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Donegal’s Landscape Character Types are the foundations of its rich and unique 
character; in both the variety of types and in their juxtaposition, giving a strong and 
vibrant contrast in many areas, with mountains and uplands overlooking beaches, 
estuaries, farmland and lakes, resulting in a dynamic and striking landscape of 
discernible scenic quality.  The pie chart (Figure 1.6) below shows the breakdown of 
each landscape type as a percentage of the whole county area, clearly highlighting the 
rural nature of the county with only 1% urban fabric, 1% urban fabric, 40% (combined) 
agriculture and 35% (combined) bog, within this Atlantic Bog is the single largest 
Landscape Character Type covering a quarter of the County. Undisturbed peatlands act 
as long term sinks for atmospheric carbon dioxide and the 35% coverage in Donegal 
constitutes a substantial carbon sink in the County and nationally.  

Figure 1.6 Percentage Breakdown of Landscape Character Type 

 

LCT codes as per table above; GC,IM,MP,SM,BR,SV, HI, H2 and WB have been amalgamated and represented within the 

band ‘other’ as combined they relate to 1% of the total area of the county.  (Actual Statistics available) 

Further desktop research was carried out using GIS to examine layers of cultural, 
historic and social data.  This was informed by further research including the findings of 
research from a Historic Landscape Study, the Seascape and Settlement Character 
Assessments to delineate and identify 44 separate Landscape Character Areas. The first 
delineation of Landscape Characters is illustrated in Figure 1.7 below. 
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Figure 1.7 Draft Landscape Character Areas of Donegal 

 

 

2.4.3  PUBLIC CONSULTATION AND PARTICIPATION 

In accordance with the National Landscape Strategy for Ireland, current best practice 
and the principles of the European Landscape Convention (ELC) consultation was a key 
component throughout the LCA process that consisted of three distinct periods as 
detailed in Figure 1.8 below.  

Figure 1.8 - Stages of Public Participation/Consultation during LCA with Elements of 
each Stage 

STAGE 1 Initial Consultation 

Method Date Audience 

Initial stakeholder letter July 2013 Targeted 

Ongoing transboundary consultation with 

DoENI 

Throughout 

process 

Targeted 

 

Website (publicised on Council’s webpage) Late Nov 2013 Countywide and beyond  

Social media: 

- Facebook 

- Twitter 

- Donegal    

  Council’s Blog  

Throughout 

process 

Countywide and beyond 

STAGE 2 Pre-Draft Consultation 

Circulation of LCA flyer/ information leaflet  January and 

February 2014 

Targeted: 

• Councillors 

• Stakeholders 

• Secondary schools 

• Primary schools 
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Stage 1: Initial Consultation 
The initial stage of consultation corresponds to the initial steps of the LCA process, after 
Step 1 and prior to Step 2 of the LCA Process as detailed in Figure 1.3 of this report. 
Initial targeted letters of request for stakeholders were sent out and transboundary 
consultation with the Chief Landscape Architect in Dept. of Environment, Northern 
Ireland began.  
 
Stage 2: Pre-Draft Consultation 
This was a period of intense public participation during a three month period beginning in 
January 2014 that used a number of established and emerging methods of interacting 
with and informing the general public.  The LCA process was advertised in local press, on 
the council’s website and on Facebook and Twitter. A letter and information leaflet, 
Figure 1.9 below, were sent out to over 400 community groups throughout the County 
outlining the LCA process, detailing drop-in events and explaining how to make a 
submission and become involved in the LCA process. Similarly, a letter and information 
leaflet was sent out to all public libraries, primary schools and secondary schools in the 
County in order to target a younger age cohort in the consultation process. Targeted 
notification on the LCA was also sent out to all neighbouring Local Authorities.  An 
interactive mapping tool was developed encouraging digital submissions that were 
localised to a geographical point and to which submissions and photographs could be 
attached, and all methods of submission including digital submissions were encouraged 
and welcomed, screenshot of this is illustrated in Figure 1.10 below. 
There were a series of 5 structured public ‘drop in’ events throughout the County during 
February 2014 and attended by members of the LCA team.  There were a number of 
draft maps on display including those listed below in addition to rolling presentations and 
hand-out maps and documentation.  The purpose of the public events was to encourage 
informed public participation and on the whole these events were well attended and had 
positive outcomes. 

Draft maps on display at the public events were: 

• Landscape Character Areas. 
• Landscape Character Types. 

