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Remit and Scope 
 LUC was appointed by CleanEarth Energy to prepare an 

ecological baseline report to inform an Environmental Impact 
Assessment of a proposed wind turbine at Tacher, near 
Latheron in Caithness. 

 This report provides an account of the methods adopted 
during data collection, a description of ecological features and 
an interpretation of their ecological importance. The following 
terrestrial ecological features are considered: 

 Sites designated for the ecological or nature 
conservation features (excluding those designated for 
ornithological features). 

 Habitats and vegetation, including Ground Water 
Dependent Terrestrial Ecosystems (GWDTEs). 

 Protected Species. 

Proposed Development 
 The proposed development includes the installation and 

operation of one wind turbine, hereafter referred to as Turbine 
C, with a tip height of 130 m, located at Ordnance Survey 
National Grid Reference ND 17339 47679.  

 Turbine C will be located on an area of hardstanding, 
which will support necessary infrastructure. Two other wind 
turbines, Turbines A and B, are located nearby therefore a new 
access track to Turbine C will extend directly south and join the 
proposed access track for Turbine B1 at, approximately, 
Ordnance Survey National Grid Reference ND 17515 47326. 
Where possible the new track will be floating.  

 A figure showing the location and extent of the proposed 
development is provided in Figure 1, Appendix A. 

Site Location and Overview 
 The proposed development is located at Tacher, 

approximately 13km north of the village of Latheron in 
Caithness. 

 ____________________________________________________________________________________________________  
1 Tacher Turbine B – Ecological Baseline Survey.  LUC 2019. 

 The turbine and its infrastructure sit within a low-lying, 
relatively level area of rough grazing pasture between the A9, 
to the east, and the Little River, to the west. 

 Although located in a much wider context of extensive 
heath and moor habitat, Tacher represents one of the most 
heavily modified land parcels in the wider area. Extensive 
agricultural management, primarily grazing and drainage, has 
resulted in the ‘improvement’ of the vegetation assemblage with 
a resultant decrease in moor species and an increase in highly 
competitive agricultural grasses. 

Using This Report 
 The data and interpretation within the report should be 

used to inform an Environmental Impact Assessment in line 
with current best practice methods as they relate to ecology2. 

 As required by the 2017 amendments to the EIA 
Regulations in Scotland, EIAs must be prepared by “competent” 
authors. Competency is interpreted as an appropriate 
ecological professional with qualification and extensive direct 
experience in assessing the potential effects of development on 
ecological receptors. 

 The data and interpretation within this report should only 
be used by a competent author during the preparation of the 
EIA. 

2 CIEEM (2018) Guidelines for Ecological Impact Assessment in the 
UK and Ireland (3rd edn)   
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 In order that the EIA is informed by a robust terrestrial 
ecological baseline, a wide-ranging and robust approach was 
taking to data collection.  The various elements of the method 
are described below. 

Desk Study 
 A desk study was undertaken with a view to identifying 

known existing ecological sensitivities.  The desk study 
included: 

 A search for statutory and non-statutory designated sites 
within 2km of the proposed turbine location 3 (excluding 
sites designated for their ornithological features). 

 A search for Ancient Woodland Inventory (AWI) sites 
within 2km of the turbine, infrastructure and access 
tracks4. 

 A search for Class 1 and Class 2 designations 
(NatureScot Carbon and Peatland Map) within 2km of the 
turbine, infrastructure and access tracks5. 

 A search for records of non-avian protected species within 
2km of turbines, infrastructure and access tracks6. 

 A review of peat depth surveys undertaken to inform the 
Tacher Turbine C design process. 

 In addition to the specific searches noted above, the 
report is also cognisant of all relevant nature conservation 
legislation and policy, including: 

 Conservation (Natural Habitats, &c.) Regulations 1994. 
(Known as The Habitat Regulations); 

 The Wildlife and countryside Act 1991; 

 The Protection of Badgers (Scotland) Act 1992; 

 The Scottish Biodiversity List7; and 

 The Highland Biodiversity Action Plan (2021 – 2026)8. 

