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Grianan Slopes and Lowlands LCA is a fertile green agricultural landscape of great 

environmental, historical and archaeological importance, with an extensive boundary 

along the border with Northern Ireland to the east and along the shores of Lough Swilly 

to the west.  The topography is such that higher lands within the centre east of this area 

slope downwards on all sides to an undulating lower agricultural landform affording 

extensive and panoramic views out over the surrounding landscape and Lough Swilly, 

and conversely this area is highly visible from a wide area of Donegal and adjoining 

County Derry in Northern Ireland.  A large swathe of low lying lands on the edge of 

Lough Swilly in the northwest of this area are of especially high ornithological value and 

these feeding and wintering grounds form part of Inch Wildlife reserve,  an area 

designated as SPA.  The range of landscape assets and the location along the Wild 

Atlantic Way with good transport connections by air and road make this landscape area a 

popular area for tourists to visit and stay. Similarly these same assets have fuelled 

recent rural and urban population expansion within this LCA.                                                                                         
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Seascape Character Units 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Landscape Characteristics 

Land Form and Land Cover 

• Grianan Mountain is one of a series of high hills in the south of this LCA that 
dominate over this otherwise gently undulating landscape of primarily schist geology.  

• Reclaimed lands at Blanket Nook and Inch levels form flat, large, straight sided fields 
that are a disparate but complementary feature within this contrasting landscape 
where the remaining agricultural land consists of medium, mostly hedge rimmed 
fields that fall from higher ground towards a wider agricultural hinterland and 
continue to the silty edged coastline to the west. 

• Low hills and low lying gently undulating fields are an interesting feature on the 
western, Lough Swilly, side of the National Primary road, highlighted by Burt castle 
atop a rounded hill in the townland of Grange. 

• Large pockets of deciduous woodland and clumps of deciduous trees are 
characteristic of the lower slopes of Grianan Mountain including Burt woods located 
near St Aengus Chapel and Bogay within the south of this LCA. 

• 110kv ESB line runs through this area along a southwest-northeast axis. 
 
Settlements 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

• Bridgend is a strategically important town on the border with Northern Ireland 
approximately 2.5km from the edge of Derry City along the Letterkenny-Derry 
economic corridor.  Historically a small rural settlement, it has evolved as a result of 

Map/list Seascape units 

Seascape Unit 6 is within the Grianan Slopes and Lowlands LCA, and the key characteristics of 

this seascape unit that fall within this LCA are listed below. 

Key characteristics uses: Low-lying fertile fields and reclaimed flat lands of primarily  
agriculture use. Grianan Fort and O’Doherty’s Castle are iconic historic hilltop prominent 
structures in this LCA and visible from the route of the Wild Atlantic way that follows the route 
of the N56 through this seascape unit. 
 

Coastal edge: The coast consists of predominantly low-lying silty edges with areas of salt 
marsh and salt meadows. 
 

Visibility: A degree of uninterupted views out over Lough Swilly from points within this area; 
this seascape unit falls within the panorama from the Grianan of Aileach fort .  
 

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

Reclaimed agricultural land, rich archaeological heritage inlcuding Burt Castle, ruined Abbey 
and clachans. 
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cross-border influences into a commuter village with a mismatch of functions for a 
settlement it’s size, including a higher than average amount of petrol stations, 
gambling  establishments and amusements. 

• Killea "Fiach's Church" is a commuter village straddling the border with Northern 
Ireland within the hinterland of Derry. Historically an agricultural rural settlement 
with no distinguishable centre, the last decade has seen rapid residential 
development. 

• Newtowncunningham is a small 17th Century plantation town in the south of this 
LCA, equidistant to Derry and Letterkenny. Once bisected by the main Derry-
Letterkenny road, it was bypassed in 1985 by the main N13 that passes close by to 
the north.  It’s proximity to Derry has fuelled recent residential expansion over the 
past decade. 

 

History, Culture and Heritage 

• Grianan of Aileach Fort is a stone ringfort dating from the 1st Century on the site of 
the earlier Bronze Age fort and sits atop Grianan Hill between Lough Foyle to the east 
and Lough Swilly to the west and affords unobstructed 360° views for miles around.  
It was an extremely important site through history, being the royal capital of the 
O’Neil dynasty from 5th to 12th Centuries.  

• Burt Castle, a 16th Century castle located on a natural round hill in the west of the 
LCA. 

