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Introduction 

1. This Chapter describes the methods used to establish the bird interest within the 

Proposed Development site and surrounding area, together with the process used to 

determine the Nature Conservation Importance of the bird populations present. It 

explains the ways in which birds may be affected by the Proposed Development and 

assesses the likely effects of the Proposed Development and their significance. 

2. Particular attention has been paid to species of high or moderate conservation 

importance (target species). These include, but are not restricted to, species with 

national or international protection under the Wildlife and Countryside Act 1981 (and 

later amendments) and the EU Birds Directive (79/409/EEC). 

3. Birds may be affected by the following phases of the Proposed Development: 

• Construction: construction of track, turbine and hard-standing; 

• Operation: turbine operation and associated maintenance activities; 

• Decommissioning: the removal of installed structure and reinstatement of 

habitats where appropriate. 

4. The potential effects of the Proposed Development on birds are: 

• Habitat modification due to changes in land management or hydrology; 

• Direct habitat loss due to land take by wind turbine base, access track and 

ancillary structures; 

• Indirect habitat loss due to the displacement of birds as a result of 

construction and maintenance activities, or due to the presence of the 

operating wind turbine close to nesting or feeding sites or habitual flight 

routes; 

• Disturbance of bird behaviours due to construction and operational effects 

that do not result in displacement.  This may result in reduced productivity 

and/or survival; and 

• Collision: the killing or injury of birds following collision with rotating turbine 

blades and associated structures. 

5. The assessment is based on information available at the time of writing, presented 

in the Ornithological Technical Report (Appendix E.2). 

Methodology 

Field Survey 

6. Baseline ornithological surveys were initiated in April 2019 and continued until August 

2019. Hence, surveys collected bird data during one breeding season (April-August). 

The prime objectives were to survey breeding and foraging birds within and around 

the Proposed Development and quantify flight activity during the breeding period. 
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Details of the timing, extent and methods used in field surveys are given in 

Appendix E.2. 

Assessment of Significance 

7. The assessment follows the process set out in the Town and Country Planning 

(Environmental Impact Assessment) (Scotland) Regulations 2017 (‘the EIA 

Regulations’) and Scottish Government guidance on the implementation of the Birds 

and Habitats Directives (SERAD, 2000). The process of evaluating the effects of the 

Proposed Development on birds ensures that the consenting authority has sufficient 

information to determine whether the Proposed Development (either alone or in 

combination with other plans or projects) is likely to have a significant effect on bird 

interests. 

8. The assessment determines the potential effects of the Proposed Development and 

considers the likelihood of their occurrence. Effect is defined as change in the 

assemblage of bird species present as a result of the Proposed Development. Change 

can occur either during or beyond the life of the Development. Where the response 

of a population has varying degrees of likelihood, the probability of these differing 

outcomes is considered. Note that effects can be adverse, neutral or beneficial. 

9. Effects are evaluated against the existing baseline conditions, i.e. without the 

Proposed Development present. The evaluation assumes that there are no existing 

significant adverse effects on the population, range or distribution of a species; and 

no significant interference with the flight paths of migratory birds. 

10. Where there is a potential effect on a bird population that forms part of the qualifying 

interest of an internationally or nationally designated site (or where such designation 

is proposed), i.e. Ramsar sites, Special Protection Areas (SPAs) and Sites of Special 

Scientific Interest (SSSIs) or a site that would meet the criteria for international or 

national designation, so far as possible, effects are judged against whether the 

Proposed Development could significantly affect the site population and its 

distribution. 

11. Where bird populations are not protected by such a designation (i.e. where the 

population does not meet the criteria for designation), then judgement is made 

against a more general expectation that the Proposed Development would not have 

a significant adverse effect on the species’ overall population, range or distribution; 

and that it would not interfere significantly with the flight paths of migratory birds. 

Evaluating Effects 

12. In assessing whether an effect is significant or not, three factors are considered: 

• the Nature Conservation Importance of the species involved; 

• the magnitude of the likely effect; and 

• the conservation status of the species. 

Nature Conservation Importance 

13. The Nature Conservation Importance of each bird species potentially affected by 

the Proposed Development is defined according to Table 1. 

Table 1: Nature Conservation Importance 

Importance Definition 

High Species listed in Annex 1 of the EU Birds Directive. 

