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The Mulkear catchment consists 
of an extensive area of upland 
(the Silvermines and Slieve Felim 
mountains) with many hills in 
excess of 400m and an intensive 
agricultural lowland area. The 
lowland area is a largely flat river 
plain surrounded by improved 
agricultural grasslands. 

The Mulkear catchment has been 
subjected to major drainage works 
since 1850’s and these continued 
up until 2007. The consequences 
of these have been, a loss of 
channel length, the removal 
of meandering bends and the 
straightening of river channel and 
a significant loss of both instream 
and riparian habitat. MulkearLIFE 
has worked to address these 
issues by enhancing the instream 
habitat for salmonids and lamprey 
and improving the riparian 
habitat. 

The Mulkear River is one of 
Ireland’s most important Atlantic 
salmon and sea lamprey rivers and 
the catchment stretches across 
some of the best-known rural 
landscapes in the country. As part 

of the Natura 2000 Network, much 
of the catchment is designated 
as part of the Lower Shannon 
Special Area of Conservation (SAC) 
under the EU Habitats Directive. 
The SAC contains a variety of 
habitats and species of Irish 
and European importance. As 
such, these habitats and species 
are accorded the highest level 
of EU protection and were the 
focus of MulkearLIFE’s practical 
conservation work. 

The objective of the project was 
to restore, through in-stream 
river restoration works, degraded 
habitats along stretches of the 
Mulkear River and its principal 
tributaries the Newport, Dead 
and Bilboa Rivers. Work was 
also conducted on the Clare, 
Annagh, Reask, Cahernahillia 
and Killeengarriff Rivers and 
numerous smaller streams and 
upland tributaries.

MulkearLIFE’s approach was 
to work in partnership with 
project partners, supporters 
and stakeholders including 
angling groups, community 

groups, and local farmers, to 
develop and deliver a practical, 
targeted approach to sustainable 
river restoration and riparian 
management, for the conservation 
of the project’s target species and 
their related habitats. 

MulkearLIFE has been 
acknowledged as one of the first 
projects of its kind in Ireland, 
where a durable and lasting 
partnership has been built 
between local stakeholders 
and a range of State agencies. 
These parties have been working 
closely together through an 
active catchment management 
partnership, developed under 
the auspices of MulkearLIFE and 
will continue to do so for years to 
come. 

This AfterLIFE conservation plan 
will work to bring forward in a 
sustainable way project actions 
and deliverables of MulkearLIFE. 
It will do so by coordinating work 
of Inland Fisheries Ireland, the 
Office of Public Works, Limerick 
and City Council and other key 
role players.

The EU LIFE+ Nature project MulkearLIFE (www.mulkearlife.com) titled “Restoration of the 
Lower Shannon SAC for Sea Lamprey, Atlantic Salmon and the European Otter” (LIFE07NAT / 
IRL / 000342) with the project acronym ‘LrShannonSACLAEO’, was in operation from 2009-2014. 
MulkearLIFE’s target area was the Mulkear catchment, which drains an area of approximately 
650 km² across Counties Limerick and Tipperary, within Ireland’s largest river catchment, the 
Shannon River.  

Background
Introduction, Project Background & Objectives  
of the AfterLIFE Conservation Plan
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Building on the Key Achievements 
of MulkearLIFE
 As MulkearLIFE comes to an end it is of critical importance that, in the After LIFE phase of the project, the 
main stakeholders build on the highly successful implementation of project actions to date. Amongst the 
main achievements of the EU funded LIFE+ project included the following:

–  Installation of 28 rubble mats on 10 km of 
the Mulkear River, utilising over 5,000 tonne 
of rock, enhancing habitat for salmonids 
and lamprey species, improving instream 
biodiversity.

–  Enhancement of over 15km of river channel 
through instream measures (random 
boulders) using 1,500 tonne of rock which 
added additional beneficial flow complexity.

–  Enhancement of river channel through 
additional instream measures (vortex and 
stone weirs) which added additional beneficial 
flow complexity and instream biodiversity.