• Community groups 

• Libraries 

• Local Authorities 

5 Newspaper advertisements 4
th

-7
th

 Feb 2014 Countywide 

6 Drop-in events 10
th

-25
th

 

February 2014 

• Carndonagh 

• Donegal Town 

• Letterkenny 

• Dungloe 

• Milford 

• Ballybofey 

Stakeholder meeting 26
th

 Feb 2014 Targeted 

STAGE 3 Consultation on published Draft Landscape Character Assessment, Seascape Character 

Assessment and Settlement Character Assessment 

Newspaper advertisements  22
nd

 Jun 2015 – 

7
th

 Aug 2015 

Countywide 

Social media Throughout 

process 

Countywide 

Stakeholders  Targeted 

Website (publicised on Council’s webpage) Throughout 

process 

Countywide 
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• Historic Landscape Characterisation. 
• Seascape Character Assessment. 

 

Figure 1.9: ‘Have Your Say About Your Landscape’. 

 

Figure 1.10: Screen shot from the interactive map based consultation method. 

 

The robust and varied methods for encouraging public participation resulted in the 
receipt of a substantial amount of submissions; 18 public written submissions (30 via 
email, 16 at organised drop in events), and 203 online submissions via flexi viewer, the 
online interactive mapping tool. Of all these responses, only 11 were not associated with 
any particular area. 

2.4.4  STAKEHOLDER CONSULTATION 

41 Stakeholders were consulted by letter at Stage 1 of the process in July 2013, 
requesting input from the earliest stage that would fully inform and help shape the 
project.  The stakeholders were identified based on their specialist knowledge and 
particular interest in the Donegal landscape and in the LCA process and assistance 
invited that would provide access to relevant data, guidance, or observations that would 
enhance the quality of the process and project outputs. 9 of the 41 identified 
stakeholders responded formally whilst others maintained a more informal consultative 
role.  On the basis of expressed interest a round table meeting took place on 26th 
February 2014 with 14 targeted stakeholders comprising a short presentation on the LCA 
methodology and work to date and detailing the work programme going forward.   The 
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stakeholders were then asked to discuss the draft work to date and give a steer as to 
how the process could be improved upon and an indication of how it should shape up. All 
elements of the LCA and its process were up for discussion however the LCA team tried 
to focus the meeting to the regional scale LCA and the draft maps published to date.  In 
particular the 4 areas below were focused on: 

• Draft Landscape Character types 
• Draft Seascape Assessment units 
• Draft Historic landscape Characterisation 
• Draft Landscape Character Areas 
 

A number of issues were raised giving direction to the LCA at the meeting that have 
been incorporated in the process and 3 written submissions followed. Stakeholder 
consultation during Steps 2 and 3 raised no further issues or amendments.  

Stage 3: Consultation on published Draft Landscape Character 

Assessment, Seascape Character Assessment and Settlement Character 
Assessment 
The third and final stage of the public consultation followed the drafting of the Landscape 
Character Assessment (and accompanying Seascape Character Assessment and 
Settlement Character Assessment). These documents were made available for public 
inspection in the principal offices of Donegal County Council and digitally on Donegal 
County Council’s website – donegalcoco.ie. Comments were invited between 22nd June 
2015 and 7th August 2015 and notification of this was widely publicised in the local press 
and the Council’s website, blog, Facebook and Twitter accounts. In addition, the 37 
Elected Members of Donegal County Council, the 23 prescribed authorities and 43 
identified stakeholders all received targeted notification via letter or email of this third 
stage of public consultation of the published Landscape Character Assessment (Seascape 
Character Assessment and Settlement Character Assessment).  
 
Eleven submissions were received during this public consultation stage that resulted in 
five minor amendments to the Landscape Character Assessment document.  
 
2.5  LANDSCAPE CHARACTER ASSESSMENT PROCESS (LCAP) STEP 3  

2.5.1 FIELD STUDY 

Extensive site survey work was undertaken during the summer and autumn of 2014 to 
verify the draft ‘Landscape Character Types’ and to verify and inform the ‘Landscape 
Character Areas’.  In accordance with best practice guidance, a site survey sheet was 
prepared to capture information on the landscape (attached in appendix 6.4).  A 
minimum of three points within each LCA were surveyed and photographed and the 
landscape character and landscape types within that LCA were considered but also the 
views out into other LCAs where appropriate; all locations were recorded as GPS points.  
 
This site survey work coincided with the survey work carried out for both the Seascape 
Character Assessment and the Settlement Character Assessment informing a complete 
and considered Landscape Character Assessment.  
 
The LCA survey work considered landscape character areas as separate entities of a 
particular and unique character but also their interaction with other LCAs, the Seascape 
and the substantial adjoining boundary with Northern Ireland that intrinsically informs 
the landscape of County Donegal.  
The site survey work also allowed consideration of the less tangible elements of 
landscape and seascape that are identified as perceptual and aesthetic in Figure 1.2 of 
this report ‘Components of a Landscape’.  
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2.6  LANDSCAPE CHARACTER ASSESSMENT PROCESS (LCAP) STEP 4  

2.6.1 CLASSIFICATION AND DESCRIPTION 

The ‘classification and description’ is the last part in four of the methodology as set out 
in section 2.2 of the report.  This stage in the process considers the entire landscape of 
the county in terms of all the layers of data identified and collated during steps 1-3 in 
the process and via the separate Seascape Character Assessment and Settlement 
Character Assessment processes. 