Breeding species listed on Schedule 1 of the Wildlife and Countryside Act, 1981 

(WCA). 

Moderate Species on the Birds of Conservation Concern (BOCC) ‘Red’ list (Eaton et al., 

2009) or IUCN ‘Red list’ – ‘Near Threatened’ (http://www.iucnredlist.org). 

Regularly occurring migratory species, which are either rare or vulnerable, or 

warrant special consideration on account of the proximity of migration routes, 

or breeding, moulting, wintering or staging areas in relation to the 

Development. 

Species not listed above but present in regionally important numbers (>1% 

regional population). 

Low All other species not covered above. 

Magnitude of Effect 

14. Magnitude is determined following consideration of the spatial and temporal nature 

of each potential effect. There are five levels of spatial magnitude (Table 2) and four 

levels of temporal magnitude (Table 3). In the case of non-designated sites, spatial 

magnitude is assessed in respect of populations within an appropriate ecological unit; 

in the present case, the appropriate unit is taken to be the Peatlands of Caithness 

and Sutherland Natural Heritage Zone (NHZ 5), as defined by SNH (SNH, 2018). 

Table 2: Levels of spatial magnitude of effect 

Magnitude Definition 

Very high Total/near total loss of a bird population due to mortality or displacement. 

Total/near total loss of productivity in a bird population due to disturbance. 

Guide: >80% of regional population affected. 

High Major reduction in the status or productivity of a bird population due to 

mortality or displacement or disturbance. 

Guide: 21-80% of regional population affected. 

Moderate Partial reduction in the status or productivity of a bird population due to 

mortality or displacement or disturbance. 

Guide: 6-20% of regional population affected. 

Low Small but discernible reduction in the status or productivity of a bird 

population due to mortality or displacement or disturbance. 

Guide: 1-5% of the regional population affected. 
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Table 2: Levels of spatial magnitude of effect 

Magnitude Definition 

Negligible Very slight reduction in the status or productivity of a bird population due to 

mortality or displacement or disturbance. Reduction barely discernible, 

approximating to the “no change” situation. 

Guide: <1% of regional population affected. 

15. The magnitude of an effect can be influenced by when it occurs. For example, 

operations undertaken in daylight hours may have little temporal overlap with the 

occupancy of birds’ night-time roosts; and seasonality in a bird population’s 

occupancy of a site may mean that effects are unlikely during certain periods of the 

year. 

16. A population’s behavioural sensitivity may also be considered. Behavioural sensitivity 

may be judged as being high, moderate or low according to the species' ecological 

function and behaviour. Behavioural sensitivity can differ even between similar 

species and, for a particular species, some populations and individuals may be more 

sensitive than others, and sensitivity may change over time, e.g. species are often 

more sensitive during the breeding season. 

Table 3: Levels of temporal magnitude of effect 

Magnitude Definition 

Permanent Impacts continuing indefinitely beyond the span of one human generation 

(taken as approximately 25 years), except where there is likely to be 

substantial improvement after this period (e.g. the replacement of mature 

trees by young trees which need >25 years to reach maturity, or restoration 

of ground after removal of a development.  Such exceptions can be termed 

very long term effects). 

Long-term Approximately 15 - 25 years or longer (refer to above). 

Medium-term Approximately 5 - 15 years. 

Short-term Up to approximately 5 years. 

17. Importantly, where such information exists from monitoring studies, data on the 

responses of individual birds and bird populations to wind farms and similar 

developments are taken into account, along with knowledge of how rapidly the 

population or performance of a species is likely to recover following loss or 

disturbance (e.g. by birds being recruited from other populations elsewhere). 

Conservation status 

18. Where the available data allows, the conservation status of each potentially affected 

population is considered within the NHZ. For these purposes, conservation status is 

taken to mean the sum of the influences acting on a population which may affect its 

long term distribution and abundance. Conservation status is considered to be 

favourable where: 

1) a species appears to be maintaining itself on a long term basis as a viable 

component of its habitats; 

2) the natural range of the species is not being reduced, nor is likely to be 

reduced for the foreseeable future; and 

3) there is (and will probably continue to be) sufficient habitat to maintain the 

species population on a long term basis. 

Determining significance 

19. Following the classification of each species’ Nature Conservation Importance and 

consideration of the magnitude of each effect, professional judgement is used to 

make a reasoned assessment of the likely effect on the conservation status of each 

potentially affected species. 