–  Research, design, manufacture and successful 
installation of lamprey passes to assist sea 
lamprey ascend Annacotty weir, which was a 
major barrier, on the Lower Mulkear River.
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–  Following 15 months planning and 
consultation, the partial removal of Ballyclogh 
weir, as a barrier to salmonid and sea lamprey 
passage, has opened up 184km of river channel 
and improved upstream habitat. 

–  Treatment of over 200 kms of river bank 
(riparian habitat) to control non-native 
invasive plant species (with focus on giant 
hogweed & knotweed species) and the manual 
removal of other invasives (Himalayan balsam 
and pheasant berry) from High Nature Value 
sites in the catchment.

–  Improvement of otter habitat through tree 
planting, enhancement of river connectivity 
and installation of artificial otter holts at 
sites degraded in past historical drainage 
programmes.

–  Establishment of the Mulkear Conservation 
Volunteers to undertake practical, river based 
conservation activities: 47 outings (amounting 
to 1,120 unit days) improving river biodiversity. 

–  Establishment of a river-based Environmental 
Education Programme. This included 74 
classroom engagements and separate, river-
based, field trips with 2,000 schoolchildren 
and their teachers. 

–  Delivering 66 illustrated talks to 2,120 people 
and training workshops / field-trips to 360 
people.

–  Working directly with local farmers to 
address water quality concerns and installing 
alternative watering solutions away from 
rivers. Established 12 ‘pilot learning sites’ 
on farms with extensive river frontage, and 
hosting farm ‘demo days’, training for farmers 
and farm planners.

–  Developing a range of educational materials, 
environmental awareness brochures and a 44 
minute broadcast quality DVD on the work of 
MulkearLIFE. 

–  Developing a series of five best practice guides 
for the practical sustainable management of 
river catchments in Ireland and a Management 
Plan for the Mulkear River.

–  Provided and continue to support the online 
resource www.mulkearlife.com to provide 
information on sustainable catchment 
management

MulkearLIFE’s AfterLIFE phase offers an 
opportunity to build on these achievements 
and ensure the sustainable conservation 
management of the Mulkear Catchment and the 
Lower Shannon SAC. This AfterLIFE Conservation 
Plan offers an opportunity to ensure ongoing 
monitoring and refinement of measures 
implemented during the project to enhance 
Atlantic salmon instream habitat, sea lamprey 
passage, otter habitat and general riparian 
management and water quality improvement.
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SWOT Analysis - Current Situation
 Following the successful completion of MulkearLIFE, including and the achievements outlined above, 
the current status of the project, in line with the initial project objectives, have been analysed and are 
represented in the following SWOT analysis. The purpose of this is to facilitate an assessment of the 
current situation and to help identify future aims and objectives of the AfterLIFE Conservation Plan:

STRENGTHS
–  Strong stakeholder awareness and 

commitment within the Mulkear 
catchment 

–  Well trained and committed staff, working 
on the ground (IFI, OPW and Limerick City 
and County Council)

–  Dedicated local volunteers, Mulkear 
Conservation Volunteers, in place with 
experience and training

–  Main barriers to sea lamprey passage are 
now removed on the lower Mulkear River

–  Substantial numbers of sea lamprey are 
utilising entire catchment proving the 
easement measures worked 

–  Effective monitoring programmes are 
now in place

–  Strong base has been developed on which 
to progress sustainable management of 
the Mulkear catchment

–  Positive backing of local community, 
anglers and farmers due to the success of 
the project’s work

–  Continued support from various agencies 
involved

WEAKNESS
–  The funding support of the LIFE 

programme is now no long available
–  Currently State funding is limited for 

conservation management work
–  The project partners, IFI, OPW, Limerick 

City and County Council and the NPWS 
have had recent cuts in the operational 
budgets of up to 40% 

–  The lack of long term enhancement 
funding commitment is  resulting in 
severe financial insecurity

–  A policy framework to support farming  
in high nature value (HNV) upland 
catchments is lacking

–  Lack of commitment from some farmers 
with carrot approach.