The ‘Landscape Character Types’ and ‘Landscape Character Areas’ were amended slightly 
from the maps published during the initial public consultation stage in February 2014 as 
a result of recommendations made through the public consultation process, as have the 
names of some of the individual Landscape Character Areas, particularly those within the 
Gaeltacht. 

A summary description of the landscape of County Donegal is contained in section 3.0 of 
this report and the 44 individual landscape character areas identified have been 
described in more detail as ‘areas’ in section 4.0 of this report.  The purpose of this 
description is to highlight the components and characteristics within each area as 
identified in the landscape wheel in section 2.1 of this report that make it unique from 
other areas and contribute to its character.  Various data sets and data sources including 
digital spatial data and written record were interrogated and presented as a narrative 
within this document to inform the sustainable development of the County in line with 
the EU Landscape Convention and the objectives and actions of the National Landscape 
Strategy for Ireland 2015-2025. 

Interactive spatial digital mapping of the Draft Landscape Character Assessment, Draft 
Seascape Character Assessment and Draft Settlement Character Assessment of County 
Donegal are available on Donegal County Councils website www.donegalcoco.ie and 
enable examination in more detail of the defined Landscape Character Areas and their 
key spatial components. 
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3.1 DESCRIPTION OF ENVIRONMENT 

The landscape of Co. Donegal is dominated by a mountainous granite spine running 
northeast to southwest comprising the mountain ranges of Derryveagh. To the 
southwest of these ranges there is a ‘massif’ peninsula of hard quartzite mountains, 
known as the Blue Stacks, extending from Ballybofey to Glencolumbkille on the western 
coast. The west coast provides an indented coastline that includes the dramatic sea cliffs 
of Slieve League, spectacular beaches, tidal sheltered bays, extensive peninsulas and 
sea loughs in addition to numerous offshore islands, some of which remain inhabited.   

Donegal has many distinctive attributes, unique landscapes and defining features; it is 
the most northerly county in Ireland with the most northerly landfall at Malin Head, the 
highest sea cliffs in Europe at Sliabh Liag and reputedly the oldest town in Ireland, 
Ballyshannon, to name but a few. 

Donegal is the fourth largest County in Ireland comprising of 486,091 hectares or 6.9% 
of the total land area of the state with an extensive coastline of 1134km along the 
Atlantic Ocean to the north and west; the longest shoreline in the country.  Donegal 
shares a 140km long border with Northern Ireland to the east, and only abuts the rest of 
the Republic of Ireland along a 9km stretch with County Leitrim at its most southerly 
point, and this proximity to Northern Ireland and the almost visually unperceivable 
border is an important factor in terms of landscape influences and interrelationships in 
this area.  

3.2 GEOLOGY  

Geologically Donegal is one of the most complex counties in Ireland, part of the north-
west “Caledonian province” it is one of the 9 geological provinces in Ireland.  Donegal 
has been sculpted from a conglomerate of bedrock geology and by glaciers of the last ice 
age that have carved the landforms out of the hard rocks they encountered. Drumlins 
mark the glacial retreat of ice sheets to the sea in Donegal Bay during the very last 
phase of the Ice Age, and a more consistent layer of glacial superficial deposits cover the 
area of the Laggan,  whilst retracting ice sheets also sculpted the distinctive u shaped  
glacial valley at Glen Gesh.  Lough Swilly is the longest of several glaciated inlets (fjords) 
along the long and indented coastline of Donegal and contrasts to Lough Foyle, a broad 
basin with a history of subsidence and a thick fill of sedimentary rocks and recent 
sediments. 

A dominant feature of the county are its granite mountains and ridges, part of a series of 
granite ridges of the ‘Grampian Orogeny’ that run along a northeast-southwest axis, 
formed by the wrinkling of the earth’s crust and extending from Mayo and Connemara 
through to Scotland, lending a geological unity of character to both the northwest of 
Ireland and the highlands of Scotland.  The hard quartzite mountains  of Derryveagh 
extend to the south and west and the sharp profile of Errigal with its hard quartzite core 
has links with other significant mountains such as Croagh Patrick and the 12 Bens (Pins) 
of Connemara; all also within the north-west  geological “Caledonian province”.  

Common northeast-southwest axis of the rocks are evident as ridges of quartzite 
mountains, most notably the alignment of Muckish, Aghla Beg, Aghla More, Errigal and 
Crocknafarragh that have been divided into peaks by glaciers.  Glaciated valleys are 
occupied by Dunlewey and Nancung Loughs to the southwest and Altan Lough to the 
northeast.  Another distinctive quartz ridge runs from Raghtin More through the Urris 
Hills and crosses Lough Swilly to Knockalla Mountain. Other quartzite peaks include the 
dramatic sea cliffs at Sliabh Liag. 

