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INTRODUCTION 

Pressures on heritage attractions are increased through visitor promotion in tourism destinations.  

Changes occur in visitor numbers, popularity of sites and pressures on attractions over time.   

Good management must be able to recognise and measure these changes and adapt appropriately 

to implement effective conservation practice while ensuring visitor satisfaction.  

Only through understanding all the pressures that impact on an attraction can effective 

management actions be designed and implemented.   

Initial management decisions are often made with a degree of uncertainty as to the future impact of 

the action proposed.  Adaptive management is a structured process which can reduce this 

uncertainty over time through continuous monitoring, reviewing of the changes and adaptation of 

actions where required. Through the implementation of this process the management team become 

very familiar with all the integrated aspects of the site and can adapt their actions quickly to address 

negative changes. 

The Burren & Cliffs of Moher GeoparkLIFE programme developed a set of guides, toolkits and case 

studies to facilitate tourism destination managers to reconcile tourism development with the 

conservation of the natural and cultural heritage. Included in the toolkits are a Heritage Site Visitor 

Management Plan Template and a Heritage Site Monitoring app and portal website. 

http://www.burrengeopark.ie/geopark-life/guides-and-toolkits/  

The Heritage Site Visitor Management toolkit development was based on practical application at 

seven demonstration sites within the Burren region.  This document has been compiled to illustrate 

the practical use of the toolkit for the Poulnabrone demonstration site and to provide a Visitor 

Management Planning Proposal for the attractions located within this site.  

 

Zena Hoctor 

GeoparkLIFE Sites and Monuments Co-Ordinator 

May 2018. 
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SECTION ONE: SITE IDENTIFICATION 

 

1.1. Name and Location 

Name    Poulnabrone Portal Tomb  

Townland   Poulnabrone   

ITM E    523563 

ITM N    700393 

OS Discovery Series Sheet No. 51 

OS 6 - inch Series Sheet No.  CL009   

 

 

Map 1: Poulnabrone site location 
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SECTION TWO: SITE SIGNIFICANCE 

2.1. Site type and features      

Poulnabrone Portal tomb is a large stone burial tomb dating to the Neolithic Period or New Stone 

!ƎŜΦ  {ǳŎƘ ƭŀǊƎŜ ƻǊ ΨƳŜƎŀƭƛǘƘƛŎΩ ǘƻƳōǎ ŀǊŜ ŎƭŀǎǎƛŦƛŜŘ ƛƴǘƻ ŦƻǳǊ ǘȅǇŜǎ ōŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƳƻǊǇƘƻƭƻƎȅ ς 

passage, portal, court and wedge tombs. Over ninety megalithic tombs are known to survive in the 

Burren, the majority of which are wedge tombs. The portal tomb at Poulnabrone is one of two of 

this type constructed in the Burren and is perhaps the best-preserved example in Ireland.  

The following description of the monument is taken from www.archaeology.ie and uploaded by 

Mary Tunney 13 April 2015: 

The tomb consists of a single rectilinear chamber (aligned NNE-SSW; Length 2.8m; Width 1.2m 

between the portals, c. 1.4m across the centre narrowing again to 1.1m at the backstone) with an 

entrance defined by two tall portal stones. The portal stones were set with their long axes parallel to 

the chamber. The east portal is a blocky pillar stone (Height 1.75m; Length 0.63m; T 0.25m) which 

was replaced following excavation as it had a number of horizontal and vertical cracks. The west 

portal stone (H 1.43m; L 1.2m; T 0.07-0.2m) narrows towards the base. A transverse slab or sillstone 

(L 0.87m; T 0.09-0.12m) is set on edge between the portals and the back of the chamber is formed by 

a backstone (L 2.1m; H 0.43m; T 0.2-0.35m). The west side is formed by a single sidestone (L 1.62m; 

max. H 0.38m; T 0.13m), leaning inwards at an angle of 70 degrees. The east side is defined by two 

sidestones. The north one (H 1.28m; L 1.3m; T 0.13-0.2m) leans inwards slightly and the south one 