• Castle ruins at Newtoncunningham are located among a cluster of archaeological 
monuments. 

• St Aengus Chapel Burt is a landmark structure situated at the foot of Grianan 
Mountain, the main route up to Grianan of Aileach.  Designed by architect Liam Mc 
Cormick and constructed in 1969 mirroring nearby Grianan of Aileach, it was voted 
“Building of the Century” in an RIAI award in 1999.  

• Important vernacular and imposed built heritage including 10 RPS structures and 47 
on the NIAH. 

• Plantation landscape as evidenced in the field formation and Newtoncunningham 
plantation village.  

• There are a number of Recorded Monuments within this LCA, dating from at least 
Neolithic times illustrating early settlement within this area including ceremonial and 
religious use. 

• The railway line. 
• The Historic Landscape Characterisation denotes a strong contrast between the south 

edge of this area of rectilinear square-shaped fields of improved farmland and the 
more varied, smaller-scale fields to the north. In part this reflects the “historically 
recent” drainage of Inch Level (Intake), drained 1840-59. These would otherwise 
have been coastal mudflats within Lough Swilly and the development was co-
ordinated with railway expansion (that used the Trady Embankment to provide a 
route and trackbed). As a consequence of a series of embankments, an area of Lough 
was cut off to form “Inch Lough” the waters of which are less briny than the sea 
Lough. The large square fields were a product of the 1950s reorganisation of the 
Grianán Estate, and so is a recently-created landscape. Inch Lough and surrounding 
wet grasslands are leased by the National Parks and Wildlife Service, with 
conservation priorities guiding their management. Whilst other fields in this LCA Area 
are smaller and older, they share a familiar patchwork pattern of squarish fields, 
often with hedge boundaries, that continues in a broad sweep from this point south 
through the Laggan and characterises the former plantation areas that were 
improved during the 18th- and 19th-centuries. 

• The HLC also identifies Grianan of Aileach as a site of particular cultural and visual 
impact and amenity that dominates slopes to both Lough Foyle and Lough Swilly; a 
dry-stone ringfort / cashel with a solar aligned entrance. It was the seat of an 
important royal lineage that had an historic role in forging a distinct Ulster identity. 
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The cashel, mound and well are regarded as a Ceremonial Generic HLC-type, along 
with wider slopes of the hill that may have accommodated large assemblies. The hill 
is surrounded by a succession of ramparts that may date back to the Late Bronze 
Age. The hill therefore also functions as “Military Fortifications and Batteries HLC-
type”.  The location and topography is crucial. Command of a highpoint between sea 
loughs, as well as dominating productive land has led this to become an evocative 
location with far-wider landscape impact than merely the area covered. It may be 
viewed at a distance from across the border, framed in silhouette on the skyline and 
from Lough Swilly. Likewise it is a popular destination that affords widespread views 
of the landscape, framed by a historical perspective. Part of the comprehension of 
the wider landscape is informed by the location of the viewing point. 

 

Access and Recreation  

• National Primary road (N13) cuts through this LCA, bypassing the village of 
Newtoncunningham and continuing north through Bridgend towards Derry. Regional 
roads spur north from this towards Inishowen and east towards Killea. 

• Network of county roads permeate the area. 
• Wild Atlantic Way follows the route of the National Primary Road through this LCA. 
• Inishowen Inch Wildfowl Reserve is managed by the NPWS as a wildfowl reserve of 

international importance and is located on lands within this and adjacent LCA 10 to 
the north.  There is a looped walkway around the reserve.   

Biodiversity 

 

• Inishowen Inch Wildfowl Reserve is of international importance for a number of 
protected species. 

• Ecologically important landscape containing 1,124ha of Natura 2000 sites (SAC & 
SPA) and 1,040ha pNHA sites.  

• Hedge and deciduous tree bound fields are a predominant feature in this landscape 
providing biodiversity corridors throughout.  

• Dispersed clumps of deciduous woodland in this LCA including Burt Woods and 
Bogay. 

Forces for change 

• In the past there was considerable pressure for urban generated housing 
development from the city of Derry in neighbouring Northern Ireland; this LCA forms 
the natural rural hinterland of Derry city and abuts the border with Northern Ireland. 

• Linear development along the rural road network 
• Potential for further fishing tourism activities.  
• Renewable energy development (windfarms). 
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• Telecommunications and infrastructural development 
• Coastal erosion. 
• Potential for development of further historical, cultural and ecology based tourism 

developments.  

 

 