Major fractures along the rocks have been exploited by erosion, mainly ice to produce 
long straight valleys such as Glenveagh (separating the Derryveagh and Glendowan 
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mountains) that continues southwest to the Barra, Owenee and Gweebarra river valleys 
all in a straight line along the Gweebarra fault.   

Barnesmore Gap is another dramatic valley formed along a fault through granite in the 
Bluestack Mountains, these lie to the south east of the Derryveagh Massif and have a 
complex geology of rock type including both quartzite and Granite. They form a 
formidable barrier dividing the east side of the county, north from south.   

Granites of Donegal show contrasting landscape forms. Derryveagh mountains, the 
largest upland massif in the region are underlain by granite, but so is the Rosses area of 
low hummocky ground with many small loughs. The granites of Donegal are made up of 
three minerals, quartz, feldspar and mica.  They show contrasting landforms, granite 
underlies the low coastal areas north of Ardara and around Dungloe and the granites of 
the Bluestack Mountains and Slieve Sneacht of the Derryveagh Mountains form the 
highest peaks of the South Donegal area. 

These contrast to the lower gentler lands around Donegal Bay that consist of softer 
shales, sandstones and limestones, and were also an area of ice age deposition with 
drumlins and tills blanketing the area, and the fertile Laggan area in east Inishowen that 
is lower lying and covered in deposits of glacial till. 

More recent notable (geological) changes to the landscape have been created by the 
shifting sands along the coast of the county and include the internationally rare habitat 
that is provided by the flat aeolian sand plains, or machair, (found in the west of 
Scotland and Ireland).  Approximately half of Irelands machair shores fringe Donegal  
(Cooper 2013,50) and were formed as strong winds and waves migrated sands towards 
the beaches, initially forming dunes, the tops of which blew finer sands inland forming 
plains of sand over bedrock and peat. Whilst small modifications continue to be made by 
shifting sands and by the actions of humans, the fundamental creation of the Donegal 
landscape arose from the interactions of rock structure and glaciations over a long 
geological history. 
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Figure 1.11 Map of Geology of Donegal simplified into general rock types. GSI overlaid 
the basic geology with contours revealing a general geological basis for the main 
landscape features.   
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Figure 1.12 Bedrock Geology of Ireland – MAP WITH LEGEND 

 

Source: www.gsi.ie  
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3.3  HYDROLOGY 

The Hydrology of County Donegal is one of the fundamental elements and processes that 
shaped the physical geography over time and intrinsically informs the landscape of 
today, giving the county many of it’s unique and iconic features such as the sea cliffs at 
Sliabh Liag, Glenveagh, Lough Eske, Lough Derg, Falcarragh, Mulroy Bay, Lough Swilly 
and Lough Foyle to name but a few.  As with all elements of the landscape there is a 
considerable association with the rivers, lakes, streams and coast of the county; 
historically related to sources of food and water as well as important primary access 
routes and more recently relationships that overlap physical, environmental, cultural, 
spiritual and social strata creating a strong local identity and in some cases an 
international identity, such as at Lough Derg and Donegal Bay. 

3.3.1 NORTH WEST INTERNATIONAL RIVER BASIN DISTRICT 

The county falls within the North Western International River Basin District, a cross 
border area based on river catchments, and serve as administrative areas for 
implementing co-ordinated water management in the context of the EU Water 
Framework Directive 2000.  All of County Donegal falls within the NWIRBD, as do large 
parts of Fermanagh (NI), Cavan, Derry (NI), Monaghan and Tyrone (NI) along with 
significant parts of Leitrim and Longford and a small area of Sligo.  The NWIRBD includes 
the catchments of the Foyle, Erne and Swilly rivers and Lakes Erne (upper and lower), 
Melvin, Macnean and Lough Swilly, and the coastline of Donegal, Leitrim, Sligo and 
Derry.  All of the region’s groundwater is also included.   

As the NWIRBD falls within two different jurisdictions, there are also separate 
management plans; the North Western River Basin Management Plan (2009-2015) 
relates to the area that falls within the Republic of Ireland only. 

Within Donegal the NWIRBD covers all surface waters, ground waters, heavily modified 
and artificial waters, and protected areas, and the NWRB Management plan is the result 
of identifying  risks to waters, assessing the status of waters, setting objectives and 
developing measures to achieve those objective, all part of the overarching aim to 
protect existing areas of high water quality and achieve at least good water quality 
status on all waters by 2015 (and in some instances extended to 2021), with a second 
plan proposed for the period 2015-2021 and then a third from 2021-2027.  The maps 
and details for the plan are contained digitally at www.wfdireland.ie  

Pressures on the water quality of the area have been identified as agriculture, 
wastewater and industrial discharge, wastewater from unsewered properties, Forestry, 
Landfills, quarries, mines and contaminated lands, physical modifications and damage, 
water abstractions, dangerous substances, aquaculture, invasive alien species, cruising 
and boating, shared waters issues and climate change.   

