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Donegal Bay Drumlins Landscape Character Area consists of a large distinctive drumlin 

belt that flow along a northeast-southwest axis from the Blue Stack Mountains and the 

Pettigo Plateau east towards Donegal Bay. The drumlin formation is more prominent in 

the north converging at the head of Donegal Bay becoming less prominent and obvious 

towards the south. The drumlins are draped in a patchwork of fertile agricultural fields of 

various sizes bound by deciduous hedgerow and trees that are interspersed with patches 

of woodlands and conifer plantations. Loughs are a common feature amongst the 

drumlins and a large number of streams and rivers rise in higher lands to the north and 

east and course along valleys through the drumlins towards the sea.   

This LCA is framed by the Bluestack Mountains to the north, the bog covered uplands to 

the east, and the meandering coastal edge curled around the mouth of Donegal Bay, 

with Donegal Town in the centre. The good soils, coupled with ready access to fresh 

water and proximity to the sea have meant this area has been settled for a long period 

of history as evidenced by the many archaeological and historic sites throughout the 

landscape.   Agriculture and fishing remain a dominant land use in this area, however 

tourism also contributes significantly to the local and wider economy.  The tourism 

product is based on the landscape, seascape, history and cultural qualities of the area 

with a focus around the coast including the ‘Wild Atlantic Way’ that follows the route of 

the N56.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

       

     

 

Donegal Bay 

Drumlins 

LCA 37 



 

177 

 

Landscape Character types 

 

Seascape Character Units  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Map/list Seascape units 

Seascape Unit 19 is located within this Landscape Character Area 

Key characteristics uses:  Substantial, deelpy indented Donegal Bay is framed predominantly 

by low-lying agriculture lands surrounding an extensive esturary system. Long sandy beaches 

line the bay fronting a distinctive drumlin landscape formation. Land uses include  agriculture, 

forestry, tourism, sport and quarrying  whilst marine uses include tourism, fishing and 

aquaculture. 

Coastal edge: Silt  and marsh edging around Donegal Town continues north around Donegal 
Bay whilst there are stretches of sandy beaches and dune systems to the south. 
 

Visibility: Intermitent uninturpted views of the sea along the coastal roads over the undulating 
Drumlin landscape. Principle views to sea from headlands and beaches. 
 

Special featuress significant buildings, landmarks, biodiversity and cultural features: 

This LCA  and coastal seascape unit are characterised by the rolling drumlin landscape and 
associated ovoid islands whilst the notable geology includes a cream dimension stone and 
sandstone. The blue flag beaches at Murvagh and Rossnowlagh are renowned for their surf.    
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Landscape Characteristics 

Land Form and Land Cover 

• Soft underlying geology of limestone with small pockets of sandstone further inland 
from the coast and large peat covered uplands with a Schist geology at the foot of 
the Bluestacks in the north of this LCA.  

• Distinctive drumlin landscape flowing from the Bluestacks and Pettigo Plateau, part of 
the wider ‘Drumlin Belt’ along the south of Ulster that stretches east into Northern 
Ireland towards County Down on the east coast.   

• Fertile agricultural landscape of geometric shaped fields informed by the drumlins, 
generally bound by deciduous trees and hedgerow.  Isolated instances of deciduous 
woodlands and conifer plantations. 

• Loughs are a common feature amongst the drumlins and a plethora of streams and 
rivers rise in higher lands to the north and east and course along fertile valleys 
through the drumlins towards the sea. 

Settlements 

• There are multiple settlements within this area including the smaller settlements of 
Inver and Mountcharles to the north and Donegal Town, one of the main heritage 
settlements in the County. The smaller settlements of Laghy, Bridgetown, Ballintra 
and Rossnowlagh are small settlements located in the centre of the area. 

Ballintra: Ballintra is a small village characterised by a long linear main street, it was 
once the main road into Donegal from the south before the N15 was constructed which 
bypasses the village to the west, and Ballintra railway station was located just west of 
the village along the main Donegal to Ballyshannon railway (operational from 1905-
1960).  This vibrant village offers a range of local level services for the surrounding rural 
area. 

Donegal Town: Donegal Town is 
strategically located at the head of 
Donegal Bay at a key point along the 
N15 North South Transport Corridor (part 
of the wider Atlantic Corridor) at the 
junction with the N56 National Primary 
route which serves the west of the 
county. The town acts as the key retail, 
commercial, social and recreational 
centre for the southern part of the 
county and in particular attracts a 
significant number of tourists on a 
seasonal basis. There are many 
archaeological and historic structures 
within the town, including Donegal Castle; during the plantation era, a new wing was 
added to castle and the town was planned and built around the 'diamond' at the core of 
the settlement, the Department of the Environment, Heritage and Local Government has 
identified Donegal Town as a Historic Town for general protection. 
 