–  A national approach for the sustainable 
management of rivers is required for 
these species
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OPPORTUNITIES
–  To build on the existing goodwill 

established in the local farming 
community to enhance water quality 

–  To build and strengthen the work of the 
Mulkear Conservation Volunteers

–  To effectively utilise the increased 
goodwill and community cohesion 
created by MulkearLIFE 

–  To better harness active stakeholder 
engagement and participation in 
catchment management 

–  Initial local and National funding streams 
for maintaining commitment in the 
Mulkear 

–  To access micro-scale conservation 
funding from IFI and ESB Fisheries to 
continue small scales projects

–  To increase the tourism potential 
through angling and sustainable rural 
development

THREATS
–  Unchecked and uncontrolled spread of 

non-native invasive plant species in the 
Lower Shannon SAC

–  Lack of coordination amongst agencies 
and local authorities to address invasives 
across boundaries

–  Continued decline in Atlantic salmon 
stock and continued pressure and threats 
at sea 

–  Complacency amongst the general public 
within the catchment to environmental 
issues

–  Lack of overall commitment to continue 
progress 

–  Lack of political will to allocate sufficient 
finding to support coordinated catchment 
management

–  Opposition to practical enhancement 
solutions

–  Lack of specific funding to continue large 
scale river restoration work / habitat 
enhancement work
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Objectives of Conservation Plan 
During the operational phase of MulkearLIFE, 
considerable work was undertaken to implement 
comprehensive river restoration plans for the 
Mulkear, Newport, Clare / Annagh, Killeengarriff 
and Bilboa rivers. These plans were designed 
to address past historic drainage works and 
to commence the sustainable conservation 
management of Mulkear catchment for sea 
lamprey, Atlantic salmon and the European otter. 

The enhancement operations made significant 
progress in improving the quality of the 
catchment for these species of conservation 
importance. Following on from the completion of 
MulkearLIFE and its conservation achievements, 
it is necessary that the future conservation needs 
of these species are addressed. The following 
AfterLIFE Conservation Plan addresses how the 
objectives of MulkearLIFE will continue after the 
project’s completion. It will build on the SWOT 
analysis above and use it to target the specific 
actions of the conservation plan.
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Main Conservation Issues Being Addressed in this 
Conservation Plan

Future Conservation Management for the Mulkear / Lower Shannon SAC

The future conservation and management of 
the Mulkear /Lower Shannon SAC will involve a 
collaborative approach between the statutory 
and non-statutory organisations that have been 
involved in the Mulkear LIFE Project. 

Following the outstanding and clear success 
of the project, in improving the conservation 
status of the conservation species concerned, 
all organisations involved in the project have 
committed to ongoing backing of the project. 
This is primarily focused in several areas:

Project sites within rivers
A substantial amount of baseline survey and 
enhancement work has been carried out in 
the Mulkear catchment during the project. The 
AfterLIFE Conservation Plan will continue to 
monitor sea lamprey, European otter and Atlantic 
salmon in the catchment and use the data 
gleaned from these survey and enhancement 
sites to modify and improve rehabilitation works 
within the Mulkear and other rivers in Ireland. The 
availability of such a detailed repository of data 
will also assist in the policing of the catchment 
through the use of data as early warning signs 
of negative or anthropogenic impacts on the 
catchment.

The main conservation objectives of the AfterLIFE Conservation Plan are to not only to monitor the 
species distributions within the catchment, following enhancements operations, it is to continue on the 
path of the restoration of the Lower Shannon SAC for sea lamprey, Atlantic salmon and the European 
otter. The skills and methodologies gleaned from this highly successful project, in addition to the range 
of publications produced, including the Best Practice Guides, will be used to support the sustainable 
management of the Mulkear and other Irish rivers. These will also assist in sustainable management 
of riparian zones and specifically in relation to agriculture, invasive species and sustainable water 
management.

AFTERLIFE CONSERVATION PLAN
EU funded LIFE+ Nature project (LIFE07/NAT/IRL/000342)
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Project sites on land / riparian zones 
An on the ground presence will continue 
within the Mulkear Catchment, working with 
stakeholders including the local farming 
community to ensure the improvements in the 
sustainable management of the catchment 
continues. This will include broadening the use 
of the practices outlined in the Best Practice 
Guides in relation to agricultural practices and 
the control of invasives species in the catchment.