3.4 LANDCOVER 

The varied landscape of Donegal contains a myriad of contrasting features as evidenced 
in the (23 types) Landscape Character types as detailed in Figure 1.4 of this report.  The 
different landscape character types identified include agricultural arable and pasture, 
agricultural riverine, agricultural coastal, agricultural drumlin, agricultural estuarine, 
natural grassland, forestry/woodland, Atlantic blanket bog, mountainous blanket bog, 
highland blanket bog, urban fabric, golf courses, dunes and beach, inter-tidal flats, 
inland marsh, salt marsh, mountain peaks, bare rock, sparsely vegetated, heath, upland 
heath and moorland and water bodies. 
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3.5 ECOLOGY 

Donegal has a number of ecologically important landscapes that are offered both 
national and international protection and these are illustrated on Figure 1.13 

Figure 1.13 Site of Ecological Importance.   

 

Natura 2000 sites are European designated sites of ecological importance and consist of 
Special Areas of Conservation (SAC) and Special Protection Areas (SPAs). Within 
Donegal there are 46 SACs covering 122,900 hectares and 28 SPAs covering 26,650 
hectares; these areas overlap at some locations but in total they cover 124,921 hectares 
equal to 25.7% of the County total, a higher than average percentage of the total 
country’s share (14% of the country is designated Natura 2000).  Donegal contains 41 of 
the 61 listed protected European habitats (EU Habitats Directive) including 9 of the 26 
priority habitats. Source annex 1 of habitats directive. 

There are 13 Natural Heritage Areas (NHAs) and 74 Proposed NHAs (pNHAs) throughout 
the county that are afforded national protection as well as 7 Statutory Nature Reserves.  
Full details of all European and nationally designated sites can be found at www.npws.ie. 

The full extent of the county’s natural heritage of wild species, geological features, 
landforms and natural and semi-natural habitats extend to more than just those sites 
benefitting from statutory protection.  Habitats outside those sites can also be key 
stepping stone habitats or biodiversity corridors linking sites of ecological value, for 
example waterways, woodlands and hedgerow.  

The water and hydrology of the county are also of ecological importance and include 
designated shellfish waters, freshwater pearl mussel catchment areas and wetlands; 4 
wetlands at Meenachullion Bog, Pettigo Plateau, Trawbreaga Bay and Lough Barra Bog 
are designated ‘Ramsar Sites’ and cover 2273 hectares of the county. 
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3.6 BUILT HERITAGE 

Donegal’s rich and varied built heritage has been informed by its landscape in terms of 
siting and location, and also in the construction materials, craftsmanship and design 
used; these structures have been influenced by the particular physical, climactic, 
technological, cultural and socio-economic circumstances of their creators at a point in 
time.  This in turn has significantly contributed to the character of all aspects of the 
landscape, aesthetic, social and cultural.  For example, in the vernacular, Roisin slates 
are particular to an area of Fanad, stone schist walls and curved thatched roofs to areas 
of Inishowen and the more prestigious buildings such as Glenveagh Castle built from 
Donegal Granite or Dunlewey Church made from local blue quartzite and white marble. 

There is a wealth of such structures throughout Donegal that individually, and more so 
collectively, tell the tale of the landscape, people and culture of the county mirroring its 
chequered history. 

The value of this built heritage cannot be overstated and the Department of Arts, Culture 
and the Gaeltacht have recently published an Inventory of Architectural Heritage 
throughout the county (part of a National Inventory of Architectural Heritage,  NIAH) 
which identifies a representation of the architectural heritage of the county, over and 
above the number of buildings on the Record of Protected Structures (RPS) within the 
County that are afforded protection under the Planning and Development Act(s).  The 
NIAH has identified over 3000 structures in Donegal ranging from country houses, 
churches, public buildings, industrial and infrastructural structures to vernacular 
buildings and farm buildings. 

3.7 ARCHAEOLOGY 

The archaeological heritage of the County is a unique resource, which has shaped our 
landscape and our cultural identity. Archaeological remains of special interest are 
included in the ‘Record of Monuments and Places’ and the National Monuments Acts 
1930 – 1994 provides for protection of the archaeological heritage. There are 21 
archaeological complexes and 2679 national monuments protected under the National 
Monuments Acts 1930-1994 and 13 of these are in state care. In addition the DEHLG 
have identified the Historic Towns of Ballyshannon, Donegal Town, Killybegs, Lifford, 
Ramelton, Rathmullen and St. Johnston for general protection.  The County’s 
archaeological heritage is not confined to sites and areas listed on the Record of 
Monuments and Places but also includes archaeological structures, artefacts and sites 
not yet discovered as set out in The National Monuments (Amendments) Act 1994. 