(max. H 0.8m; L 1.1-1.2m; T 0.05-0.12m), also leaning slightly inwards, is set outside the north one 

and overlapping it by 0.2m. A large trapezoidal roofstone (L 3.7m; Wth 2.85m over the entrance 

narrowing to 1.55m at the rear) oversails the entrance and slopes downwards towards the 

backstone. It comprises a complete clint block prised from the surrounding pavement. Partially 

overlying the backstone and resting on the cairn is a large flat slab (L 1.8m N-S; Wth 1.75m; T c. 0.15-

0.23m) which is likely to have served as a subsidiary roofstone. The tomb is surrounded by a low 

mound or cairn, roughly oval in shape (c. 10.5m N-S; max. 8.6m E-W; H 0.7-0.9m).  

The chamber and sections of the surrounding cairn were excavated in 1986-8 (licence no. E000351) 

as part of a major conservation project (Lynch, 2014). The excavation revealed that the orthostats of 

the chamber sit directly on the limestone pavement, with the single large roofstone helping to hold 

them in position. The surrounding low cairn of stones (of simple construction, comprising limestone 

slabs and smaller stones with no formal kerb) provided lateral support and a low sillstone marked the 

entrance to the chamber. It is unclear if the small, cist-like feature (referred to as a portico) 

constructed at the entrance to the chamber is an original feature or a later Bronze Age construction. 

At least 0.25m of calcareous soil covered the area at the time the tomb was built.  

The commingled unburnt remains of at least 35 individuals were recovered from the chamber, 

ranging in date from c. 3800 cal BC to c. 3200 cal BC. The earliest burials are likely to date to the time 

of the construction of the tomb which would place it at the very beginning of the Irish Neolithic. 

Successive interment of complete bodies appears to have been the burial rite practised, with 

subsequent displacement, removal and manipulation of the bones accounting for the disarticulation 

and jumbled state of the remains. Both male and female and all age groups are represented in the 

assemblage. A foetus of middle Bronze Age date was recovered from the portico. Analysis of the 

remains suggested a wholly terrestrial diet with limited consumption of animal protein and, with one 

exception, all individuals appear to have originated in the carboniferous limestone region of the 

Burren. A number of animal bones (including cattle, sheep, goat and pig) were intermingled with the 

human remains. A total of 42 artefacts and c. 126 pottery sherds were recovered, primarily from the 

http://www.archaeology.ie/
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chamber deposits. The stone artefacts include two stone beads, a polished stone axehead and a 

range of chert/flint tools. A triangular-shaped bone/antler pendant decorated with a central row of 

perforations is a fine example of Neolithic craftsmanship. The highly fragmented pottery is mostly 

Western Neolithic Tradition with a few sherds of probable Beaker ware among the assemblage. 

Sherds of Bronze Age pottery were found in association with the foetus buried in the portico.  

A description and plan of the monument were published by de Valera and Ó Nualláin in 1961 and the 

excavation report was published in 2014. (Lynch 2014).  

The dominant habitat type present at Poulnabrone is limestone pavement interspersed with pockets 

of orchid-rich grassland.   The north of the site (where the tomb is located), is predominantly flat 

limestone outcrop pavement and is located within the Moneen Mountain Special Area of 

Conservation (SAC).  The rocks are regularly bedded and extensively jointed in this area. Soil cover is 

sparse with thin soils in the joints and in the other karst features (dolines, dry valley etc.) The area to 

the south (within which the car park is located) has a thicker soil cover and improved grassland 

vegetation. A ravine (dry river valley) runs in a north-south direction to the east of the portal tomb.  

It has a thick sward of calcareous grassland with some wetland influence due to impeded drainage. 

The site has a good representative Burren flora featuring many characteristic Burren species.  