20. In accordance with the EIA Regulations, each likely effect is evaluated and classified 

as either significant or not significant. The significance levels of effect on bird 

populations are described in Table 4. Detectable changes in the conservation status 

of regional populations of Nature Conservation Importance are automatically 

considered to be significant impacts under the EIA Regulations (i.e. no distinction is 

made between effects of “major” or “moderate” significance). Non-significant effects 

include all those which are likely to result in barely detectable (minor) or non-

detectable (negligible) changes in the conservation status of regional (and therefore 

national) bird populations. If a potential effect is determined to be significant, 

measures to avoid, reduce or remedy the effect are suggested wherever possible. 

Table 4: Significance levels of effect 

Significance Definition 

Major Detectable changes in regional populations of nature conservation importance 

that would have severe effects on conservation status. 

Moderate Detectable changes in regional populations of nature conservation importance 

that would likely affect their conservation status. 

Minor Small or barely detectable changes that would be unlikely to affect the 

conservation status of regional populations of nature conservation importance. 

Negligible No or non-detectable changes in the conservation status of regional populations 

of nature conservation importance. 

Baseline Conditions 

Existing Conditions 

21. This section summarises the baseline bird populations and flight activity within and 

surrounding the Proposed Development based on surveys undertaken in the period 

April to August 2019. The survey methods and detailed results are described in 

Appendix E.2. 



CleanEarth Energy Ltd. Tacher C Wind Turbine 
Appendix E.1: Ornithology Assessment 

 
Page 4 

 

Habitat 

22. The area within the 2 km survey boundary of Proposed Development comprises of 

farmland of unimproved grazing. 

Divers 

23. One red-throated diver sighting was recorded during all surveys. This flight was 

recorded from the GVP and involved two adult birds which flew high over the 500 m 

buffer of the Proposed Development. No breeding sites were recorded within 2 km of 

the Proposed Development (Appendix E.2; Figure 4). 

Wildfowl 

24. Wildfowl records were limited to greylag goose and wigeon. There are no breeding 

areas in the vicinity and relatively little activity was recorded relative to the known 

volume of movements by these species. There were few records and the numbers 

recorded were very low with one flight by greylag goose (totalling two birds) and a 

single wigeon was recorded in May 2019 (Appendix E.2; Figures 4 and 7). 

Raptors 

25. Hen harrier, merlin and osprey were recorded during baseline surveys. However, only 

hen harrier was observed within the 500 m buffer of the Proposed Development. 

During GVP surveys, hen harrier was recorded in flight on two occasions (totalling 

145 seconds of flight) during the survey period, both of which were below collision 

risk height. Merlin was recorded in April. No flights were seen from the GVP and the 

single record was of a bird heard calling in an area within the 2 km buffer of the 

Proposed Development. Osprey was seen during May. One flight was recorded from 

the GVP within the 500 m buffer of the Proposed Development. Two individuals were 

recorded during a watch for osprey activity later that day. None of these species were 

found to be breeding within the 2 km of the Proposed Development. An osprey was 

nesting over 4 km away (Appendix E.2; Figures 4 and 5). 

Owls 

26. No owls were recorded during any survey. 

Gulls and skuas 

27. Herring gull, great black-backed gull and great skua were recorded during baseline 

surveys; however, no breeding sites were recorded within the 2 km of the Proposed 

Development. 

28. Herring gull was recorded in April, May and August. Eleven flights, involving a total 

of 83 birds (flocks sizes between 1 and 27), were seen from the GVP within the 500 

m buffer of the Proposed Development. Of these, eight flights (involving 68 birds) 

were at least partly at collision risk height. The one flight by great black-backed gull 

within the 500 m buffer of the Proposed Development was below collision risk height 

(Appendix E.2; Figure 3). 

29. A single flight by a great skua was above collision risk height (Appendix E.2; 

Figure 4). 

Waders 

30. Breeding territories of curlew (one territory), oystercatcher (one territory) and snipe 

(three territories) were recorded during baseline surveys within the 500 m buffer of 

the Proposed Development (Appendix E.2; Figure 6). 

31. Golden plover was recorded in April outside the 500 m buffer of the Proposed 

Development (Appendix E.2; Figure 6). 

