
tion to pose in this context is how small family farmers will be able to respond to increasing mar-
ket competition while continuing to farm in a sustainable manner.  
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This gives rise to a very urgent need to see how high nature value farming enterprises can best 
be integrated with other sectors such as tourism, forestry, recreation and landscape manage-
ment. Importantly, mechanisms must be found and implemented so that the ecological services 
provided by traditional farming systems are rewarded by society or linked to new economic ob-
jectives, such as local value added products, niche markets and direct sales so as to enhance 
the living standard of farm families. 
 
Making the transition from ôless favouredô agricultural regions to ôhighly valuedô environmental  
landscapes is central to this process. More funds are currently made available for rural develop-
ment, including agri-environment schemes and nature conservation measures. The latter are, at 
present, not explicitly targeted at distinct areas of high nature value, but work is underway around 
the country where state agencies, departments and universities are working with farmers on high 
nature value farmland to support the continued development of farming systems that are eco-
nomically and ecologically sustainable.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

The BioUp ôWalk & Talk Saturdayõ in Gleninchaquin Park, Tuosist, was  

attended by over 50 people  
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Introduction  
 
Iveragh is a peninsula of geographical contradictions, stretching from the fertile lowlands to the 
north to rugged mountains in the centre and an irregularly indented coastline in the west. Sixty 
five percent of the peninsulaôs land area is classified as mountain, compared to only 22% nation-
ally. As such, Iveragh is the most mountainous part of Ireland, featuring cliffs, deep pockets, ex-
posed rock, glens and narrow passes (Crowley and Sheehan, 2009).  
 
Farming has been a decisive factor in Iveraghôs development, but in recent decades tourism has 
begun to play an important role. The peninsula is one of Irelandôs leading tourist destinations 
whose scenic beauty, landscape diversity and heritage are recognised through a variety of na-
tional and European designations.  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

The world -famous lakes of Killarney  

 
Like many peripheral areas, Iveragh has undergone significant demographic change. A gradual 
decline in traditional employment in farming, matched with the ample availability of off-farm work 
opportunities in other parts of the country during the Celtic Tiger boom period, has been the chief 
factor leading to a declining and ageing population in the more rural parts of the peninsula. 
OôRourke and Kramm (2009) observe, however, that Ireland has recently entered a more chal-
lenging economic period with a notable decline in off-farm employment in the construction sector 
that looks set to continue. 
 
The aim of this chapter is to provide an introduction to the Iveragh peninsula, starting with the 
biophysical factors that have moulded and continue to mould the area. This is followed by a de-
scription of the ecology that forms the basis of todayôs unique cultural landscape. The final sec-
tion of the chapter affords initial insights into life on Iveragh by drawing a sketch of its population, 
employment and farming system. 
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Geology and soils 
 
The Iveragh peninsula is made up of rocks that were laid down between 385 to 330 million years 
ago during the Devonian and Carboniferous periods. Most of the mountains that dominate the 
scenery consist of Old Red Sandstone, a term denoting a number of continental sedimentary 
rocks including conglomerates, sandstones, siltstones and mudstones. The latter formed as part 
of a very large depositional basin, the Munster Basin, that stretched from Iveragh in the west to 
the Comeragh Mountains of County Waterford in the East. The sediments themselves were 
washed down by river systems from mountains lying to the north (Higgs, 2009).  
 
It was the last Ice Age with its alternations of cold and warm states, however, that put the finish-
ing touch to Iveraghôs physical landscape as we know it today. Many of the peninsulaôs dramatic 
corries, lakes, valleys and narrow passes, in particular, are remnants of the Cork/Kerry glaciation 
during which a great ice centre formed in the upper part of Kenmare Bay and chiselled out the 
spectacular Black Valley and Gap of Dunloe (Crowley and Sheehan, 2009). Given that rock is 
such a distinctive feature of Iveragh, it is hardly surprise that the area is home to Irelandôs richest 
collection of rock art (Evans, 2009). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

A fine example of rock art on Coumreagh, Glencar  
 

 
Parent material formed through early geological processes largely determines heaviness, drain-
age and agricultural potential of Iveraghôs soils.  In 1957, Finch conducted a reconnaissance sur-
vey classifying the areaôs soils as lowland mineral, mountain and hill, and peat associations. 
 
Lowland mineral soils, typically occurring below 500 feet above sea level, mostly originate from 
Carboniferous shale and sandstone drift. If well-drained, such soils are suitable for tillage and 
grassland enterprises, yet Iveraghôs Atlantic climate and high levels of precipitation severely limit 
the range of well-drained mineral soils and restrict their use to grassland enterprises. 

