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CARLINGFORD LOUGH & DUNDALK BAY ISRA 

European Atlantic Region 

 
SUMMARY 

Carlingford Lough & Dundalk Bay is located on Ireland’s northeast coast. The area extends 
15 km offshore into the Irish Sea and encompasses a glacial fjord and a bay supporting 
habitats such as saltmarshes, intertidal mudflats, infralittoral mud, and eelgrass beds. The 
area overlaps the Dundalk Bay Ramsar Site. Within this area there are: threatened species 
and undefined aggregations (Tope Galeorhinus galeus). 
 

CRITERIA 

Criterion A – Vulnerability; Sub-criterion C5 – Undefined Aggregations 
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Blue lines indicate the area meeting the ISRA Criteria; dashed lines indicate the suggested buffer for 
use in the development of appropriate place-based conservation measures 
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DESCRIPTION OF HABITAT 
 
Carlingford Lough & Dundalk Bay is located on Ireland's northeast coast. The area borders Northern 
Ireland and County Louth, extending 15 km offshore. This coastal system encompasses diverse 

marine and estuarine habitats. Carlingford Lough is a glacial fjord ~15 km long and 3–4 km wide. It is 

predominantly shallow, with depths ranging from 2–5 m, deepening to 25 m in the navigation channel 

and reaching a maximum of 36 m near Carlingford Harbour. Dundalk Bay is a broad, shallow 

embayment with depths generally less than 15 m, characterised by extensive intertidal flats that 
extend 3 km offshore, as well as saltmarshes and eelgrass beds (AQUAFACT 2011; NPWS 2025). 
Carlingford Lough contains 15 km of intertidal mud and sandflats, supporting habitats like 
saltmarshes and infralittoral muds. Mill Bay, in the centre of the area, supports the largest intact 
block of saltmarsh in Northern Ireland (DAERA 2025).  

Both areas exhibit dynamic processes, including tidal mixing and seasonal stratification, which 
enhance nutrient cycling and support episodic phytoplankton blooms. They experience semi-diurnal 
tides with significant ranges; Dundalk Bay has a mean spring tidal range of 4.7 m. Carlingford Lough 
receives a small amount of freshwater input from rivers such as the Newry, Ryland, and Moygannon, 
creating estuarine gradients in salinity and temperature. However, the freshwater influence on 
salinity is small and only significant at low tide (AQUAFACT 2011). Seasonal stratification and mixing 
events influence nutrient distribution and biological productivity in both systems.  

The area overlaps with the Dundalk Bay Ramsar Site (Wetland of International Importance; Ramsar 
2025). 

This Important Shark and Ray Area is benthic and pelagic and is delineated from inshore and surface 
waters (0 m) to a depth of 22 m based on the depth range of the Qualifying Species in the area. 

  

ISRA CRITERIA 

CRITERION A – VULNERABILITY 

One Qualifying Species considered threatened with extinction according to the IUCN Red List of 
Threatened Species regularly occurs in the area. This is the Critically Endangered Tope (Walker et 
al. 2020). 

 

SUB-CRITERION C5 – UNDEFINED AGGREGATIONS 

Carlingford Lough & Dundalk Bay is an important area for undefined aggregations of one shark 
species.  

This area has the highest density of Tope out of the four Tope hotspots around the Irish coast and 
is a well-known location among sportfishers. Anglers describe this area as having Tope in ‘packs’ or 
traveling in ‘schools’ with no chumming needed during trips because of the number of animals 
present during the fishing season (N Dunlop 2009; Fair Seas 2022). Between 2010–2024, Tope were 
caught on rod-and-line by sportfishers, tagged with unique conventional tags, released, and reported 
to the Inland Fisheries Ireland’s Marine Sportfish Tagging Programme (IFI 2023; IFI unpubl. data 
2025). Trips were either from shore or from a boat and were limited to a few hours within one day 
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(range: 2–8 hours). Reports were limited to successful trips (i.e., when one or more Tope were caught 
and tagged) and catch was reported as the number of individual Tope per angling trip per day. The 
angling season spans April to October with peak aggregations reported between June–August 
annually. A total of 3,388 Tope were recorded around the Irish coast between 2010–2024. A quarter 
(24%; n = 826) of all Tope tagged within this timeframe were recorded in the area by 18 different 
sportfishers. Tope were recorded on 210 trips in total (including singular individuals and pairs). 
Aggregations (3+ individuals) were recorded on 80 trips with a mean group size of five individuals 
(maximum = 16). Anglers report capturing small males and large females in this area with pregnant 
individuals frequently caught (Ireland Fishing Diaries 2017). However, further information is needed 
to understand the nature and function of these aggregations. 
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QUALIFYING SPECIES  
 