32. Nine curlew flights were recorded within 500 m of the Proposed Development; seven 

of these flights were at least partially at collision risk height (Appendix E.2; 

Figure 4).  

33. Two flights by greenshanks (one by a single bird and the other by two birds) flew 

through the 500 m buffer of the Proposed Development; the single bird was below 

collision risk height whilst the two birds were at least partially at collision risk height 

(Appendix E.2; Figure 4). 

Passerines 

34. Of the passerine species, five territories holding skylark and one reed bunting 

territory were identified within 500 m of the Proposed Development (Appendix E.2; 

Figure 6). 

Importance of Receptors 

35. Potential effects are evaluated in respect of those species which are of high and 

moderate Nature Conservation Importance at the Proposed Development site 

(Table 5). Consideration is given to the criteria in Table 1 when assigning the Nature 

Conservation Importance of potentially affected species. 

Table 5: Nature Conservation Importance of Potentially Affected Species 

Importance Species 

High Red-throated diver, greylag goose, wigeon, hen harrier, merlin, osprey, herring 

gull, great black-backed gull, golden plover, greenshank 

Moderate Curlew, lapwing, skylark 

Low All other species. 

36. Red-throated diver does not breed within 2 km of the Proposed Development. No 

flights at collision risk height were recorded within 500 m of the Proposed 

Development during baseline vantage point watches and as such these data do not 

constitute a basis for a prospective significant effect under the EIA Regulations and 

there is no requirement for a more detailed assessment. 
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37. The very low level of activity recorded for greylag goose and wigeon indicates that 

there is no basis for a prospective significant effect on either species under the EIA 

Regulations and there is no requirement for a more detailed assessment. 

38. For hen harrier, merlin and osprey, baseline surveys found no evidence for breeding 

occurring within the survey boundaries and very low levels of activity were recorded. 

These data indicate that, despite the high Nature Conservation Importance 

(Table 1), there is no potential for any adverse effect on the regional (or national) 

populations of these species, resulting from the construction, operation or 

decommissioning of the Proposed Development. Therefore, potential effects on hen 

harrier, merlin and osprey cannot be significant under the terms of the EIA 

Regulations and there is no requirement for a more detailed assessment. 

39. In light of the sparse presence of wader species at distances where individuals may 

be affected by the Proposed Development and the very low levels of activity recorded 

during baseline surveys these data do not constitute a basis for a prospective 

significant effect under the EIA Regulations and there is no requirement for a more 

detailed assessment. 

40. Numbers of other passerine species of Nature Conservation Importance recorded 

during baseline surveys were small. Given this information and what is known about 

their population sizes and habitats (Forrester et al., 2007), these records do not 

constitute a basis for a prospective adverse effect due to the Proposed Development. 

In view of this, potential effects on skylark and reed bunting cannot be significant 

under the EIA Regulations and there is no requirement for a more detailed 

assessment of these species. 

41. No bird species have been identified where there exists the potential for a significant 

effect as a result of the Proposed Development, and therefore no further assessment 

under the EIA Regulations is required for ornithology. 

Effects Scoped Out 

42. On the basis of the desk based and survey work undertaken (see Appendix 1 and 

Paragraphs 23 – 34 of this chapter), the professional judgement of the EIA team, 

experience from other relevant projects, consultations and policy guidance, several 

topic areas have been ‘scoped out’ of the assessment. Specifically, following due 

consideration of the potential for the Proposed Development to give rise to significant 

effects on relevant ornithological interests, it has been concluded that significant 

effects are unlikely. Therefore, a detailed assessment is not required under the EIA 

Regulations. Hence, the topic areas scoped out of this assessment are all bird species, 

as follows: 

43. Effects on the following bird species: red-throated diver, greylag goose, wigeon, 

hen harrier, merlin, osprey, herring gull, great black-backed gull, golden plover, 

greenshank, curlew and lapwing. Baseline studies recorded all of these species, all 

of which are considered of high or moderate Nature Conservation Importance 

(Table 1). Although these species were present, they were recorded infrequently, 

and in relatively small numbers (Appendix E.2). Hence, their reliance on habitats 

(e.g. for breeding or foraging) and airspace in the vicinity of the Proposed 

Development was clearly very low, and the Proposed Development will have 

negligible effects on relevant populations of these species. Consequently, given 

regional abundance and/or behavioural sensitivity there is considered to be no 

potential for any adverse effect on regional populations as a result of construction or 

operational activities. Therefore, these species are not considered further in the 

ornithological assessment. 