Farming the Iveragh Uplands  
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Mountain and hill soils, in contrast, are found mainly above 500 feet above sea level and are 
prevalent on Iveragh. They occur on Devonian Old Red Sandstone rock and colluvium with 
smaller pockets of glacial drift, and consist largely of peaty podzols, skeletal mineral soils, blan-
ket peat and, in higher altitudes, outcroppings of rock.  
 
Peat soils cover more than ten percent of County Kerry as a whole with the most extensive for-
mations occurring in the Inny Valley and around Portmagee on the Iveragh Peninsula. The latter 
peat soils have been described by the Agricultural Instituteôs peat-land survey (1970) as belong-
ing to three types. Fen peats - occurring along river valleys with or without a thin cover of river 
alluvium ï exist in small pockets and vary in depth between 45 and 200 cm. The waterlogged 
and very acid deep raised bog peats are dominated by Sphagnum spp. and have a peat depth of 
between 2 and 4 meters. Atlantic (lowland) or upland blanket peat is most widespread on Iveragh 
with a peat depth that varies with the degree of slope from less than 30cm to 3 meters (Lee et 
al.,1972) 
 
Traditionally, peatlands were used for extensive livestock grazing and the small-scale cutting of 
turf for domestic heating with the cut-over soil being used for the growing of domestic crops. Re-
mains of reclaimed peatlands are found in many locations throughout the peninsula. More re-
cently, however, the bogs of the remote Caherciveen Rural District, in particular have been used 
for domestic and industrial peat production. Large areas of intact or cut-over bog were also 
planted with coniferous trees. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Freshly cut turf in Droumteewakeen, Glencar  
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Climate 
 
Iveraghôs mild climate is determined in large part by its maritime location in the extreme south-
west of Ireland and its long indented coastline. As a result, temperatures in most parts of the 
peninsula are directly affected by the warm Atlantic Drift. This moderating oceanic 
influence produces a mean temperature range of 7º - 16º Celsius.  
 
In addition to the influence of the Atlantic, Iveraghôs topography has a significant impact on the 
distribution of cloud, precipitation and sunshine. Connaughton (1972) describes in detail the oro-
graphic or lifting effects of the peninsulaôs mountains on moist oceanic airstreams that results in 
the formation of clouds and deposition of precipitation on elevated areas. Places in the lee of the 
mountains, where descending airstreams are warmer and drier, against this, are marked by 
lower precipitation levels and a higher frequency of sunshine. 
 
Recorded levels of precipitation average 1,350 millimetres per annum, increasing to up to 3,000 
mm in elevated sites (Met Eireann, January 2001). Snow and hail occasionally present problems 
for out-wintered livestock in the mountainous centre of the peninsula, yet rarely persist in lower-
lying areas.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Snowfall on MacGillycuddyõs Reeks, view from Mollõs Gap 

 
 
Iveraghôs exposed location on the western seaboard close to the most common northeastward 
track of depressions across the Atlantic Ocean results in a relatively high frequency of moderate 
to strong winds, mostly between September and March. 
 
Precipitation levels exceed evapotranpiration in winter and most summers. Ground conditions, as 
a result, provide a suitable environment for the snail Limnaea truncatula that acts as intermediate 
host of the liver fluke. The latter is a serious problem on the peninsula that demands the protec-
tion of sheep and young cattle, in particular against the disease caused by the parasite. 
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Ecology 

 
Owing to its mild climate and great range of habitats, Iveragh has an ecology that Mullane et al. 
(1972: 242) describe as unique in Northern Europe. Physical constraints to agricultural improve-
ment have led to the continued existence of large tracts of traditional hill farming systems and 
semi-natural habitats. Of particular interest are extensive upland blanket bog and heather moor-
land habitats, internationally recognised as key biodiversity habitats and listed as Special Area of 
Conservation (SAC) under the European Habitats Directive (92/34/EEC). 
 
Upland blanket bog with an average peat depth of 1-2 meters, found on flat or sloping areas at 
altitudes above 150 meters, is Iveraghôs most frequently occurring habitat type. It is dominated by 
bryophytes (Sphagnum spp.) and lichens (Cladonia), communities of Deergrass (Trichophorum 
caespitosum), Cotton Grasses (Eriophorum spp.), the characteristic Black Bog-rush (Schoenus 
nigricans), and dwarf shrubs including Ling (Calluna vulgaris), Cross-leaved Heath (Erica tetralix) 
and Bilberry (Vaccinium myrtillus). Purple Moorgrass (Molinia caerulea) is locally abundant.  
 
