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Letterkenny Estuary and Farmland LCA is characterised by a wide, fertile valley of the 

River Swilly flowing through heath and bog covered uplands east towards Lough Swilly, a 

large intertidal estuary encircled by higher hills and mountains to the north and south 

and rolling arable lands in the east.  Letterkenny is the largest town in the County and 

dominates much of this LCA; the town sprawls out from its historic core in the centre of 

this LCA in all directions, only somewhat curtailed by the floodplains of the River Swilly 

and steep rugged land to the north and west of the town.  The area is accessible from all 

directions via a good network of National Primary, Regional and county roads. 

Landscape Character types 
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Seascape Character Units 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Landscape Characteristics 

Land Form and Land Cover 

• Schist bedrock underlies much of Letterkenny town, the western shore of Lough 

Swilly, and the northern and southern extremities of the LCA. The surrounding 

upland and mountainous areas are primarily quartzite save for a fringe of limestone 

along the southern shore of Lough Swilly. 

• Large primarily agricultural floodplains extend inland along the river Swilly through 

Letterkenny town and beyond into Newmills. Some of the floodplains within the town 

area have been developed for commercial and retail use. 

• The agricultural lands within this LCA are of varying quality ranging from good quality 

arable land along the shores of Lough Swilly, river valleys and arable land to the 

east, to upland grazing and pasture on peripheral uplands. 

• There is a substantial amount of residential sprawl radiating from Letterkenny and a 

considerable amount of one-off rural dwellings and linear development along the 

local road networks. 

 

Settlements 

• Letterkenny: Letterkenny is the largest 

town in the county with a population of 

19,588 (Letterkenny urban boundary; CSO 

2011) and part of the linked Letterkenny-

Derry Gateway as identified in the National 

Spatial Strategy, 2020.  The town is 

located west of the Swilly estuary on the 

banks of the Swilly River; in recent times 

the town has expanded south across the 

river whereas the historic town fabric is 

located on higher lands just north of the 

river.  Letterkenny and Environs Development Plan 2009-2015 (as varied) sets out a 

strategy for development within the defined plan boundary, although much of the 

rural surround is visually and physically associated with the town. Historically, 

Letterkenny was connected by railway from the west coast of the county towards 

Derry and Strabane in the east. The railway services ceased to operate in the 1960s, 

Map/list Seascape units 

Seascape Unit 6 is within the Letterkenny Estuary and farmland LCA. 

Key characteristics uses: Letterkenny sits on the River Swilly, within the Letterkenny Estuary 

and Farmland LCA which shores Lough Swilly for  a stretch along the eastern boundary.  The 

primary use in this area is agricultural although there is a proliferation of isolated rural 

dwellings within this landscape. 

 

Coastal edge: Primarily a silty estuarine edge. 

 

Visibility: High degree of visibility of the lough from points along the road network. 

 

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

Reclaimed agricultural flat lands and flat estuarine lands are a significant feature within this 

part of the seascape unit, as is the mature demense landscape of Castlegrove house and 

Letterkenny Golf club on the western edge of Lough Swilly.  
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however a number of remaining railway structures and features remain in and inform 

the landscape, including old railway arches. 

 

History, Culture and Heritage 

• There are a number of Recorded Monuments within this LCA. 

• Important vernacular and imposed built heritage - 23 RPS structures and 95 NIAH 

including Castlegrove house and demesne, Ballymacool house and Rockhill house, 

important local landmarks that give distinctiveness to this landscape.  

• Historic Landscape Characterisation identifies that Letterkenny, like many towns, is 

located at the first significant river  crossing inland of an estuary ( Lough Swilly), and 

thereby over time became a travel node, with roads converging on the  river 

crossing.   Letterkenny may have been a centre for trade and commerce since the 

Plantation, although a castle once stood near the Cathedral of St Eunan and St 

Columba.   Lough Swilly was of international maritime importance (Treaty port) and 

also a source of fish, the relative calmness of the Lough water in contrast to the open 

Atlantic, allowed inshore fishing in a variety of weather and sea states.  

Access and Recreation  

• The N13 and N56 National Primary roads cut through this LCA,  

• R245 and R250 traverse this LCA. 

• Network of county roads permeate the area. 

• Wild Atlantic Way travels the route of the National Primary Road through this LCA. 

• Letterkenny Golf Course sits on the west bank of Lough Swilly creating a visual 

greenway when viewed from the opposite side of the Lough.  

• Letterkenny has a high level of social and cultural facilities including two town parks, 

a leisure centre, museum and a theatre. 

Biodiversity 

• Ecologically important landscape containing 315.4ha of Natura 2000 sites (SAC & 

SPA) and 368.7ha of pNHA sites.  

• Lough Swilly, designated as SPA (004075) and lush fertile valleys carved out by 

various tributaries and streams flowing towards the River Swilly create important 

biodiversity corridors.  

• Hedge and deciduous tree bound fields are a predominant feature in this landscape 

providing biodiversity corridors throughout.  

• Dispersed clumps of deciduous woodland, demesne woodland and important historic 

woodlands in this LCA. 

• Lands on and around the estuary at Big Isle are an important wintering feeding 

ground for internally important species of Geese, and much of this tidal estuary is 

designated as SPA (004075). 

Forces for change 

• Degree of pressure in the rural area of this LCA for urban generated housing 

development from Letterkenny.  

• Linear development along the rural road network 

• Renewable energy development (windfarms). 

• Telecommunications and infrastructural development 

• Coastal erosion 

• Flooding 

• Development and consolidation of Letterkenny urban area. 

 