 ____________________________________________________________________________________________________  
3 NatureScot Site Link. Available online at: 
https://sitelink.nature.scot/home 
4 Available online at https://www.nature.scot/doc/guide-understanding-
scottish-ancient-woodland-inventory-awi 
5 Available online at https://www.nature.scot/professional-
advice/planning-and-development/planning-and-development-
advice/soils/carbon-and-peatland-2016-map 
6 Available via the NBN atlas, www.nbnatlas.org  

Field Studies 
 Site surveys were undertaken by an experienced 

ecologist in March 2022, with a view to collecting all necessary 
terrestrial ecological baseline data.  Survey methods are 
described below. 

Habitats, Vegetation and GWDTEs 

 In order that vegetation and habitats were surveyed and 
classified to an appropriate level of detail, NVC methods9 were 
adopted.  The NVC methods are the most scientifically robust 
and detailed means of classifying vegetation types in the UK.  
The common language of the NVC methods is used throughout 
nature conservation policy and is used to define habitats of 
conservation importance in both legislation and statutory 
guidance. 

 At Tacher, all vegetation communities within 200m of the 
proposed turbine, and 100m of infrastructure and access tracks 
(hereafter referred to as the ‘Study Area’), was surveyed by an 
experienced ecologist in suitable weather conditions.   

 As required by the method, all areas of vegetation 
homogeneity were identified and species data collected within 
each.  NVC classifications were not determined in the field but 
following field surveys when species data could be assessed in 
relation to NVC floristic tables.  ‘Best fit’ principles were applied 
when determining NVC classifications for each area of 
homogeneity.  Photographs were also taken to aid in 
subsequent classification. 

 The method by which GWDTEs are identified also relies 
on classification at NVC level10.  Upon determining the NVC 
community, a decision tool is used to establish the level of 
dependency of each community on groundwater. Table 2.1 
shows the decision-making tool used in determining GWDTE 
presence.

7 Available online at: https://www.nature.scot/doc/scottish-biodiversity-
list  
8 Available online at: 
https://www.highlandenvironmentforum.info/biodiversity/action-plan/  
9 National Vegetation Classification.  All relevant volumes adopted, 
along with, NVC User Handbook (2006).  Rodwell, J.  JNCC, 
Peterborough. 
10 SEPA Land Use Planning System.  Guidance Note 31.   
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Table 2.1: GWDTE Decision Tool; Determining the level of ground water dependency 

Criteria Yes No 

  A.  Is the GWDTE vegetation evidently influenced by groundwater? 

(i.e., base-enriched (M10, M11, M37 and/or M38) and/or discharging from an evident point source 
such as a spring head (M31, M32, M33). 

  

If the answer to A is ‘Yes’ then field assessment ends at this stage and the GWDTE is treated as ‘high’, as per the guidance. 
If ‘No’, continue to B. 

B.  Is the GWDTE polygon associated with an evident surface water feature?  i.e. is the vegetation located within one of the 
following topographic locations: 

1. Watershed/ridge   

2. Watercourse    

3. Floodplain   

4. Ponding location, pond, loch, etc (localised depression)   

5. Surface water conveyance (drain, gully, rill, etc.)   

If the answer to B is ‘Yes’ then the GWDTE polygon is no more than ‘moderate’ and very likely to be ‘low’. Additional floristic 
and environmental data should be collected, including photographs to allow for further, desk-based determination of the 
groundwater dependency. If ‘No’, continue to C. 

C. Is the GWDTE polygon associated with an ombrogenous system?  i.e. with blanket bog or wet heath habitat. This is 
especially relevant to M6 and M25: 

1. Presence/persistence of distinctive bog habitat, species and/or associations.   

2. Deep peat not confined to depressions/valleys (>0.5 m visible in drains or hagged areas).   

If the answer to C is ‘Yes’ then the GWDTE is no more than ‘moderate’ and very likely to be ‘low’. Additional floristic and 
environmental data should be collected, including photographs to allow for further, desk-based determination pf the 
groundwater dependency.  
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Protected Species 

 The scope of protected species surveys was determined 
by the results of the desk study and the professional judgement 
of field surveys.   

 Based on the generally extensive nature of the Study 
Area’s saturated agricultural pastures, it’s potential value for 
protected species was very low, however nearby watercourses, 
primarily the Little River and its tributaries were considered 
suitable for otter, water vole and badger.   

