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Instream Insects 
Did you know that a 

survey or census of the 
bugs that live in your 
local river reveal the 
environmental quality 
of the water?   Stone 

flies, mayflies, and 
cased caddis fly larvae 
are amongst the most 

pollution-sensitive 
aquatic bugs…if you find 
them in your river it is 

a good sign! And another 
good example of 

Biodiversity in action. 

F

Freshwater Mussels 
The study of Biodiversity is 

full of wondrous 
stories… the Freshwater 

Pearl Mussel (FPM), which 
used to live in most of 

Ireland’s rivers but is now 
considered extremely 

threatened, is the longest 
lived species, living over

100 years. The microscopic 
juveniles spend a winter 

attached to a trout’s gill… 
this is how they migrate.
They are very sensitive to 
nutrient & silt pollution.
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The River Erne
Catchment & Coastal Zone

HOME TRUTHS
The StreamScapes method views our toilets, sinks, 
baths and showers as Tributaries to our Rivers! 

What we put in them has a huge capacity to impact 
on local Water Quality and Biodiversity. Outside our 
homes in our gardens and yards we have an equal 
ability to create or destroy natural habitats. These 
tips will help restore water quality & biodiversity: 

Household Best Practice
•   Avoid any Cleaning Products with Phosphates 
or Bleach -  they spoil the good work of your 
sewage treatment plant / septic tank, leading to 
aquatic pollution - use “eco-friendly” products! 

•   Use the minimum of any cleaning product - 
enough is enough! 

•   Do not use in-sink food macerators (they put 
added strain on sewage treatment) - compost your 

vegetable wastes and use as fertiliser in your garden! 

•   Any common household product labelled 
Hazard or Poison or Irritant must be treated as 

toxic waste when disposing of - follow Local 
Authority guidelines and do not put in drains!!! 

•   Keep your garden low-maintenance and low 
water-dependent, but covered in established 

sod (and not hard-surfaced) to avoid contributing 
to peak urban rainfall run-off.  Use native plants 

and trees to establish suitable local habitats. 

•   Avoid herbicides, pesticides, and application of 
fertilisers - find natural ways to garden. 

•   Remember that disturbed ground contributes 
silt to local water courses - silts are a major 

enemy of aquatic biodiversity. 

•  Finally, control your use of water at home and in the 
garden…treat it as the precious substance that it is! 

Don’t let Nature go down the Drain! 

What is Biodiversity? 
Biodiversity, or 

“Biological Diversity”, 
refers to the sum total 
interdependent web of 

life, from 
bacteria, microscopic 
algae, fungi, through 

to plants, trees, 
amphibians, fish, 

birds and mammals - 
and people!!! If we 

achieve “best-practice” 
we can greatly 

assist our community’s 
capacity for Biodiversity. 

Salmon
The status of 

Salmon in local rivers 
is a great indicator of 
local environmental 

quality. When they are 
present, they are proof 
that multiple terrestrial, 

instream, and marine 
habitats are in balance.   
This is because salmon 
depend upon an entire 
suite of other, similarly 
sensitive organisms to 
thrive…Biodiversity! 



Welcome to the Water-Cycle!
The River Erne’s Journey from Source to Sea







The River Erne Catchment
What is a Catchment?
When you think of it, we all live 

in valleys, no matter how steep or 

broad, and all of our valleys have 

streams and rivers.  From the hills 

above us to the sea below,  

these water courses make their 

way across our landscape and  

define the Catchment in which we 

live. Here a mountain stream runs 

swiftly and tumbles over 

waterfalls, there a wide river 

flows easily past green fields, 

through our communities and  

down to the sea.

In that river, along its banks and 

into the surrounding landscapes, 

may be found a wealth of  

biodiversity; fish, birds, insects, 

animals, trees, wild flowers, and 
people, but only if our waters 
run pure and clean. For our 
Catchment also contains our farms 

and factories, towns and toilets. 

We need all of these, but we must 

also come to understand how, as 

we work and play, or cook, and 

clean, and garden at home, we 

have a huge impact on water  

quality around us.

Clean Wild Waters       +
Wetland protection      +
Habitat conservation     =

• Human Health (strong link 

  between water & health!)

• Rich Biodiversity; birds, fish,           

  mammals, amphibians & reptiles,   

  trees, plants, invertebrates...