Inver: A rural cluster of dwellings and buildings are centred near Inver beach at a point 
where Eany Waters River flows onto Inver Bay, with a dispersal of rural dwellings in the 
vicinity. There are also a considerable number of archaeological and historical buildings 
and sites within the area surrounding Inver and within the townland of Inver Glebe 

Laghy: Laghy is a small linear village; it straddles what was once the main road into 
Donegal from the south before the N15 was constructed bypassing the village to the 
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west.  Laghy Train station was located just west of the village along the main Donegal to 
Ballyshannon railway (operational from 1905-1960).  The village retains much of the 
character of the original settlement, streetscape and buildings, with more recent 
development occurring on the fringes outside of the village core, including an industrial 
quarry to the south. 
 

Mountcharles: Mountcharles is a bustling village with a linear historic core based 

around the Main Street, built in the 17th Century by Charles Conyngham, the landlord of 

the area during the Plantation and from whom the town takes its name. His estate 

including a large house and wooded demesne sit south of the village between it and a 

sheltered sandy bay. The Donegal railway passed along the south of the village but 

closed in 1960.  The village offers a range of services and functions for the village and 

surrounding area and as well as visitors and tourists. The village has experienced steady 

growth in residential development since 2000 together with terraced housing in the 

centre of the village and low density housing on the edges.  

Rossnowlagh: Rossnowlagh is a coastal village with a strong summer tourism industry; 

it has no discernible centre and the expansive beach and Sand House Hotel are the 

village's focal point, with caravan parks and holiday home developments in the vicinity.   

In common with the other coastal settlements in this LCA, the railway passed through 

before closing in 1960. 

History, Culture and Heritage 

• There is a very high concentration of Recorded Monuments within this LCA including 
defensive fortifications around the coastline and multiple rafts and ring forts 
throughout. 

• Long history of mining dating back to at least the late-twelfth century, evidenced at 
Assaroe Abbey near Ballyshannon. Important public buildings, including the National 
Museum of Ireland, the National Library and Leinster House (the Dáil) as well as 
Sligo Town Hall used Drumkeelan stone in their construction. 

• Workhouses were located in Donegal Town and Ballyshannon. 
• The Donegal Railway ran through this area from 1905-1960 and had 14 stops; the 

Donegal railway heritage centre is in Donegal town. 
• Important vernacular and imposed built heritage including 254 NIAH structures. 

• ‘Estate’ landscapes within the area include ‘Salthill Demesne’ and ‘Hall Demesne’ 
near Mountcharles and ‘Brown Hall Estate’ east of Ballintra. 

• Historic Landscape characterisation identifies a landscape of straight-sided and 
surveyed rectilinear fields, defined by the characteristic drumlin landform, with areas 
of designed parks and gardens including Brownhall and Coxtown. Relatively good 
farmland, together with access to wider markets through Donegal town and port has 
meant that this area became a comparatively prosperous agricultural area.  

Access and Recreation  

• The N56 links Inver and Mountcharles within the west of this LCA to Donegal Town in 
the centre where it meets the N15 from Ballyshannon, through Ballintra and Laghy 
before continuing north east as the N15 through Barnesmore towards Letterkenny. 

• Regional roads spur off the national primary network connecting to a network of 
county roads that permeate this LCA affording excellent accessibility. 

• Wild Atlantic Way follows the route of the national primary and regional roads curving 
around Donegal Bay; four discovery points along this route are located at 
Mountcharles Pier, Murvagh, Rossnowlagh Beach and Tullan Strand. 

• Strong tourism and leisure industry focused on the landscape, seascape and their 
use. 
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• Blue flag beaches at Murvagh and Rossnowlagh coupled with Murvagh links Golf 
Course are important foci for local tourism.   

Biodiversity 

• Ecologically important landscape containing 1,317ha of Natura 2000 sites (SAC & 
SPA), .3144ha of NHA sites and 1,259ha of pNHA sites. Important habitats include 
loughs, turloughs and coastal lagoons, and important protected species include Fresh 
Water Pearl Mussel. 

• Concentrated network of important rivers and green networks throughout this area 
which significantly add to the high ecological value of this landscape. 

• Donegal Bay and Inver Bay have Shellfish Pollution Reduction Programmes.  

Forces for change 

• Linear dispersed development along the rural road network. 
• Holiday home development particularly along coast. 
• Renewable energy development (windfarms). 
• Telecommunications and infrastructural development 
• Coastal erosion  
• Flooding 
• Tourism development 


