
Geomorphological Regions – The Burren 
 
In my answer I will discuss a geomorphological region that I have studied, which in this case is the 

Burren which is found in Co. Clare and the West of Ireland in a region commonly referred to as the 

B.M.W., also called the Border, Midland and Western regions. The Burren is a karst, barren 

landscape primarily constituted of the organic sedimentary rock limestone. The rock was formed 

during the carboniferous period, whereby deceased coral, and dead organic sea creatures were 

compressed and cemented together from calcium carbonate from their bones. On top of this layer 

of limestone, a layer of mud was compressed to form shale, and sand was compressed to create 

sandstone. These numerous layers are known as strata. The limestone pavement was uplifted from 

the Sea during the Armorican Folding period 270 million years ago to where it now resides. During 

the uplifting, deep cracks appeared in the landscape, known as fissures. The karst landscape is 

terraced as a result of the weathering, erosion and mass movement of the upper layer of shale, 

sandstone which has left the area with a rough terrain. During the ice age, glacier also stripped away 

the shale cover and created deep U-shaped valleys. In the Burren the fossilized remains of fauna are 

visible and give the landscape its own personality. 

Nowadays, the limestone pavement has clints and grikes, which have formed as a direct result of 

carbonation. Rainwater (H2O) mixes with carbon dioxide (CO2)in the atmosphere to form carbonic 

acid H2CO3, a weak, yet highly erosive acid when it comes in contact with calcium carbonate CaCO2 in 

the limestone and forms calcium bicarbonate Ca(HCO3)2 which is soluble in water. This results in the 

limestone breaking down, as the cement-like substance holding it together is weathered away. 

Heavy carbonation results in the formation of clints, grikes and swallow holes on the karst 

landscape. Rivers tend to be absent on limestone rock as limestone is a permeable. As a result of its 

permeable nature, swallow holes or sink holes are generally formed by rivers, and mark the location 

where rivers disappear from the surface. Swallow holes normally join an underground cave to the 

outside world. If the river dries up, a the swallow hole remains, and the river bed is referred to as a 

dry valley. Dolines can also be found on the Burrens’ landscape, which appear as large bowl shaped 

indents. These may be found in groups known as poljes or may form one massive bowl shape known 

as an uvalas.  

Underground features are also formed from the process of carbonation. This results in the formation 

of such features as caverns, stalactites, stalagmites. Primarily due to water permeating through the 

limestone towards the cavern, droplets containing calcite accumulate on the cavern ceiling. Calcite 

drips from the ceiling leaves long, thin and icicle-like stalactites while malformed and irregular 

stalagmites form on the cavern floor. These can then join to form a pillar. Stalactites can be found in 

groups known as curtains. An example of a cave system is the Aillwee Caves in Co. Clare. These are 

more features that distinguish the Burren as a region. The Burren is a geomorphological region with 

its own characteristics, it is these distinct physical characteristics that give the region its own 

identity. An identity that separates it for other regions.   
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