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Jenny Bell - Principal Ornithologist 

Jenny is an expert ornithologist with over 20 yearsô experience in both research 

and environmental consultancy sectors. A graduate of Edinburgh University, she 

is a leading expert in the management of the complexities that bird populations 

and their nesting behaviours can have on developments.   

Jenny has detailed knowledge of survey methods for avian ecology and has    

designed specific methods to address situations where standard methodologies 

are not applicable.  
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1 The Challenge 

Assessment of impacts of wind farms on bird populations    

depends on being able to identify what the bird population will 

be during the lifetime of the wind farm. On most sites, this is 

relatively straightforward as the underlying habitat is not 

changed by the development so the bird populations will be 

broadly similar before or after construction. Changes may    

occur due to the development of the wind farm (e.g. there is 

some evidence that Curlew are displaced by wind farms) but 

those changes would be assessed as part of the                  

Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) process.  

However, in some circumstances the underlying bird           

populations may change, and that change may be unrelated to 

the development process. Atmos has been involved in some 

projects where, as a result of other circumstances, the bird 

populations observed during field survey would not necessarily 

reflect the on-going bird population once the development had 

occurred.  

The situations may include: 

Å Where there is to be significant forestry felling around the wind farm; 

Å Where bird populations are lower than are likely to occur in the future:  

ï if the bird population is increasing (e.g. Red kite expanding populations)   

ï where the bird population is artificially depressed, but expected to recover (e.g. Special Protection 

 Areas (SPAs) where the population has fallen since time of designation)  

In circumstances such as these, there can be insufficient evidence of the impact of the wind farm on future bird 

populations to allow consultees to make a determination as the significance of the impact. Particularly when    

dealing with sites close to nationally/internationally designated sites such as SPAs or with species listed on     

Annex 1 of the Birds Directive, this leaves consultees with no other option but to object due to insufficient              

information.  

That leaves developers with a problem, as traditional fieldwork methods wonôt gather the required information to 

enable the consultees to determine impacts. Fieldwork, particularly when carried out as a snapshot, measures 

the current situation and has limited ability to predict changes.  

SNH has addressed this to some extent in their recently published guidance on reducing the suitability of         

forestry sites being used for wind farm developments for Hen Harrier, Merlin and Short-Eared owl (SNH 2015), 

identifying a number of approaches which can be used to address this issue. The following methods were      

identified: 

Å Using flight activity data over non-forested areas of the survey area as a surrogate for future use of the 

 felled areas; 

Å Using forest plans and flight activity data; 

Å Multiplying pre-felling collision risk over afforested areas by a factor to take account of increased use of site 

 after felling; and 

Å Modelling of theoretical activity around known historical nest site locations.  

Three of these approaches use modelling, of different degrees of complexity, to allow an assessment to be 

made. This report considers two of those briefly, while describing the third approach in more detail, including 

providing details from a case study where the approach was used.  
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2 Modelling approaches ï an overview 

Three of the four resolutions suggested by SNH involve some modelling.  

2.1 Use of forest plans and flight activity data 

This involves trying to relate the future flight activity to current 

flight activity by relating flight activity levels with particular age 

classes/types of forestry present. While it seems relatively 

straightforward, difficulties can arise unless the area being    

considered is relatively large and/or has at least some flight     

activity.  

Small  forestry areas are unlikely to have gathered enough      

information about variation between activity over different types 

of forestry in that locale. If little or no flight activity has occurred 

during the time of the survey, then it will be unclear if this is due 

to birds choosing to use areas preferentially or if they just were 

not present. It cannot be assumed that birds which were not 

present during survey would remain absent during the lifetime of the wind farm, particularly if they are in the gen-

eral area, and habitat changes will be great.  

However, when there is sufficient data (and data certainty) to support this approach, then activity and forestry 

type can be used to model likely flight activity using a geo-spatial/temporal model, which provides the input into 

the standard SNH bird collision risk model.  

2.2 Using a factor based approach to estimating collision risk 

This approach uses the observed flight activity level, and        

multiplies it by a factor to estimate activity in the post-felling     

environment. Given that there is little scientific evidence as to 

how this can change, and what there is unlikely to be site       

specific, identifying a factor is a sensitive part of the model. If the 

site is for an extension, there may be locally available             

post-construction monitoring to rely on, but for completely new 

sites, there may be little available comparable data, so scientific   

judgement may have to be used. This is obviously problematic 

as itôs going to be difficult to provide a justifiably accurate factor.  

SNH themselves suggest that a way to address the uncertainty 

in this method is to effectively reverse it. Instead of trying to estimate what the increase in activity would be, to try 

to estimate what it would need to increase to before an adverse impact/significant effect would occur on the pop-

ulation. This would mean having to recognise what scale of population is being assessed against. For example, 

assessing against a national population, the level of activity could probably rise considerably without a significant 

effect; but it is also unlikely that assessment against the national population is appropriate. It would be possible, if 

the population data was there, to combine this with a population viability model, or adopt some of the approaches 

being used in the assessment of impacts on marine ecology features, but it would depend on the species being 

considered and how robust the data is. If data is not robust, then it could be down to an ornithologistôs judgement; 

obviously consultees would then be able to agree or disagree with this.  

 