Assessment of Effects 

Construction and operation 

44. When the baseline data are evaluated against the criteria for assessment (Tables 1 

to 4), it has been demonstrated that there is no requirement for any further 

assessment due to so few records and so little flight activity for any species recorded. 

45. No potentially adverse effects were required to be assessed in detail and it is 

concluded that the likely effects of the Proposed Development on all bird species are 

not significant under the terms of the EIA Regulations. 

Decommissioning 

46. Habitat reinstatement requirements would be set out in consultation with the 

statutory authorities at the time of decommissioning. The turbine will be removed at 

the end of the operational phase (35 years), with foundations removed to 1 m below 

ground level as part of site restoration. Disturbance effects due to decommissioning 

would last for a shorter time and be of lower intensity than during construction, and 

so effects would be similar in nature but of lower magnitude during decommissioning. 

If decommissioning is to occur during times of the year when breeding birds might 

be affected, best practice measures, like those used during construction, will be put 

into place. These measures will include searches for breeding Schedule 1 bird 

species. 

47. The magnitude of decommissioning effects on all species is considered to be 

negligible. Even in the case of species of highest Nature Conservation Importance 

(Table 5) these effects are judged as being highly unlikely to be significant under 

the terms of the EIA Regulations. 

Cumulative Effects 

48. The EIA Regulations require the cumulative effects of the Proposed Development with 

other relevant projects or plans to be assessed. SNH guidance (SNH, 2012) on 

assessing cumulative effects has been followed. In considering cumulative effects, it 

is necessary to identify any effects that are minor (or greater) in isolation (Table 4) 

but that may be major cumulatively. 

49. “Target” species were taken to be those species of high or moderate Nature 

Conservation Importance (Tables 1 and 5) for which there was some indication of a 
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potential effect as a result of the Proposed Development, which may be exacerbated 

cumulatively. However, no significant effects of the Proposed Development were 

identified. As such, the predicted in-isolation effects of the Proposed Development 

are considered to have no potential to contribute to cumulative effects and are 

therefore negligible across all species. In conclusion, for all bird species, the 

cumulative effects of the Proposed Development in-combination with other projects 

in the NHZ are likely to be negligible and deemed to be not significant under the 

terms of the EIA Regulations. 

Mitigation and Enhancement 

50. The assessment has concluded that there would be no significant effects on bird 

species and therefore mitigation is not required. 

Ornithology Best Practice Measures 

51. The assessment has been undertaken under the assumption that surveys to locate 

the nests of wild birds will be undertaken prior to wind turbine-related construction 

work. Should an active nest site of a Schedule 1 bird be located, all constructions 

works within 500 m of the nest site should be halted immediately and a disturbance 

risk assessment prepared. The risk assessment should consider the possible 

implications on the breeding attempt of each type of construction activity and set out 

necessary measures to ensure that no disturbance occurs. Details of measures would 

be submitted to SNH for agreement before recommencing work. 

52. Should the nest of any other wild bird not listed on Schedule 1 be located, 

construction activities within 50 m of the nest site should be halted and the Ecological 

Clerk of Works (EcoW) informed immediately. A disturbance risk assessment should 

be undertaken and any measures considered necessary to prevent disturbance to the 

nest site be implemented. For some species breeding in some locations, no actions 

may be necessary but for others, buffers may be required around the nesting attempt 

to prevent unnecessary disturbance until the nest is no longer active. 

Residual impacts  

53. No potentially adverse effects were required to be assessed in detail and therefore 

no significant residual effects have been identified. 

Conclusion 

54. The likely ornithological effects of the Proposed Development were evaluated in 

accordance with the methodology described in this chapter. It is concluded that the 

likely effects of the Proposed Development on all bird species are not significant 

under the terms of the EIA Regulations. 

Effects on European and national designated sites of ornithological importance 

55. The Proposed Development site is not covered by any statutory nature conservation 

designations for ornithological interests. However, the Proposed Development is 

adjacent to components of the Caithness and Sutherland Peatlands Special Protection 

Area (SPA) and Ramsar site and is 14 km from the East Caithness Cliffs SPA. 