The monument sits on Limestone Pavement, a protected habitat under the Habitats Directive Annex 

I, 92/43/EEC. Soil cover in this part of the Burren tends to be in sparse pockets of Limestone Tills 

dispersed amongst the exposed limestone bedrock. The groundwater vulnerability here is rated as 

extreme, in terms of the likelihood of contaminants reaching groundwater from the ground surface. 

Bedrock and soil type/drainage capability, as well as depth is used in the rating. The site is located 

within a regionally important karst limestone aquifer, which is considered a high value resource due 

to its scale and its transmission capabilities of groundwater. 

There are no surface waters at or near to the Poulnabrone site whereby water travels downwards 

through soil or through the exposed bedrock. This sets the backdrop of an environment that is 

vulnerable to impacts of pollution which has the potential to travel distances away from the site and 

impact other resources downstream via routes below ground. 

2.2. Specific Features of Visitor Interest    

Poulnabrone Portal tomb is one of the most famous megalithic tombs of Ireland and is an ionic 

landscape feature. It is highly promoted in all tourism literature. Situated in the central Burren, this 

region attracts informed tourists who take an active interest in the heritage of the Burren.   The site 

consists of a prehistoric burial tomb and associated parking and interpretive facilities which are 

readily accessible to visitors.  The combination of typical Burren limestone pavement, karren 

features and diverse flora at the site provides a very attractive and interesting visitor attraction 

alongside the important archaeology of the site. The Poulnabrone site attracts a large number of 

visitors on an all year-round basis.     

2.3. Regional Context of the Site      

The tomb is located on the east side of the R480 regional road approximately 7.5 km south of the 

village of Ballyvaughan.  The R480 route runs through the centre of the Burren and has an array of 

prominent attractions and natural and cultural heritage sites along its length.  Among these are 

several archaeological and geological sites accessible to visitors including the medieval settlement 

sites of An Rath-Cahermore, Aillwee Cave Visitor and Birds of Prey Centre and Carran medieval 

parish church. The route is used by coach tours and individual travellers, mainly travelling by car. 

Within one kilometre of Poulnabrone portal tomb there are over 180 recorded archaeological sites 
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that range from the Neolithic to medieval structures.  In addition there is a rich post-medieval 

landscape that includes quarries, farm structures and stone built walls.    

2.4. Associated Placenames and their meanings   

The portal tomb is located within the townland of Poulnabrone ς Poll na Brón.  This name translates 

as ΨǘƘŜ Ƙƻƭƭƻǿ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƳƛƭƭǎǘƻƴŜΩ ŀƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ ƻŦǘŜƴ ƳƛǎǘŀƪŜƴƭȅ ǘǊŀƴǎƭŀǘŜŘ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ Ψhollow ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎƻǊǊƻǿǎΩΦ  

2.5. Reports/research   

National Monuments and Historic Properties Service мффт ΨBurren Monuments StrategyΩ 5ǳōƭƛƴ 

 

.ǳŎƘŀƴŀƴΣ /Φ όнллнύ ΨtƻǳƭƴŀōǊƻƴŜ /ƻƴǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴ tƭŀƴ нллнΩ Department of Arts, Heritage and the 

Gaeltacht 

 

/!!{ [ǘŘΦ нлмр Ψtƛƭƻǘ ±ƛǎƛǘƻǊ hōǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴ {ǘǳŘƛŜǎ ƻŦ 9ƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘŀƭ LƳǇŀŎǘǎ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ .ǳǊǊŜƴ ϧ /ƭƛŦŦǎ ƻŦ 

aƻƘŜǊ DŜƻǇŀǊƪΣ /ƻΦ /ƭŀǊŜΩΦ    

    

Comber, M. (ed.) (1999), Archaeology of the Burren, T.J. Westropp. Prehistoric Forts and Dolmens in 

North Clare. Ennis: Clasp Press. 