Longer Term Management 
a)  Conservation management to enhance 

habitat for Atlantic salmon
  As outlined in the Best Practice Guide 

for Atlantic salmon, there are significant 
pressures from a habitat, ecological and water 
quality perspective, impacting on salmon 
in the freshwater and marine environment. 
Addressing these issues in freshwater 
requires understanding the requirements 
of salmon and addressing the issues in a 
systematic and catchment based approach. 
The maintenance and enhancement of water 
quality, migratory routes and spawning beds 
are essential to the longer term sustainable 
management of Atlantic salmon populations 
within the Mulkear and in other Irish 
rivers. These are a priority of the AfterLIFE 
Conservation Plan and they are  not only 
important for the conservation objectives 
of the designated SAC’s within the Mulkear, 
but also for a healthy angling based tourism 
industry which supports the rural economy 
within the Mulkear catchment. As part of the 
Mulkear River catchment management plan, 
monitoring of the Atlantic salmon population 
will continue and the management guidelines 
outlined in the Best Practice Guide will be 
utilised to inform stakeholders and strengthen 
the recovery of Atlantic salmon within the 
Mulkear River. Additional recommendations 
outlined by NASCO will also be incorporated 
into the Plan and feed into the sustainable 
management of Atlantic salmon in Ireland. 

b)  Conservation planning and monitoring to 
ensure sea lamprey passage

  As outlined above for Atlantic salmon the 
maintenance and enhancement of good 
water quality, migratory routes and spawning 
beds are also essential to the longer term 
sustainable management of lamprey 
populations within the Mulkear and other 
Irish rivers. These are also a priority of the 
AfterLIFE Conservation Plan. As part of the 
Mulkear River catchment management plan 
monitoring of the sea lamprey and migratory 
routes will continue and the management 
guidelines outlined in the Best Practice Guide 
will be utilised to inform stakeholders and 
strengthen the recovery of sea lamprey within 
the Mulkear catchment.

c)  Conservation management for
 European Otter
  The After LIFE Conservation Plan will work 

closely with the National Parks and Wildlife 
Service to ensure that the conservation 
objectives of the SAC’s in relation to otters are 
maintained and enhanced. This will include 
working with the stakeholders including the 
farming communities and land developers 
to ensure the long term viability of the 
otter population in the Mulkear. It will also 
provide support in relation to the provision 
of appropriate sustainable management 
advice for developments or modifications 
along the riparian corridor. The After LIFE 
Conservation Plan will also ensure in the 
following of the Best Practice Guidelines, 
creating wildlife corridors and reconnecting 
habitats primarily through tree planting and 
creating scrub cover. The maintenance and 
enhancement of healthy populations of sea 
lamprey and Atlantic salmon will also support 
the population of European otter within the 
catchment. 
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d)  Improving water quality through sustainable 
water management on farms

  Addressing the impacts of poor agriculture 
practices in the vicinity of the Mulkear River 
and its tributaries was seen as a key objective 
of MulkearLIFE. These practices are being 
addressed, not only through the Mulkear 
AfterLIFE phase, but also through the Water 
Framework and Habitats Directives, as well 
as through the GLAS agricultural schemes. 
The Best Practice Guide on Sustainable Water 
Management assists in addressing many 
of these issues within the catchment. It will 
be a key element in the ensuring the long 
term improvement of the catchment for the 
migratory fish species and otter. As was seen 
during MulkearLIFE, stakeholder engagement 
is essential and interaction with farmers, 
Irish Farmers Association, Irish Creamery Milk 
Suppliers Association and Teagasc networks 
is of paramount importance. The AfterLIFE 
Conservation Plan will also take into account 
the potential impacts of Harvest 2020 and 
will work with the farming community within 
the Mulkear to minimise the impacts of 
agriculture on water and habitat quality.

e)  Control and management of non-native 
Invasive Plant Species

  As outlined in the supporting material and 
best practice guides, stands of riparian 
invasive species can have a detrimental impact 
on both instream and riparian biodiversity. 
As a consequence of out-competing native 
riverside plants, banks can be left bare in 
the winter and susceptible to erosion during 
spates and floods. With the establishment 
of the Mulkear Conservation Volunteers and 
stakeholder engagement, considerable local 
support to control riparian invasives within 
the Mulkear has been catalysed. Inland 
Fisheries Ireland will continue to work with 
local volunteer groups and stakeholders 
to address riparian invasive species within 
the catchment. The Office of Public Works 
has confirmed its support and will continue 
to assist IFI in controlling invasive riparian 
species on the Mulkear River.