56. The European Directive which is currently relevant in the context of SPAs is the 

Council Directive 2009/147/EC on the Conservation of Wild Birds (the Birds 

Directive). In Scotland the Birds Directive has been transposed into the domestic 

legislation through the Habitats Regulations. Guidance for the implementation of the 

Habitats Regulations in Scotland is provided in Scottish Office Circular No. 6/1995 

(revised by the Scottish Executive in June 2000) (SERAD 2000), and in the context 

of the protection of the Ramsar sites, the Scottish Government guidance published 

on 22 January 2019. 

57. The Habitats Regulations state that an assessment of the possible effects of a 

proposed development on an SPA is the responsibility of the competent authority – 

here, the Highland Council. However, as the applicant seeking consent is obliged to 

provide such information as the Highland Council may reasonably require for the 

purposes of the assessment of the implications of the Proposed Development for the 

Caithness and Sutherland Peatlands Special Protection Area (SPA) and Ramsar site 

and the East Caithness Cliffs SPA in light of each site’s conservation objectives. This 

information is contained within this chapter, and the associated Appendix E.2, and 

so is not repeated at length here.  

58. Regulation 48 of the Habitats Regulations refers to three assessment steps: the 

outcome of the first two steps determining whether or not the third needs to be 

implemented. The three steps, set out below as questions, are: 

Step 1: Is the proposal directly connected with or necessary to the management 

of the site? 

Step 2: Is the proposal, alone or in combination, likely to have a significant effect 

on the site? If a significant effect is likely, then an appropriate assessment 

is necessary; and 

Step 3: Can it be demonstrated in light of the conservation objectives that the 

proposal will not adversely affect the integrity of the site? 

59. In respect of the Proposed Development, the following comments are made in light 

of the three steps referred to above, to assist the Highland Council with undertaking 

the appropriate assessment: 

Step 1. The construction and operation of the Proposed Development is not directly 

connected with or necessary for the management of the above named SPAs, and 

therefore the next step needs to be considered. 

Step 2. Caithness and Sutherland Peatlands Special Protection Area (SPA) and Ramsar site. 

Baseline studies recorded the following qualifying species; red-throated diver, 

greylag goose, wigeon, hen harrier, merlin, golden plover and greenshank. Although 
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these species were present, they were recorded infrequently, and in relatively small 

numbers (Appendix E.2). No qualifying species of this SPA and Ramsar site were 

recorded as breeding within 2 km of the Proposed Development. Hence, their reliance 
on habitats (e.g. for breeding or foraging) and airspace within the Proposed 

Development site was clearly very low, and the Proposed Development will have 

negligible effects on relevant SPA/Ramsar populations of these species. 

Consequently, given the favourable condition of each species within the SPA there is 

considered to be no potential for any negative effect on these SPA/Ramsar 

populations as a result of construction or operational activities. Despite a link 
between the proposal’s effects and the qualifying species of the SPA, likely significant 

effect is considered trivial or inconsequential and an appropriate assessment is 

therefore not required. 

Step 2. East Caithness Cliffs SPA. 

Baseline studies recorded the following qualifying species; herring gull and great 

black-backed gull. As great black-backed gull was only recorded once during baseline 
surveys this species is not considered further. Herring gull was recorded on eleven 

occasions passing within 500 m of the Proposed Development and due to the likely 

potential for collision mortality to the species during operation it is considered that 

there is a likelihood of significant effects. 

The East Caithness Cliffs SPA’s conservation objectives (relevant to both Steps 2 and 

3 of an assessment) are designed to achieve the obligations set out in Article 6.2 of 

the Habitats Directive (which applies to SPAs) by using the components of favourable 
conservation status for species as set out within Article 1(i) of the Habitats Directive. 

This approach is recommended by the EC in their Guidance on Managing Natura 2000 

Sites, Section 2.3.2. The conservation objectives for SPAs are the same as for other 

SPAs in Scotland in having an overarching conservation objective to avoid 

deterioration of the habitats of the qualifying interest, or significant disturbance to 

the qualifying interest, thus ensuring that the integrity of the site (SPA) is 
maintained. The component conservation objectives which encapsulate the 

maintenance of site (SPA) integrity in the long-term are as follows: 

1. ensure for the qualifying species that there is no significant disturbance; 

2. ensure for the qualifying species that the structure, function and 

supporting processes of habitats supporting the species are maintained in 

the long term; 

3. ensure for the qualifying species that the distribution and extent of 

habitats supporting the species are maintained in the long term; 

4. ensure for the qualifying species that the distribution of the species within 

the site is maintained in the long term; and 

5. ensure for the qualifying species that the population of the species is 

maintained as a viable component of the site. 