 

de Valera, R. and Ó Nualláin, S. 1961 Ψ{ǳǊǾŜȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƳŜƎŀƭƛǘƘƛŎ ǘƻƳōǎ ƻŦ LǊŜƭŀƴŘΣ ǾƻƭΦ мΥ /ƻǳƴǘȅ /ƭŀǊŜΩΦ 

Dublin. Stationery Office. 2.      

 

Dunford, B. όнллпύ Ψ9ŎƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ wŜǇƻǊǘ ŦǊƻƳ ǎƛǘŜ ƻŦ tƻǳƭƴŀōǊƻƴŜ tƻǊǘŀƭ ¢ƻƳōΩ 5ŜǇŀǊǘƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ 

Environment, Heritage and Local Government.  

 

Grant, C. (2010) The Burren in Prehistory. Archaeology Ireland Heritage Guide No. 49 

 

Jones, C. (2004) The Burren and the Aran Islands: exploring the archaeology. Collins Press, Cork. 

Jones, C. (2007) Temples of Stone ς Exploring the Megalithic Tombs of Ireland. Cork: The Collins 

Press. 

Lynch, A. (1986). Poulnabrone portal tomb. Excavations ς Summary accounts of archaeological 

excavations in Ireland 1986, Dublin: Association of Irish Archaeologists, p. 12. 

Lynch, A. (1988) ΨtƻǳƭƴŀōǊƻƴŜ ς ŀ ǎǘƻƴŜ ƛƴ ǘƛƳŜΩΣ Archaeology Ireland, 2, pp. 105-107. 

[ȅƴŎƘΣ !Φ ϧ j 5ƻƴƴŀōƘŀƛƴΣ .Φ όмффпύ ΨtƻǳƭƴŀōǊƻƴŜ tƻǊǘŀƭ ¢ƻƳōΩΣ The Other Clare (Shannon 

Archaeological and Historical Society), 18, pp. 5-7 
Lynch, A. 2014 ΨPoulnabrone: An Early Neolithic Portal Tomb in IrelandΩ Department of Arts, Heritage 

and the Gaeltacht, Archaeological Monograph Series: 9. Dublin. The Stationery Office.   

   

j bǳŀƭƭłƛƴΣ {Φ όмфуоύ ΨLǊƛǎƘ tƻǊǘŀƭ ¢ƻƳōǎΥ ¢ƻǇƻƎǊŀǇƘȅΣ {ƛǘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ 5ƛǎǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴΩΣ Journal of the Royal 

Society of Antiquarians of Ireland, 113, pp. 75-105. 

 

Saunders, J. 2015 Ψ.ǳǎŜǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ .ǳǊǊŜƴ нлмп ς ! ǎǘǳŘȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ LƳǇŀŎǘǎ ŀƴŘ LǎǎǳŜǎΩ Burren & Cliffs of 

Moher GeoparkLIFE Project  

 

www.archaeology.ie (site report by Mary Tunney 13 April 2015)   

     

 www.excavations.ie  

http://www.archaeology.ie/
http://www.excavations.ie/
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SECTION THREE: BASELINE SITE CONDITION ASSESSMENT (2014) 

The site condition data presented in this section has been compiled through the GeoparkLIFE baseline survey of 

Poulnabrone in 2014. http://www.burrengeopark.ie/wp-content/uploads/2016/05/Poulnabrone-Site-Assessment-

Report.pdf and is presented here in the format developed for the GeoparkLIFE Heritage Site Visitor Management Plan 

template.      

3.1. Approach to the Site  

Describe the approach roads to the site The regional route, R480, is located approximately 

1.5km south of Ballyvaughan, as a branch off the 

national route, the N67.  It continues south until it 

reaches Leamaneh Castle where it joins the R476 

(Corofin-Kilfenora road). Poulnabrone portal tomb 

is located to the east of the R480, approximately 

5km south of the junction with the N67. 