 These species were subsequently surveyed for, following 
best practice methods11, within the vegetation Study Area 
described above.   

 All protected species surveys were undertaken in parallel 
with vegetation surveys completed by competent and 
experienced ecologists.   

Limitations 
 All ecological surveys represent a ‘snapshot’ of activity.  

Ecological features are dynamic and while survey methods are 
designed to identify evidence of key features, their presence 
can be obscured by a wide range of limiting factors, including 
weather, vegetation cover and land use.   

 Consequently, ecological surveys should be subject to 
regular update and should not be relied upon for long-term 
analysis.  In relation to protected species, surveys should be 
updated prior to the commencement of construction, to ensure 
compliance with nature conservation legislation. 

 In specific relation to Tacher, it should be recognised that 
surveys were conducted in March, at the very beginning of the 
ecological survey season.  As a consequence, some botanical 
species are unlikely to have been observable. The significance 
of the limitation is reduced by LUC having undertaken previous 
ecological survey work at the site for Turbines A and B and, 
consequently, having a robust understanding of the site's 
habitats. 

 

 ____________________________________________________________________________________________________  
11 Available at http://www.ieem.net/sources-of-survey-methods-sosm- 



 Chapter 3  
Baseline 
 

Tacher Turbine C 
April 2022 

 

LUC  I 5 

Desk Study 

Statutory and Non-Statutory Designated Sites 

 Four designated sites12 were recorded within the 
proposed turbine’s 2km search area.  Table 3.1 below provides  

 further detail.  When considering the table, the reader 
should also refer to Figure 1, Appendix 1, which shows 
designated sites spatially. 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 3.1: Designated Sites 

Site Name Designation Qualifying Features Distance and Orientation from Site 

Caithness 
and 
Sutherland 
Peatlands 

Special Area of 
Conservation 
(SAC) 

 Acid peat-stained lakes and ponds 

 Blanket bog 

 Clear water lakes or lochs with aquatic 
vegetation and poor to moderate nutrient 
levels 

 Depressions on peat substrates 

 Marsh saxifrage 

 Otter 

 Very wet mires often identified by an 
unstable ‘quaking’ 

 Wet heathland with cross-leaved heath 

Approximately 215m east of the proposed 
turbine, at its closest point. 

Shielton 
Peatlands 

Site of Special 
Scientific 
Interest (SSSI) 

 Blanket bog 
Approximately 215m east of the proposed 
turbine, at its closest point. 

River Thurso SAC 
 Atlantic salmon Approximately 395m west of the proposed 

access infrastructure, at its closest point. 

Blar nam 
faoileag SSSI 

 Upland habitat Approximately 480m west of the proposed 
access infrastructure, at its closest point. 

N/A Class 1 Carbon 
Rich Soils 

N/A The proposed turbine and approximately 
50% of the proposed access infrastructure 
is located within Class 1 Carbon Rich Soil. 

 

 ____________________________________________________________________________________________________  
12 Terrestrial ecological qualifying features only.  Ornithological and 
geological designations are not discussed here. 

-  
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Extant Protected Species Records 

 Existing records of protected species were limited; 
however, the following species have previously been recorded 
within the search area: 

 Otter (two records in 2009 and 2017); and 

 Water vole (13 records from between 2005 and 2014). 

 Both species were recorded on all watercourses 
surrounding the Site. 

Field Study 

Habitats 

 When considering the following vegetation descriptions, 
the reader should refer to the NVC Survey map, Figure 2, 
Appendix 1 and site photography in Appendix 2.   

 Seven community types were identified within the Study 
Area during the survey.  However, it should be noted that 
extensive agricultural modification with the vegetation Study 
Area has significantly altered the natural state of what are 
assumed to have been mire habitats.  The introduction of 
grazing stock and associated nutrient ‘improvement’ has 
resulted in the loss of ericoid layers and the establishment of 
grassy swards which, in some places, are dominated by 
agricultural species, including Holcus lanatus and Lolium 
perenne.  Each vegetation community is described below, 
according to their dominance. 