3.8 HUMAN HISTORY 

Human influences have been fundamental in determining the form and character of the 
Donegal landscape in even the most remote areas of the county. Human influences are 
evident from a plethora of features including archaeological remains, historic field 
patterns, access routes, historic monuments, location and layout of settlements, 
landscaping and built fabric as well as less tangible historic influences on the landscape 
such as poetry, music, language, oral history and local vernacular customs. 

3.8.1 MESOLITHIC 

The earliest known Mesolithic encampment in Ireland was east of Donegal at Mount 
Sandel in adjoining County Derry dating from c.7000 BC, and there are approximately 50 
sites across Donegal dating from the later Mesolithic period following a trend of 
settlement over time marking a move from coastal resources to more inland locations. 
The migration of these hunter-gatherers inland marks the first modification of the 
landscape by people, with controlled burning of scrub from about 6,000 years ago. 
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3.8.2  NEOLITHIC 

The Neolithic (new Stone Age) period started about 4,000BC and this transformation to a 
farming lifestyle was to have a profound effect on society and landscape. The change 
marked a more settled life with farms, communities and territories that passed on from 
generation to generation. The farms were carved out of a still largely wooded landscape 
and domestic animals would utilise wooded margins around cultivated “infield”. Less 
extensive systems of pre-bog fields have also been found in Donegal indicating that the 
division of land into fields was widespread by the end of the Neolithic period. 

The investment in place and resources changed the dynamic of the relationship between 
people and place, and a new expression of the family or community identity in a locality 
was found in the creation of communal tombs made of large stones (“megalithic” 
tombs).  Donegal has 10% of all Ireland’s megalithic tombs, including later Bronze Age 
tombs, 46 court tombs, 25 portal tombs and 13 passage tombs. These tombs are often 
set in prominent locations on hillcrests or slopes overlooking valleys; one such group on 
Croaghan and Kilmonaster Hill, investigated by Seán Ó Nualláin in the 1960s, overlooks 
the fertile Foyle river valley and is central to an area of upright standing stones, 
spreading across the fertile Laggan area up the cost of Foyle and Swilly Loughs as well 
as overlooking Mulroy Bay.  

3.8.3  BRONZE AGE 

There was increasing social complexity at the end of the Neolithic period and the early 
Bronze Age (c. 2,500BC) testified by wedge-shaped tombs and cist burials.  There are 
greater concentrations of these tombs in the north of the county and it is possible that 
mineral deposits were attracting people to settle in new areas.  Through the Bronze Age 
the accoutrements of warfare were adopted as signifiers of prestige. Small bronze axes 
were joined by swords and knives, as prized possessions and by the end of the Bronze 
Age, violence, competition and prestige had conspired to create new defended hilltop 
and promontory defended settlements or “hillforts”. Notable examples including Grianán 
of Aileach, Croaghan, and Glasbolie probably date from this time and many hillforts and 
promontory forts built at this time would be periodically reoccupied throughout history 
and at times of conflict, emphasising the central importance of occupying and controlling 
key transport routes overland, along the coast and along rivers. 

There are many examples of the ruined remnants of field systems throughout the county 
and notable examples are at Marfagh and Cloghernagh townlands, surviving as lines of 
walls on the ground. They appear as either a single line of stones, or two parallel lines of 
“orthostats” that enclosed earth or stone between them, and are generally small scale 
and curvilinear reflecting the local topography, and sometimes D-shaped fields.    

3.8.4  PRE-CHRISTIAN IRON AGE 

The pre-Christian Iron Age landscape (500BC-1200AD) is identifiable from literary 
sources as well as archaeological remains. Despite the reoccupation of hillforts from time 
to time, the default settlement pattern was dispersed, with small defended enclosures 
such as lios, ráth, dún, crannog, caiseal and cathaire scattered throughout a farmed 
landscape (c. 684 have been identified in Donegal). Organised roads passed through 
political territories and boundaries; the route of one is followed by the N15 today, which 
led from Connacht into western Ulster. The farming landscape of the time was divided by 
law tracts into 3 grades of land, top being free of persistent weeds and cultivable without 
regular inputs of manure, middle was upland areas still covered in woods and the lowest 
grade of uncultivable land included bog and heath.  

Christianity was introduced very early to Donegal and both St. Patrick and St. Colmcille 
have strong associations with the county.   The arrival of Christianity radically 
transformed earlier social and cultural systems in addition to elements of the landscape. 
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The early widespread adoption of monasteries provided, not just a literate educated elite 
but also a means of accumulating land and property alienated from individuals which 
contrasted with traditional family or community ownership that was subject to division or 
local feuds. In addition to their religious function, monastic settlements were involved in 
significant levels of trade and communication.  In the absence of major concentrations of 
population, monasteries became the de-facto sponsors of markets and craft production, 
and thereby took on the character of towns in an otherwise rural landscape. 