In steeper places and on shallower soils with a peat depth of no more than 15-50 cm, upland 
blanket bog forms mosaics with wet heath communities that are characterised by the presence of 
Heath Rush (Juncus squarrosus) and Green-ribbed Sedge (Carex binervis) as well as a high 
cover of dwarf shrubs such as Bell Heather (Erica cinerea) and Crowberry (Empetrum nigrum) 
that are absent on upland blanket bog. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Bell Heather ( Erica cinerea ), by Isabelle Kozlik  

 
Montane heath is found at high altitudes and exposed locations, mainly on shallow mineral soils 
or on unstable, eroding peats. Dry siliceous heath tends to occur on areas with free-draining, but 
nutrient-poor soils. Trees and larger shrubs are interspersed with wet and dry heath communi-
ties, but ï with the exception of the Gorse that adds a splash of colour to the hills ï do not domi-
nate. The latter contains elements of semi-natural (mostly dry-humid acid) grassland, most com-
mon near the upper limit of enclosed farmland (Fossit, 2000) and made up of both small, narrow-
leaved grasses such as bents (Agrostis capillaris), fescues (Festuca spp.), Wavy Hair-grass 
(Deschampsia flexuosa) and Mat-grass Nardus stricta) as well broadleaved herbs including 
Heath Bedstraw (Galium saxatile), Tormentil (Potentilla erecta) and Common Dogviolet (Viola 
riviana). 
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Mammals commonly observed include Irish Mountain Hare (Lepus timidus hibernicus) and Feral 
goat (Capra hircus). Fox (Vulpes vulpes) and Badger (Meles meles) are common, but rarely ob-
served.  Sika deer (Cervus Nippon) are also prevalent. 
 
The Kerry slug (Geomalacus maculosus) whose distribution is restricted to the South West of Ire-
land is typically found on lichen and moss-covered rocks (Sterry, 2004). Iveraghôs upland habi-
tats also contain important populations of birds species protected under Annex 1 of the EC Birds 
Directive (74/409/EEC) such as the Hen harrier (Circus cyaneus), Golden Plover (Pluvialis apri-
caria), Red grouse (Lagopus lagopus spp. Scoticus), Chough (Pyrrhocorax pyrrhocorax) and the 
recently re-introduced White-tailed sea eagle (Haliaeetus albicilla). 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Feral goat kid ( Capra hircus ), observed in Loughbrin  

 
Approximately four percent of the peninsula is covered by coniferous forest plantations, chiefly in 
more marginal areas where land is of low agricultural productivity. The majority of large forests 
are managed by Coillte, a private limited company that primarily manages estates owned by the 
Irish state. The smaller pockets of forestry seen on hillsides or in valleys mainly consist of pri-
vately afforested farmland and are often of little commercial value.  
 
The main tree species are Sitka Spruce in wet areas with lodgepole pine ranking second, to be 
followed by larch. Clear-felled areas, particularly areas adjacent to streams or roads, are now in-
creasingly planted with broadleaved species such as alder and birch to break up the monotonous 
green of conifer plantations and add a livelier colour to forest areas. Mountain tops are rarely 
planted to reduce the visual impact of the forestry. 
 
The prospects for continued forestry development currently appear limited as forty-four percent 
of Iveraghôs surface area is designated as SAC while its entirety has been assigned acid sensi-
tive status. Even in the absence of designation, however, a large amount of land on Iveragh is 
either held in commonage or considered as unplantable due to its rocky character, steepness, 
exposure and generally low productive capacity. The timber produced on the peninsula, as a re-
sult, does not reach the quality standards required for joinery business.  
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People 

 
Similar to other western counties in the Republic of Ireland, Iveragh went through considerable 
demographic and employment changes over the last century. Successive waves of out-migration 
that have occurred ever since the mid-nineteenth century, have left their marks on the penin-
sulaôs socio-cultural and economic structure.  
 
Between 1926 and 2006, Iveraghôs population fell by more than one third, a trend that Power and 
OôConnor (2009) describe as part of a cycle of demographic and economic decline that is linked 
to the regionôs peripherality. A closer look at the distributional pattern of population decline af-
forded by the maps below, shows that the DEDs experiencing greatest population loss are inter-
nal and upland areas that are heavily dependent on the primary sector, typically turf-cutting or 
farming. These are areas where attempts at diversifying the economic base either failed or had 
an insufficient impact to retain a sustainable population base.  
 
The urban Killarney area, against this, gained slightly in recent years. Fifty-three percent of Iver-
aghôs inhabitants now live in the more densely populated District Electoral Divisions (DED)  
around the peninsulaôs main urban centres of Caherciveen and Waterville, Glenbeigh, Kenmare 
and Killarney that are connected by the Ring of Kerry. The latter are also popular locations for 
holiday and retirement homes. It must therefore be assumed that in these areas a certain amount 
of population replacement, whereby farm families are being succeeded by newcomers, has taken 
place. 
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