MG10 – Holcus lanatus – Juncus effuse rush-pasture 

 The vast majority of the Study Area comprised this 
agriculturally influenced vegetation community.  The 
classification includes wet pastures, normally with an acidic 
influence and, at Tacher, it is influenced by an underlying, very 
thin layer of peat (0-0.5cm depth).  

 Vegetation was broadly homogenous, with extensive 
dominant beds of soft rush, Juncus effusus, with open areas 
comprising agricultural species, including Yorkshire fog, Holcus 
lanatus, perennial rye-grass, Lolium perenne, and crested 
dog’s-tail, Cynosurus cristatus.  Herbs were limited, due to the 
close canopy created by the soft rush, however where they 
were identified, herbs were generally associated with mire 
conditions; tormentil, Potentilla erecta, and, rarely, bog 
asphodel, Narthecium ossifragum.   

 The bryophyte layer was sparse, but red-stemmed feather 
moss, Pleurozium schreberi, was recorded rarely.  Notably, 
occasional sphagnum hummocks were recorded, however 
these were few and far between.  The species assemblage was 
dominated by Sphagnum fallax. 

M19 – Calluna vulgaris – Eriophorum vaginatum blanket 
mire 

 In the north of the Study Area, to the north of the Allt an 
Feheoir, is a small area of blanket mire.  Like all habitats in the 
Study Area, the blanket mire has been heavily affected by 
grazing and historic burning, causing it to lose much of its 
distinguishing characteristics, particularly its ericoid layer.  
However, the vegetation within this low-lying, level area is 
generally consistent with the M19 classification, dominated by 
hare’s-tail cotton grass, Eriophorum vaginatum.  Cross-leaved 
heath, Erica tetralix and purple-moor grass, Molinia caerulea, 
were frequent-abundant, while ling, Calluna vulgaris, was 
occasionally recorded, along with tormentil and Sphagnum 
fallax. Bog asphodel was rare, as were orchid species.  

 Numerous drainage ditches cross the mire, each 
exposing peat to depths of around 30cm. 

MG7 – Lolium perenne leys and related grasslands 

 A small area within the west of the Study Area is given 
over to an actively grazed enclosure.  While occasional stands 
of soft rush were identified across the fields, the vegetation is 
improved and dominated by agricultural species, primarily 
perennial rye-grass, Yorkshire fog, crested dog’s-tail and sweet 
vernal-grass, Anthoxanthum odoratum.  Herbs were limited to 
Ranunculus spp, but some tormentil was also recorded. 

M15– Scirpus cespitosus – Erica tetralix wet heath 

 A very small area of remnant wet heath was recorded in 
the west of the Study Area on apparently thinner peat soils. 

 The classification recognises the dominance of purple-
moor grass in this area.  However, other mire species, including 
ling and cross-leaved heath were also recorded.  Hare’s-tail 
cotton grass was frequently recorded.  Bryophytes were 
dominated by red-stemmed feather moss, however Sphagnum 
fallax was recorded occasionally. 

M25 – Molinia caerulea – Potentilla erecta mire 

 A small area of this community was recorded in the west 
of the Stud Area, on a slight rise.  While species composition 
was broadly similar to the M15 community, i.e., dominated by 
purple moor-grass, a slight difference in the herb and bryophyte 
assemblages marked the difference.  Sundew, Drosera 
rotundifolia, was ocassionally recorded, while the bryophyte 
layer was more pronounced with common haircap, Polytricum 
commune, present in hummocks.  Similarly, Sphagnum fallax 
had developed large, more extensive hummocks within this 
area. 
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Other (Non-NVC) habitats 

 In addition to the NVC communities noted above the 
Study Area also supported: 

Running Water 
 Extensive drainage ditches, or modified natural 

watercourses, were also recorded throughout the Study Area.  
The ditches supported no instream, emergent or bankside 
vegetation. The ‘v’ cut nature of the ditches demonstrated the 
depth of underlying peat which appeared to be more than 50cm 
in places.   

Coniferous woodland (plantation) 
 A small area of mature sitka spruce, Picea sitchensis, was 

recorded in the south of the Study Area. 

Un-surveyed Areas 

 The A9 and habitats east of it were not surveyed, however 
the A9 is understood to form a barrier between the proposed 
development and therefore no impacts to the habitats present 
to the west of it are considered likely. 