There are several literary references to the presence of Vikings in Donegal, and a 
number of archaeological finds that could be associated with Scandinavian Activity in the 
area, including a number of silver jewellery finds at locations around the north coast. 

The presence of the Normans in Donegal is well documented and the annals of Ulster 
record the plundering of Inishowen in the 12th century; the castle characterises Norman 
expansion into Donegal and Northburg castle at Greencastle in Inishowen, built in 1305 
by Richard de Burgh, is the largest castle ever built in the county on a prominent site 
overlooking Lough Foyle and Northern Ireland.   

3.8.5  16TH AND 17TH CENTURY DONEGAL 

A characteristic building of the 16th century was the tower house such as Doe Castle, 
although some were built earlier and some built in the 17th century. Increased tension 
and dynastic wars in England and the attempted expansion into Ireland led local lords to 
defend their lands and the ‘nine years war’ began in 1592, ending in 1601 at the battle 
of Kinsale.  The treaty of Mellifont was signed in 1603 that signalled the beginning of 
British rule in Ireland, accompanied with the introduction of English law and the 
suppression of Brehon law, Gaelic language, culture, customs and religious beliefs.   

The ‘flight of the earls’ from Rathmullan in 1607 marked the end of the old Gaelic Order 
and paved the way for the ‘plantation of Ulster’; this had a profound impact on the 
culture, landscape, religion and politics of the county.  The English Crown confiscated 
lands throughout Ulster that had been owned by the Irish chieftains, and divided them 
amongst English and Scottish settlers in order to achieve a loyal protestant English 
speaking population.  The areas settled were the more fertile agricultural lands in the 
Laggan area, around Donegal Bay and in areas along the Swilly and in Inishowen.  The 
‘Plantation’ stimulated market relations and the Laggan was integrated into the Ulster 
Scots area of East Donegal, north Tyrone and County Derry west of the Sperrins, 
articulated through industrialised linen production and villages set round a market 
square or diamond, and a “Big House” offset in the outskirts with its own Demesne, 
which became a Designed Landscape in the 18th- or early 19th-century.  The native 
population displaced as a result of the plantation led to an increased settlement in poorer 
marginal lands in west Donegal. 

3.8.6  18th AND 19th CENTURY DONEGAL 

In the west of the county, coastal subsistence-fishing, from small boats, predominated 
through the 17th- and 18th- centuries, whilst the foreign fleets dominated deep-sea 
fishing. The local catches of mackerel and herring were dependent on large shoals, and 
their non-appearance induced famines as severe locally as the later “Great Hunger”. 
Economic life was dependant on small tenancies, landed estates and abundance of the 
shore. Remoter parts of the county that had increased in population as a result of 
dislocation by 17th century plantation subsequently increased in population as a result of 
the potato. In the late 18th  and early 19th century in the areas not ‘settled’ during the 
plantation, the population lived in isolated rural dwellings and small nucleated  clachans.  
These clachans were characterised by common rundale infield, periodically shared in 
strips, and wider outfield grazing Patches of meadow, cluain. 
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The Great Famine of 1847 impacted gravely on the people of Donegal, and many of the 
workhouses built to cater for the poor became filled to capacity, the plight of the famine 
on the poorer people in the county is well documented.  The population of County 
Donegal fell over the period of the famine from 296,448 in 1841 to 255,160 in 1851.  

During the 18th and 19th centuries the idea of sea-bathing arose from the combination 
of social gathering and health cures and contributed to the rise of an annual holiday for 
the wealthy transient population of the urban professional class, and small coastal towns 
such as Moville developed.  

3.8.7 20th AND 21st CENTURY DONEGAL 

One of the most profound changes in the county was the rail system, the arrival of the 
railway in Donegal provided a means and ease of access to previously remote areas of 
the county and opened up market opportunities to even the remotest small farm.  The 
first railway line from Strabane to Stranorlar opened in 1863 before extending 
throughout the county as a widespread network before the last line finally closed in the 
1950s.  Many of the railway lines, stations and features are evident in the landscape 
today with many of the former rail lines adapted to use as walking routes. The railway 
lines and structures contribute positively to the character, and also the biodiversity 
(particularly along the old railway lines) of the county.   
 
Railways were supplanted by widespread car ownership during the 20th century which 
continued to affect the growth of the annual holiday and day trips.  The most profound 
effect on the Donegal landscape in the second half of the 20th century, and continuing 
apace in the 21st, has been that of trucks and cars. Good road communications has 
catapulted the growth of Letterkenny forged linkages with Derry City and the 
development of modern communications and internet shopping has revitalised delivery 
of goods to even the most distant destinations, including inhabited islands. An airport on 
the west coast of Donegal has a significant role in making the west of the county 
accessible to investors, as well as allowing the modern diaspora to return home on 
“flying visits”. 