AFTERLIFE CONSERVATION PLAN
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After-LIFE
objectives and methodology 
Objectives

1.  Conservation objectives
a)  Maintain monitoring programmes for sea 

lamprey, Atlantic salmon (IFI) and European 
otter (NPWS) 

b)  Continue to develop new approaches to 
enhance the Mulkear Catchment in a cost 
effective manner

c)  Maintain coordinated catchment 
management planning for the entire Mulkear, 
for all stakeholders 

d)  Transfer of the knowledge gained within 
MulkearLIFE’s operational phase needs to be 
coupled with experience from other areas and 
rolled out to catchments across Ireland that 
have been subjected to past drainage works

e)  Develop a ‘blueprint’ for a national sea 
lamprey passage programme, in conjunction 
with Inland Fisheries Ireland’s National 
Barriers Working Group

2.  Administrative objectives
a)  Continue commitment to the sustainable 

development of the Lower Shannon SAC / 
Mulkear Catchment 

b)  Secure ongoing funding to support the 
AfterLIFE Conservation Plan

c)  Continue stakeholder engagement with the 
Catchment Management Group and continue 
to work directly with the local farmers to 
reduce negative agricultural impacts on water 
quality in the Mulkear catchment

d)  Secure resources, both human and financial, 
to fully implement the AfterLIFE Conservation 
Plan 

e)  Maintain the project website  
www.mulkearlife.com as an online 
educational resource and reference site

3.  Core management objectives
a)  Increase stakeholder awareness within the 

Mulkear catchment.
b)  Support sustainable catchment management 

using the skills and knowledge from 
MulkearLIFE across Irish river catchments 

c)  Preparation of specific action plans for species 
/ ecological values of concern within river 
catchments

d)  Secure reliable funding to support sustainable 
catchment management

e)  Continue and develop additional national, 
local agency and stakeholder links to develop 
cost effective enhancement measures.

f)  Support legislative measures to increase 
enforcement of national and international 
legislation to protect and enhance Irish 
river catchments for protected species, and 
habitats and good water quality

10
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Undertakings of Project Beneficiary 
and Partners 
Inland Fisheries Ireland
The main project beneficiary, Inland Fisheries Ireland, has gone to great lengths to ensure that the 
implementation of MulkearLIFE has been professional, co-ordinated and has been in support of local best 
practice and policy development. IFI has a statuary responsibility for conserving fish species of interest in 
the designated habitats of the Lower Shannon SAC. 

AFTERLIFE CONSERVATION PLAN
EU funded LIFE+ Nature project (LIFE07/NAT/IRL/000342)

MulkearLIFE is regarded by Inland Fisheries 
Ireland as one of its most successful collaborative 
catchment based river restoration and 
environmental initiatives. It is a flagship project 
for sustainable catchment management of high 
nature value farmland, validated by scientific 
research and monitoring. Inland Fisheries Ireland 
has been committed to the objectives and vision of 
MulkearLIFE from its inception. This commitment 
was emphasised by the employment of two 
specialist posts with responsibility for the delivery 
of the MulkearLIFE work programme. The staff 
members were supported by a multidisciplinary 
Technical Advisory Group (TAG) comprised of 
advisory and research staff from within Inland 
Fisheries Ireland. In addition, at a local level Inland 
Fisheries Ireland committed significant support 
via Fisheries Officers, General Operatives and 
Administrative staff. As Project Beneficiary, Inland 
Fisheries Ireland fully supports the AfterLIFE of 
the project beyond the project end date of 31st 
December 2014. The AfterLIFE Conservation Plan 
will provide the opportunity for the monitoring 
of the all project implementation and the various 
agreed project actions. 

