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Introduction

The overall aim of the Habitats Directive is to maintain or restore the favourable
conservation status of habitats and species of community interest. These habitats and
species are listed in the Habitats and Birds Directives and Special Areas of Conservation
and Special Protection Areas are designated to afford protection to the most vulnerable
of them. These two designations are collectively known as the Natura 2000 network.

European and national legislation places a collective obligation on Ireland and its citizens
to maintain habitats and species in the Natura 2000 network at favourable conservation
condition. The Government and its agencies are responsible for the implementation and
enforcement of regulations that will ensure the ecological integrity of these sites.

A site-specific conservation objective aims to define favourable conservation condition for
a particular habitat or species at that site.

The maintenance of habitats and species within Natura 2000 sites at favourable
conservation condition will contribute to the overall maintenance of favourable
conservation status of those habitats and species at a national level.

Favourable conservation status of a habitat is achieved when:

e its natural range, and area it covers within that range, are stable or increasing, and

¢ the specific structure and functions which are necessary for its long-term maintenance
exist and are likely to continue to exist for the foreseeable future, and

¢ the conservation status of its typical species is favourable.

The favourable conservation status of a species is achieved when:

¢ population dynamics data on the species concerned indicate that it is maintaining itself
on a long-term basis as a viable component of its natural habitats, and

¢ the natural range of the species is neither being reduced nor is likely to be reduced for
the foreseeable future, and

e there is, and will probably continue to be, a sufficiently large habitat to maintain its
populations on a long-term basis.

Notes/Guidelines:

1. The targets given in these conservation objectives are based on best available
information at the time of writing. As more information becomes available, targets for
attributes may change. These will be updated periodically, as necessary.

2. An appropriate assessment based on these conservation objectives will remain valid
even if the targets are subsequently updated, providing they were the most recent
objectives available when the assessment was carried out. It is essential that the date and
version are included when objectives are cited.

3. Assessments cannot consider an attribute in isolation from the others listed for that
habitat or species, or for other habitats and species listed for that site. A plan or project
with an apparently small impact on one attribute may have a significant impact on
another.

4. Please note that the maps included in this document do not necessarily show the
entire extent of the habitats and species for which the site is listed. This should be borne
in mind when appropriate assessments are being carried out.

5. When using these objectives, it is essential that the relevant backing/supporting
documents are consulted, particularly where instructed in the targets or notes for a
particular attribute.
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Qualifying Interests

* indicates a priority habitat under the Habitats Directive

004232 River Boyne and River Blackwater SPA

A229 Kingfisher Alcedo atthis

Please note that this SPA overlaps with River Boyne and River
Blackwater SAC (002299). The conservation objectives for this site
should be used in conjunction with those for the overlapping site as

appropriate.
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Conservation Objectives for : River Boyne and River Blackwater SPA [004232]

A229 Kingfisher A/cedo atthis

To maintain the Favourable conservation condition of Kingfisher in River Boyne and River
Blackwater SPA, which is defined by the following list of attributes and targets:

Attribute Measure

Population size Number of breeding
territories/pairs

Target

No significant decline in
the long term

Notes

Kingfisher is a small plunge-diving bird, largely
resident and monogamous in the breeding season,
found typically along shallow freshwater systems,
with some local movement to coastal areas in winter
(Snow and Perrins, 1997; Crowe et al., 2010).
Almost two-thirds of recoveries in Britain refer to
movements of less than 9km (Morgan and Glue,
1977). Widespread in Ireland (NPWS, 2019), it
requires slow-moving water that contains thriving
prey populations of small fish, and look-out perches
from which it can hunt (Snow and Perrins, 1997).
The all-Ireland population is estimated at 1,300-
2,100 pairs (NPWS, 2013). A survey of six SAC river
catchments in 2010 identified this SPA as supporting
15-19 breeding territories/pairs, or up to 1.4% of
the all-Ireland population. The measure 'breeding
territories' is as per Cummins et al. (2010) and these
were estimated based on registrations of birds,
birds” activities, and nest holes seen, primarily on
the first two survey visits (out of three)

Productivity rate  Number of fledged
young per confirmed
breeding pair

Sufficient productivity to
maintain the population
trend as stable or
increasing

Generally, the setting of a minimum level of
productivity to ensure a stable and/or increasing
population at a given site ought to be informed by
robust estimates of: post-fledging survival; adult
survival; and immigration and emigration rates. A
lack of comprehensive Irish data precludes the
identification of a minimum productivity rate for this
species at this site and at the national level. An
analysis of available British nest records by Morgan
and Glue (1977) estimated that 76 young must
survive to breed for every 100 Kingfisher alive at the
start of the year, in order to maintain population
stability and offset high adult mortality. Typically one
to two broods are reared (Snow and Perrins, 1997),
though in Central Europe, up to five breeding
attempts have been recorded in a single season in
Slovakia (Rubacova and Meliskova, 2020)

Spatial distribution Numbers and
of territories distribution of occupied
territories across site

No significant loss of
distribution in the long
term, other than that
occurring due to natural
patterns of variation