 

Scientific Name Common Name 
IUCN Red List 

Category 

Global 
Depth 

Range (m) 

ISRA Criteria/Sub-criteria Met 

A B C1 C2 C3 C4 C5 D1 D2 

SHARKS 

Galeorhinus galeus Tope CR 0–826 X      X   
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SUPPORTING SPECIES 
 

Scientific Name Common Name 
IUCN Red List 

Category 

SHARKS 

Mustelus asterias Starry Smoothhound EN 

Scyliorhinus stellaris Nursehound VU 

 

IUCN Red List of Threatened Species Categories are available by searching species names at 
www.iucnredlist.org  Abbreviations refer to: CR, Critically Endangered; EN, Endangered; VU, 
Vulnerable; NT, Near Threatened; LC, Least Concern; DD, Data Deficient. 

 

  

http://www.iucnredlist.org/


 

 
6 

REFERENCES 

AQUAFACT. 2011. Sanitary survey report and sampling plan for Carlingford Lough. Available at: 
https://www.food.gov.uk/sites/default/files/media/document/Carlingford%20Lough%20sanitary
%20survey%20report%202011%20%28002%29.pdf Accessed April 2025. 
 
DAERA. 2025. Carlingford Lough ASSI. Available at: https://www.daera-ni.gov.uk/protected-
areas/carlingford-lough-assi Accessed April 2025. 
 
Dunlop N. 2009. A guide to sea angling in the Eastern Fisheries Region. Blackrock, Co. Dublin: 
Eastern Regional Fisheries Board. Available at: https://kilmoreangling.com/wp-
content/uploads/2016/11/ERFBseaanglingguide.pdf Accessed July 2025. 
 
FairSeas. 2022. Revitalising Our Seas Report: Marine Protected Areas. Available at: 
https://fairseas.ie/wp-
content/uploads/2022/06/Revitalising_Our_Seas_Report_Marine_Protected_Areas_Fair_Seas.pdf 
Accessed July 2025 
 
Inland Fisheries Ireland (IFI). 2023. Marine sportfish tagging programme open data portal 1970–
2018 dataset. Irish Marine Sports Fish Tagging Programme Dataset | IFI Open Data Portal. Available 
at: https://data.gov.ie/dataset/irish-marine-sports-fish-tagging-programme-dataset Accessed April 
2025. 
 
Ireland Fishing Diaries. 2017. Wee county Tope by Mark Heffernan. Ireland Fishing Diaries (blog). 
Posted 7 January 2017. Available at: https://irelandfishingdiaries.wordpress.com/2017/01/07/wee-
county-tope-by-mark-heffernan/ Accessed July 2025. 
 
Ramsar. 2025. Ramsar Sites Information Service. Dundalk Bay. Available at: 
https://rsis.ramsar.org/ris/834 Accessed July 2025. 
 
Walker TI, Rigby CL, Pacoureau N, Ellis JR, Kulka DW, Chiaramonte GE, Herman K. 2020. 
Galeorhinus galeus. The IUCN Red List of Threatened Species 2020: e.T39352A2907336. 
https://dx.doi.org/10.2305/IUCN.UK.2020-2.RLTS.T39352A2907336.en  
 

 

https://www.daera-ni.gov.uk/protected-areas/carlingford-lough-assi
https://kilmoreangling.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/11/ERFBseaanglingguide.pdf
https://kilmoreangling.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/11/ERFBseaanglingguide.pdf
https://fairseas.ie/wp-content/uploads/2022/06/Revitalising_Our_Seas_Report_Marine_Protected_Areas_Fair_Seas.pdf
https://fairseas.ie/wp-content/uploads/2022/06/Revitalising_Our_Seas_Report_Marine_Protected_Areas_Fair_Seas.pdf
https://data.gov.ie/dataset/irish-marine-sports-fish-tagging-programme-dataset
https://data.gov.ie/dataset/irish-marine-sports-fish-tagging-programme-dataset
https://irelandfishingdiaries.wordpress.com/2017/01/07/wee-county-tope-by-mark-heffernan/
https://irelandfishingdiaries.wordpress.com/2017/01/07/wee-county-tope-by-mark-heffernan/
https://rsis.ramsar.org/ris/834
https://dx.doi.org/10.2305/IUCN.UK.2020-2.RLTS.T39352A2907336.en
https://dx.doi.org/10.2305/IUCN.UK.2020-2.RLTS.T39352A2907336.en
https://dx.doi.org/10.2305/IUCN.UK.2020-2.RLTS.T39352A2907336.en