MulkearLIFE has served as an excellent example 
for the development of integrated catchment 
management and a locally targeted and tailored 
river restoration programme with related 
agri-environmental features. Inland Fisheries 
Ireland wishes to emphasise our commitment 
to the AfterLIFE of MulkearLIFE. The AfterLIFE 
Conservation Plan will ensure the instream works 
on the Mulkear River and other tributary rivers 
are monitored. The plan will also enable the full 
analysis and interpretation of MulkearLIFE’s 
sea lamprey monitoring data and will help 
facilitate the development of a sea lamprey 
passage programme. Thus the work developed 
by MulkearLIFE can be replicated in other 
catchments in Ireland. In terms of an After-LIFE 
programme, Inland Fisheries Ireland is committed 
to building on the LIFE partnerships developed 
with the OPW, Limerick City and County Councils 
and the NPWS. This will be strengthened by the 
support of key players including the Irish Farmers 
Association, ICMSA, ESB Fisheries, the Mulkear 
and District Anglers Association and the Mulkear 
Conservation Volunteers all of which have 
committed to AfterLIFE Conservation Plan.
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Limerick County Council  
Associated Beneficiary
Limerick City and County Council are fully 
committed to implementing MulkearLIFE’s 
AfterLIFE Conservation Plan. The Council regard 
MulkearLIFE as their single most successful 
collaborative environmental initiative for the 
sustainable management of a river catchment 
of high nature value and designated as a 
Special Area of Conservation. The Council has 
been committed to the objectives and vision 
of MulkearLIFE from its inception and are 
delighted to be part AfterLIFE Conservation Plan. 
As the local authority for the largest area of 
the catchment, the Councils has demonstrated 
their commitment by the sanctioning of staff 
to work on various project actions and funding 
the Council’s involvement in the five year work 
programme of MulkearLIFE. They are committed 
to building on the catchment based partnership 
approach, developed with IFI and the OPW and 
the various stakeholders involved in the Mulkear 
Catchment Advisory Group in the AfterLIFE 
phase of the project. Limerick City and County 
Council firmly believe that their involvement 
with MulkearLIFE has greatly assisted it in the 
furtherance of the continued development and 
sustainable conservation management of the 
Mulkear Catchment and will serve as a blueprint 
across the entire city and county of Limerick and 
further afield in Ireland in the period 2015 to 2020. 

The Office of Public Works 
Associated Beneficiary
The Office of Public Works has been central 
to the success of the implementation phase 
of MulkearLIFE. The OPW had expressed their 
complete support of MulkearLIFE’s work 
programme and was centrally involved in large 
scale instream works and significant invasive 
species control work in the period 2009 to 2014. 
The Office of Public Works is totally committed 
to implementing the AfterLIFE Conservation 
Plan of MulkearLIFE. It regards MulkearLIFE as 
an extremely successful collaborative initiative 
in support of the Office of Public Works’ own 
‘Environmental River Enhancement Programme’. 
The information gleaned from MulkearLIFE has 
served to inform the enhancement of other 
drained salmonid rivers in Ireland and as such 
the AfterLIFE Conservation Plan will help enhance 
this work further. The Office of Public Works 
is committed to successfully implementing 
all aspects of the AfterLIFE Conservation Plan 
including work on the Mulkear River. The OPW 
remains committed to building on the success 
achieved in the LIFE partnerships developed 
with Inland Fisheries Ireland, Limerick City and 
County Council and the NPWS and building a 
comprehensive ‘After-LIFE’ programme of works.
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Concluding Comments
River restoration and habitat enhancement work 
successfully implemented during the operational 
phase of MulkearLIFE has proven that a 
coordinated programme of measures can benefit 
targeted species and habitats. This work needs 
to be fully monitored over the next five years to 
ensure the continued success of work to support 
sea lamprey, Atlantic salmon and European 
otter. The relevant component authorities need 
to take the lead role in the coordination of this 
work. Knowledge gained and novel approaches 
deployed and adapted in the operational 
phase of MulkearLIFE now need to be coupled 

with new approaches to enhance the Mulkear 
Catchment in a cost effective manner. At all time, 
coordination needs to be maintained through 
active and engaged catchment management 
planning. 

MulkearLIFE’s best practice guidance documents, 
including those on river restoration in catchments 
subjected to past drainage works and approaches 
to address sea lamprey passage at barriers, will 
be made central to the implementation of this 
AfterLIFE Conservation Plan for the Mulkear and 
for other catchments in Ireland.
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