Distribution encapsulates the number of locations
and areas of potentially suitable habitat for
Kingfisher and its availability for use. The suitability
and availability of habitats are likely to vary through
the season, for example, due to water level changes
(due to rainfall, natural variation and other factors).
These will affect the spatio-temporal patterns of use
of the SPA by the breeding population. Optimal
resilience depends on Kingfisher utilising the suitable
extent of habitat in the SPA to the maximum extent
possible. In 2010, densities of 0.09-0.12
territories/km length of channel were recorded for
this site (Cummins et al., 2010), and these were
among the highest territory abundance recorded in
surveys, with the lowest densities (0.04-0.08
territories/km) found on the Barrow and the Munster
Blackwater systems (0.05 territories/km). A study of
16 GPS-tagged adult Kingfisher in France (Musseau
et al., 2023), estimated mean home range size at
2.5ha (0.25km2)

02 Jul 2024

Version 1

Page 8 of 10



Extent and quality Hectares; condition
of nesting banks  assessment

and other suitable

nesting features

Sufficient area of high
quality nesting habitat to
support the population
target

Nesting from March to July in Britain, Boag (1982)
detailed Kingfisher breeding habitat as being limited
by the amount of prey, and the availability of
suitable nest sites. Slow-flowing, shallow
watercourses with cover along the banks are
preferred. In Ireland, they nest in relatively short
stretches of suitable banks of less than 10m high
(Crowe et al., 2010), but are reliant on suitable
fishing conditions (water depth, clarity, and speed of
flow). Suitable sand/loam/mud banks
(vertical/overhanging) for nesting are necessary to
support breeding pairs (Snow and Perrins, 1997;
Crowe et al., 2010). Holes in walls, rotten tree
stumps, concrete tunnels in canal banks, or burrows
of Sand Martin (Rjparia riparia) are also used.
Suitable nest sites located away from the river
channel are likely less frequently encountered, but
records located over 250m from foraging waters
occur (Crowe et al., 2010) and often in a stream or
tributary of the main watercourse (Morgan and Glue,
1977)

Forage spatial Location, hectares, and
distribution, forage biomass

extent, abundance

and availability

Sufficient number of
locations, area of suitable
forage habitat and
available forage biomass to
support the population
target

Kingfisher occur in many wetland habitats, including
smaller types (e.g. ditches, ponds, streams), that
provide necessary trophic resources and are
ecologically connected (Musseau et al., 2021).
Kingfisher diet consists predominantly of small
fish/aquatic invertebrates which are captured by
plunge-diving, typically over shallow freshwater or
estuarine waters (Snow and Perrins, 1997). Pelagic
and benthic fish species can be taken (Cramp, 1985)
e.g. Three-spined Stickleback ( Gasterosteus
aculeatus), Minnow ( Phoxinus phoxinus), Bullhead
(Cottus gobio) and Brown Trout (Sa/mo trutta).
Kingfisher prey mostly on small-sized fish, typically
40-70mm in length (Reynolds and Hinge, 1996;
Cech and Cech, 2011; Vilches et al., 2012).
Availability of suitable fishing perches, along shallow
stretches of water from which Kingfisher can hunt
(Vilches et al., 2012), is also a key requirement

Water quality Water quality indicators

Both biotic (i.e. Q-value)
and abiotic indices reflect
overall good-high quality
status

Given that Kingfisher occupy wetlands ecologically
connected to the wider landscape, habitat
destruction, degradation via pollution (e.g.
agricultural run-off; pesticides; increased turbidity)
and/or poor management of watercourses (EEA,
2019; Crowe et al., 2010) are a concern. Data are
limited for Kingfisher, but Dipper ( Cinclus cinclus),
an exclusively riparian bird, is less abundant where
stream acidity and aluminium concentrations
increase; its territories are longer at low pH, and
clutch and brood sizes are significantly lower
(Ormerod and Tyler, 1993). Thus, minimum water
quality standards for the site should be met, as set
out by the “River Quality Surveys” (Environmental
Protection Agency, 2024). Q-values of >4 represent
satisfactory water quality for Kingfisher. Values are
based primarily on the relative proportions of
'pollution sensitive to tolerant macroinvertebrates'.
These macroinvertebrates are eaten by both
Kingfisher and their prey species (e.g. Brown Trout)

Barriers to Number, location, shape No significant increase

connectivity and hectares

An adult male Kingfisher is territorial and usually
defends its territory from the previous summer
(Snow and Perrins, 1997), including necessary
access to forage in freshwater habitats ecologically
connected to their territory. Along the River Boyne
system in 2008, Kingfisher were observed flying out
of grass on banks (often short grass) and into fields
for 150-200m, where they would disappear out of
view (Crowe et al., 2008). Barriers limiting access to
this SPA or ecologically important sites outside the
SPA will ultimately affect the achievement of targets
for population size and/or spatial distribution.
Factors such as the number, location, shape and
area of potential barriers must be taken into account
to determine their potential impact
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Disturbance to
breeding sites

Intensity, frequency,
timing and duration

Disturbance occurs at
levels that do not
significantly impact upon
breeding Kingfisher

The impact of any significant disturbance on the
SPA's breeding population will ultimately be
manifested in the targets, which relate to population
demographics (i.e. population size, productivity rate)
and the distribution of territories along the linear
river catchments. Canalisation of streams and
clearance of emergent vegetation to improve
drainage result in loss of nesting and feeding habitat
and declines in fish numbers (Tucker and Heath,
1994). In Britain, Kingfisher have been known to be
at risk locally from human persecution to protect fish
stocks (Woodall, 2001), but no evidence of this
threat has been reported in Ireland. Likely
disturbance distances in relation to human activities
are set out in Goodship and Furness (MacArthur
Green) (2022). Factors such as intensity, frequency,
timing and duration of a (direct or indirect)
disturbance source must be taken into account to
determine the potential impact upon the targets for
population demographics
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