• Lower water treatment costs

• Higher value farm produce

• Amenity & aesthetics

• Commercial Fishing

• Angling & other tourism

• Carbon dynamics

• Climate amelioration

• Culture & Heritage

• Education & Learning

• Grassland habitats

• Erosion control

• Flood Risk alleviation

The River Erne Catchment is surrounded by other River Systems’  
Catchments including the Mourne/Foyle, Ulster Blackwater, Boyne, Shannon, 
and Melvin.  All of Ireland is a patchwork of various Catchments, all with 

their own geology, soil types, vegetation, habitats and species.

A Catchment is a Community related by Water!
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How many species can you find?
Tick the boxes of any of the species below that you are lucky to see… 

tell your friends and family!

Eel Minnow

Stickleback

Salmon

Erne Wildlife
If we can achieve high-quality waters in the River Erne Catchment, lots of benefits follow.  
Following are drawings of a few examples of the variety of species which we might see in 

our River and along its banks.
 



Erne Bugs
The Aquatic Insects that we find in our local stream can tell us what the water quality is 

on what is known as the ‘Q Scale’, so:
  

Q1 = Very Poor   Q2 = Poor   Q3 = Moderate   Q4 = Good   Q5 = Very Good

Q1 =  Worms  Q2 = Whirligig Beetle  Q3 = Water Boatman/Caddis  Q4 = Mayfly  Q5 = Stonefly

River Erne Catchment: 
Habitats & Species

The River Erne is named after ‘Éirne’, a word that comes from an ancient people that 
worshiped a goddess called ‘Érainn’. It is also from this word that Ireland’s Gaelic name of 

‘Éire’ or ‘Éireann’ is derived.  Some consider the Erne’s source to be a drumlin in the 
townland of Dennmore, which lies to the south of Cavan Town..  Gathering small tributaries, 
the river winds its way through a landscape of drumlins, pastoral farmland and peat bogs 
before entering Lough Gowna along the Cavan-Longford border, the first of the five lake 

systems along the river’s length.  Turning north, the Erne wanders through rich grasslands 
nourished by the glacial till of the drumlins and the alluvial till that has been added by past 
flooding of the River.  Falling towards the Lough Oughter system, patches of wet grassland 

backed by scrub are a feature of the riverbank that provide cover for wildlife.  Remnants of 
native broadleaf woodland on drumlin slopes and bankside wetlands give character and colour 

to the river.
 

Lough Oughter forms an impressive complex of islands, peninsulas and interconnected lakes. 
The diversity of rare plants here is a reflection of the diversity of habitats. The two most 
distinctive of which are natural eutrophic lakes and bog woodlands, which are exceptionally 
rare in Europe and Ireland.  This maze of lakes also supports native woodland, marsh, reed-
bed and wet grassland on their banks. These habitats in turn attract birds such as Whooper 
Swan, Tufted Duck, Cormorant, Greenland White-Fronted Goose, Great Crested Grebe and 

Pochard Duck. Otter may also be seen here. 

The River Erne broadens as it moves further north through a drumlin dotted landscape and 
good grazing land upstream of the town of Belturbet before flowing into County Fermanagh.  

Here,  Upper Lough Erne has a rich mixture of habitats characterised by peninsulas and  
islands, and is a haven for wet woodlands and waterfowl.  The woodlands have rare lichens 
and the area is a stronghold for the Garden Warbler. This is a fussy summer visitor which 

breeds in the high quality deciduous woodland that is found here, before returning to 
tropical Africa to overwinter. 

Much of Enniskillen town is situated on an island located in the short section of the River 
Erne which connects the upper and lower loughs.  Lower Lough Erne differs from the  

previous lakes in that there is a lot more open water and a multitude of islands.  Some of 
the islands support species-rich grasslands and fens which are managed by low level grazing 
and hay making, and are of importance for wading birds.  Butterflies, such as Red Admiral, 

Ringlet, Painted Lady and Meadow Brown thrive in these traditional meadows.  Wooded  
islands are known to support large heronries. 

On flowing from Lower Lough Erne, the river passes Belleek, famous for its pottery, heading 
northwest to enter the last lake on the system, Lough Assaroe, in County Donegal.  

After flowing through Ballyshannon, the River Erne enters its short estuarine phase, where 
mudflats, sand bars, salt marshes and dune systems adorn the last leg of its journey.  After 
some 129km and five major lake systems, the River Erne now flows into the Atlantic through 

Donegal Bay. 
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