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REPORT ON CASCADE WOOD GORGE 
 
Introduction 
The proposed N22 Ballyvourney - Macroom - Ballincollig Road Project is 
aligned to go through the middle of Cascade Woods, a remnant semi-native 
woodland adjacent to Ballyvourney, Co. Cork. The existing road divides 
Cascade Woods from St. Gobnet’s Wood, an old oak woodland listed for 
protection as a cSAC [Special Area of Conservation].  
 
The planned route will cross Cascade Wood Gorge, the subject of this Report. 
This could be avoided by a realignment of less than 1 kilometre into largely 
open country for this section of the road. 
 
 
Designation Status 
While Cascade Wood was a woodland designated for protection in the 1996 
Cork Development Plan [D25], the woodland is no longer protected under the 
County Development Plan 2003 as only NHAs [Natural Heritage Areas] and 
SACs are now listed. The woodland may have been an ASI [Area of Scientific 
Interest] but was not included in the subsequent NHA or SAC lists. At no point 
does the existence of the gorge appear to have been noted. 
 
Cascade Wood Gorge is a circa 600 metre long fault in the sandstone 
geology through which flows the Bohill River, a tributary of the Sullane River. 
The gorge, in combination with the woodland, creates a microclimate and 
warrants further investigation as it is likely to contain unusual species, 
particularly bryophyte [mosses and lichens] communities and ferns.  
 
To date, searches through the Cork County Library, the Biological Records 
Centre, and the Botanic Gardens reference library and herbarium have 
yielded no references to this gorge, and it was not noted as a feature of 
special interest in the listings for the woodland. 
 
 
Amenity Value 
While the gorge itself is inaccessible, the site is a public amenity as an 18th 
century cobblestone path which once formed part of the Colthurst Estate runs 
above the gorge on the northern side through Cascade Woods. Cascade 
Woods is acknowledged as a public amenity in the Route Selection Report. 
 
 
Failure of Environmental Assessment 
The Ecological Report was prepared by McCarthy Hyder Consultants Ltd. in 
conjunction with RPS Environmental Sciences circa 2002.  
 
The Route Selection Report, Chapter 8, Ecology, states that  
 

“Due to restrictions on land access it was not possible to undertake field 
survey work along the entire length of the proposed route options. Initially 
restrictions on field survey work were the result of Foot and Mouth disease 



guidelines implemented in order to prevent the spread of the disease in the 
Republic of Ireland. Latterly, restrictions have resulted from an ongoing 
dispute between the Irish Farmers Association and the National Roads 
Authority, which has resulted in landowners denying access to farmland to 
undertake survey work for proposed road projects. However, each of the sites 
identified in the Constraints Report as being of ecological interest, and 
located along any of the routes, were surveyed to Phase 1 habitat survey 
standard as recommended for a Route Selection Report in the NRA Project 
Guidelines. When it was not possible to access the land to undertake this 
assessment (due to the reasons outlined above) the habitats of the sites were 
evaluated on the basis of a combination of aerial photography, public access 
area surveys and walk over surveys near key sites.” [Italics added] 

 
Consequently, it appears the Ecological Report and its assessment was 
based on the Constraints Report.  
 
Cascade Wood was identified and assessed only in the context of other 
remnant ancient woodlands along the routes considered in the Constraints 
Report: 
 

“1b (Cascade Wood), which is of high ecological value and may correspond 
to the Annex I habitat 'Old Sessile Oak Woodland.'" … "Cascade Wood is 
designated as an area of scientific importance (D25) within the South Cork 
Development Plan (1996), and is used as an amenity by the local population." 

  
However, the ecological value of the gorge was not addressed as this feature 
had not been identified in any of the information available to the authors of the 
report. It was not therefore included in that Report’s Appendix D.3. ‘Schedule 
of Potential Ecological Sites within the Study Area’.  
 
Because it was not identified anywhere in the Constraints Report as being of 
ecological interest it remained unassessed in the Ecological Report. 
 
 
Importance of the Site 
Within its location in a semi-native woodland which the Ecological Report 
identifies as ‘of high ecological value and may correspond to the Annex I 
habitat 'Old Sessile Oak Woodland', the site is host to a rich herb layer with an 
extraordinary bryophyte community and a variety of ferns. The site’s 
microclimate appears to support a plant community that is of national if not 
European significance. 
 
It may host species listed in S.I. 94 of 1999, the Flora Protection Order, the 
destruction of which is prohibited by law. The site conditions and location 
suggests the possible presence of the Killarney Fern, which was collected to 
virtual extinction by the Victorians and is protected under this order. 
 
 
Environmental Impact of the Project 
The proposed bridging through the centre of the gorge by the N22 would 
constitute a ‘severe adverse impact’ defined in the Ecological Report as a 



‘permanent impact‘ for which ‘mitigation will be ineffective.’ This would apply 
both to the construction period and to the effect of emissions from the use of 
the road over the longer term.  
 
The construction period would result in tree felling, site soil disturbance, and 
changes in light and temperature, all of which would alter the ecological 
ecosystems of the gorge. 
 
Lichens and bryophytes are sensitive to air pollution. Due to the significant 
volumes of traffic, the pollution from the proposed N 22 will result in 
community changes, visible injury, and physiological effects. 
 
Finally, by placing the gorge in an underpass, the established amenity value 
would be lost. 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
The literature review should be completed and site visits arranged for 
appropriate experts, initially to confirm the general value of the site and then 
to seek specialists to identify the bryophytes and ferns to determine if any 
listed for protection under national or European legislation are present. This 
can only be done in the appropriate season and may require specialised 
equipment for access to the gorge. 
 
A letter should be written to the Roads Authority of Cork County Council 
alerting them of the failure to assess this site and requesting that this be done 
before the publication of the EIS which they state is expected in ‘two to three 
months time’. 
 
The National Parks and Wildlife Service should be notified and their 
assessment sought. 
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