 

Is there directional road signage to the site?  Yes V No ἦ 

If yes, enter the ITM co-ordinates for its location 522309  706526 

What is the condition of the signage?   Good 

Timescale for action required    None required 

 

Is there a roadside site name sign present?  Yes V No ἦ 

If yes, enter the ITM co-ordinates for its location 523500  700202 

What is the condition of the signage?   Good 

Is the sign damaged?      Yes ἦ No V 

If yes, describe the damage and its cause   

Timescale for action required    None required 

 
Photograph 1: Road entrance sign to Poulnabrone 

 

http://www.burrengeopark.ie/wp-content/uploads/2016/05/Poulnabrone-Site-Assessment-Report.pdf
http://www.burrengeopark.ie/wp-content/uploads/2016/05/Poulnabrone-Site-Assessment-Report.pdf
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Are there parking facilities available at the site?   Yes V No ἦ 

If yes, is it       Official V Unauthorised ἦ 

How many spaces are currently available?  30 vehicles and 12 pushbikes 

How many spaces are reserved for disabled visitors?  0 

Enter the number of spaces available for   Coaches 5 

      Cars 25 

      Motor Bikes 0 

      Push bicycles 12 

 

 
Photograph 2: Car park at Poulnabrone 

 

Are the current parking facilities adequate?  Yes ἦ No V 

If no, what is the estimated number of spaces  

required for      Coaches 10 

      Cars Click here to enter text. 

      Motor Bikes Click here to enter text. 

       Push bicycles Click here to enter text. 

Additional comments re Approach to the Site 

During Peak times (12noon to 2.30pm) in the summer season, a large number of coaches can arrive 

on the site at the same time.  This is connected to their daily travel plan and itinerary of stops in the 

Burren.  At these times there can be congestion in the parking area and many of the coach 

companies park in non-designated areas leaving their engine running as they await the return of 

their passengers.  
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3.2. Site Entry 

Select the site entrance type  

Gate Stile Gap in wall Other 
V  V If other, please specify 

 

The site entry from the road to the car park is through an open section in the boundary wall.  The 

entry from the car park to the access path to the monument is through a pedestrian gate.  

 
Photograph 3: Entrance to car park   
 

Is there an access Path?     Yes V No ἦ 

If yes, specify 

  the surface covering   Gravel 

  the incline    Medium 

Are there steps present?   Yes V No ἦ 

If yes, specify how many   14 

 
Photograph 4: Access path from car park to monument 
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Photograph 5: Steps along access path 

 

The access path has an alternative sloped section, by which the less abled bodied can avoid the 

stepped section.  

 

Are there resting points along the path?   Yes ἦ No V 

If yes, specify the type and number  Click here to enter text. 

 

Are there areas of erosion along the path/trail?  Yes V No ἦ 

 
Photograph 6: Areas of erosion along access path to monument 

 

There is an area of erosion as the access path turns right after the descent from the car park. This 

point is close to the first OPW interpretive panel.  Visitors tend to keep close to the right hand verge 

at this turn and move onto the grass area when there are a large number of visitors moving along 

this section of the path. This behaviour is causing erosion of the vegetation and the rock surface in 

this area.  

A second area of erosion is in the area immediately surrounding the monument.  Visitors move 

around the monument for viewing purposes.  The monument is cordoned off with a rope.  The 

limestone pavement beneath the rope shows smooth, eroded surface with abrasions on the outer 
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side of the rope due to footfall.  The limestone surface on the inner side, protected from visitor 

footfall by the cordon, is less worn and shows vegetation recovery.  

 

3.3. Way Finding 

3.3.1. Site Signage 

Specify the type of on-site signage present   

Directional Interpretive Health & 
Safety 

Fógra Private 
Property 

Environmental 
Information 

Other 

V V V V   If other, 
please 
specify 

 

 
Photograph 7: Interpretive panel on access path to monument 
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Photographs 8-12: Signage in Car park 

  