Donegal has become significantly more wooded though the 20th and 21st century as a 
result of Coillte plantations and also the regrowth of mixed broadleaved woods on 
marginal patches of land, particularly noticeable along the course of former rail lines. In 
areas with hedges, particularly in those areas marginal to the richer farms, some hedges 
have been left to grow out and now present as a line of small trees, reminiscent of the 
scrub woodland that occupied parts of Donegal in the distant past.  
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3.9  HISTORIC LANDSCAPE CONSIDERATION 

A background study of the Historic Landscape of Donegal was prepared as a separate but 
parallel project to the LCA.  It was carried out as an action of the “Donegal Heritage 
Plan” by M.O.L.A consultants (Museum of London Archaeology) and follows methodology 
set out in Best Practice Guidance published by The Heritage Council in 2013 entitled 
“Historic Landscape Characterisation in Ireland”. 

The HLC mapped the county into ‘Broad’ and ‘Generic’ HLC types; this is reflective of the 
regional scale analyses of the LCA.  The mapping in Figure 1.14 below is extracted from 
a working draft Historic Landscape Classification and illustrates the time-depth of the 
landscape, that is, the historic fabric and patterns that are evident in the landscape 
today; it does not consider archaeology or history that is not visible. 

Figure 1.14 Historic Landscape Characterisation Map 
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4.0 Landscape Character Areas 
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5.0  Appendices
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5.1 SITE SURVEY SHEETS 

Field work survey sheet 

Area name & number: Weather: 

Location: Photograph numbers: 

Date: 

Time: 

Character type: 

Describe existing landscape character: 

__________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________ 

PHYSICAL FEATURES 

GEOLOGY 

 

ELEVATION 

Lowland Transitional Upland  

LANDFORM 

Flat Steep slopes Escarpment Broad valley 

Shelving Gentle slopes Knoll Narrow valley 

Rolling Coastal Plateau Shallow valley 

undulating hills Scarp/cliffs Deep valley 

WATER/HYDROLOGY 

River Stream/ tributary Lake Drainage ditches 

Speed River meanders Pond  Engineered/artificial 

Clarity spring bog other 

 

LAND COVER 

LAND USE 

Farmland Residential Commercial Natural 

Forestry/woodland Industrial Transportation Military 

Historic parkland Leisure/recreation Mineral working other 

LAND/VEGETATION COVER (%) 

Arable Amenity Shelterbelts Scrub 

Pasture Conif plantation Copse/clumps Wetland/marsh 

Semi-improved Decid woodland Scattered trees Gradens 

Improved Mixed woodland Hedgerow trees common 

Rough grazing Parkland Hedgerow  Wet/dry meadow 

Bog heath   

LANDSCAPE ELEMENT FEATURES   (Subtle    Evident      Conspicuous) 

Motorway Farm buildings Hill forts Village 

Rural road Parkland Ruins settlement 

Rural tracks Landmark building Earthworks Mast/poles 

Footpath Mills Fortifications wind farms 
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railway Church Clachan other 

BUILT/ARCHITECTURAL CHARACTER 

Timber-frame Brick-traditional Sandstone Tile  

rendered Brick-modern slate Thatch 

 stone siting  

Notes on built/settlement character  

 

 

 

 

FIELD PATTERNS    

Banks  Fence Geometric Small 

Ditches Hedgerow  Sinuous Medium 

Stone walls Trees  Regular Large 

P&w  irregular other 

 

AESTHETIC 

VIEWS distant framed intermittent Panoramic/sweeping channelled 

SCALE intimate small medium large  

ENCLOSURE confined enclosed Semi-enclosed open expansive 

COMPLEXITY complex diverse simple uniform  

TEXTURE smooth textured Rough Very rough  

COLOUR monochrome muted colourful garish  

LINE Horizontal/flat angular Curved/rounded sinuous  

PATTERN random organised regular formal  

BALANCE harmonious balanced discordant chaotic  

MOVEMENT remote calm peaceful active  

UNITY unified interrupted fragmented chaotic  

REPETITION 

OF 

ELEMENTS 

 

PERCEPTION 

stimulus uninteresting featureless interesting challenging inspiring 

tranquility inaccessible remote Unsettled/calm Settled/busy  

pleasure unpleasant pleasant attractive beautiful  

 

Landscape description and additional notes: 

__________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________ 
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LANDSCAPE CONDITION 

Management Issues and Opportunities (highlight conditions/survival, threats/pressures, 

fragility/vulnerability, management issues and opportunities) 

Agriculture  

 

 

 

Field patterns/boundaries 

 

 

 

Trees and woodland 

 

 

 

Archaeology/historic components 

 

 

 

Building/settlement/development 

 

 

 

Linear features 

 

 

 

Other land uses 

 

 

 

General 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