Step 3. As noted earlier, under Step 2 of the assessment process, it was considered 

reasonable to conclude that it was likely that the Proposed Development would have 

a significant effect on herring gull. Since this section is designed to provide the 
competent authority with the necessary information to undertake an assessment 

under the Habitats Regulations, subsequent sections therefore assume that, under 

Step 3, an appropriate assessment requires implementation, and hence subsequent 

sections place the Proposed Development’s potential effects on site integrity under 

detailed scientific scrutiny, utilising evidence gathered from the Proposed 

Development site, and with explicit reference to the relevant conservation objectives 

of the East Caithness Cliffs SPA. 

Assessment of Effects on Conservation Objectives 

60. The information presented in this Chapter and associated appendix suggests that 

collision mortality is the potential adverse effect which could result from the Proposed 

Development, and such an effect, under either step 2 or step 3, are relevant to 

conservation objective 5 (“Ensure for the qualifying species that the population of 

the species is maintained as a viable component of the site”) listed above. If this 

effect was of a large enough magnitude then objective 4 (“Ensure for the qualifying 

species that the distribution of the species within the site is maintained in the long 

term”) may also be impinged upon. The other three conservation objectives (1, 2 

and 3) are therefore not relevant for consideration of any potentially adverse impact 

on the SPA interest as a consequence of the Proposed Development, since the 

Proposed Development will not compromise these objectives due to the distance 

between the SPA and the Proposed Development.  

Conservation objective 5 - Ensure for the qualifying species that the population 

of the species is maintained as a viable component of the site 

61. The Proposed Development may cause direct mortality to herring as a result of 

collision with rotating turbine blades. Herring gull killed through turbine collisions 

must be considered part of the East Caithness Cliffs SPA population, as determining 

beyond doubt that they were not would be almost impossible. As a result, there is 

potential for the integrity of the East Caithness Cliffs SPA to be compromised as a 

result of direct mortality to the qualifying interest. 

62. Flight activity surveys conducted between April and August 2019 recorded eleven 

flights by herring gull which passed through airspace within 500 m of turbine 

locations. Hence, it is clear that some potential for collision by herring gull with 

turbines at the Proposed Development does exist.  

63. Collision risk modelling predicted 0.44 herring gulls would collide per year 

(Appendix E.2). This modelled mortality would be barely detectable at SPA level. 

Given that background annual mortality within the SPA population will account for 

the deaths of around 12 % of the population annually (Wanless et al., 1996), i.e. 

probably in excess of 780 birds (Swann, 2016), there is no realistic prospect of 

collision mortality affecting the trajectory of the SPA population. Hence, without 

recourse to further analyses it is considered beyond scientific doubt that collision 

mortality would not adversely affect the qualifying interest at East Caithness Cliffs 

SPA and that the conservation objective of maintaining the herring gull population as 

a viable component of the site would not be compromised by the Proposed 

Development. 
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Conservation objective 4 - Ensure for the qualifying species that the distribution 

of the species within the site is maintained in the long term 

64. It follows from the conclusions arrived at in respect of conservation objective 5 

above, that the distribution of the species within the SPA will be unaffected by the 

Proposed Development and, therefore, conservation objective 4 would not be 

impinged upon. 

In Isolation Effects 

65. In evaluating the impact of the Proposed Development in isolation, therefore, there 

is no prospect that the Proposed Development could affect the integrity of the SPA. 

In Combination Effects 

66. As noted above, it is necessary that the competent authority considers, within the 

assessment steps, the potential effect of the proposed Development alone or “in 

combination” with other projects. 

67. However, as noted above, the effect of collision mortality would be undetectable. As 

such, the predicted in-isolation effects of the Proposed Development are considered 

to have no potential to contribute to in-combination effects. Therefore, there is no 

prospect that the Proposed Development in combination with other plans or projects 

could affect the integrity of the SPA. 

Conclusion 

68. In conclusion, none of the SPA’s conservation objectives would be compromised by 

the Proposed Development alone, or in combination with other developments, and 

the Proposed Development would, therefore, not affect the integrity of the SPA. 
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