Groundwater Dependent Terrestrial Ecosystems 

 One of the identified NVC communities, MG10, has 
potential to be groundwater dependent.  According to 
guidance10 the community could be ‘moderately groundwater 
dependent’.  Its true dependency is based on its hydrological 
context.  Table 3.2 below considers the features of the MG10 
communities at Tacher. 

 Based on Table 3.2, the following assumptions are made 
with regards to the actual groundwater dependency of the 
Study Area’s NVC communities: 

 MG10 - Unlikely to be groundwater dependent.  All 
communities influenced by underlying peat deposits, 
which are demonstrably shallower than 0.5m, according 
to recent peat probing exercises. 

Protected Species 
 Field surveys confirmed that the Study Area’s many 

drainage ditches did not present suitable habitat opportunities 
for otter or water vole.  The ditches are heavily managed and 
appear to be regularly cleared.  Consequently, there is no 
instream, emergent or bankside vegetation suitable for 
foraging. 

 No evidence of protected species was identified within the 
Study Area during the 2022 survey. 
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Table 3.2: GWDTE Assessment 

Criteria MG10 

Yes No 

A.  Is the GWDTE vegetation evidently influenced by groundwater? 

(i.e., base-enriched (M10, M11, M37 and/or M38) and/or discharging from an evident point 
source such as a spring head (M31, M32, M33). 

 
X 

If the answer to A is ‘Yes’ then field assessment ends at this stage and the GWDTE is treated as ‘high’, as per the guidance. If ‘No’, 
continue to B. 

B.  Is the GWDTE polygon associated with an evident surface water feature?  i.e. is the vegetation located within one of the following 
topographic locations: 

1. Watershed/ridge  X 

2. Watercourse   X 

3. Floodplain  X 

4. Ponding location, pond, loch, etc (localised depression)  X 

5. Surface water conveyance (drain, gully, rill, etc.)  X 

If the answer to B is ‘Yes’ then the GWDTE polygon is no more than ‘moderate’ and very likely to be ‘low’. Additional floristic and 
environmental data should be collected, including photographs to allow for further, desk-based determination of the groundwater 
dependency. If ‘No’, continue to C. 

C. Is the GWDTE polygon associated with an ombrogenous system?  i.e. with blanket bog or wet heath habitat. This is especially relevant 
to M6 and M25: 

1. Presence/persistence of distinctive bog habitat, species and/or associations. X  

2. Deep peat not confined to depressions/valleys (>0.5 m visible in drains or hagged 
areas).  X 

If the answer to C is ‘Yes’ then the GWDTE is no more than ‘moderate’ and very likely to be ‘low’. Additional floristic and environmental 
data should be collected, including photographs to allow for further, desk-based determination pf the groundwater dependency.  
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Designated Sites 
 Caithness and Sutherland support an extensive network 

of designated sites, including both internationally and 
domestically protected features.  Most of these sites recognise 
the unique value of the area’s peatland habitats and their role 
in supporting extensive biodiversity.   

 While the proposed development is not located within a 
designated site, the Study Area is both structurally and 
functionally connected to a number of SACs and SSSIs.  The 
Study Area’s intrinsic ecological value is limited (see Habitats 
and Vegetation below), and it is unlikely that the Study Area 
plays an important role in the ongoing maintenance of 
designated site viability. However, it should be recognised that 
poor construction practice could result in pollution events that 
could, in theory, have detrimental effects on designated areas. 

 A review of the Carbon and Peatland Map5 identifies 
extensive areas of ‘Class 1’ within to the Study Area. Indeed, 
approximately 50% of the proposed access track and all of the 
proposed turbine and crane pad are located within ‘Class 1’ 
soils.   

  However, peat probing has found the peat depth within 
the construction area is in fact too shallow to be considered 
Class 1 carbon-rich soils.  This is a consequence of a sensitive 
design process, which has deliberately attempted to avoid 
areas of deep peat. 

   The heavily modified and impoverished MG10 and M19 
communities within this area do not have the ‘high conservation 
value’ required to meet the classification5.   

Habitats and Vegetation 
 The Study Area’s dominant vegetation community, 

MG10, is considered to be widespread and common within the 
wider landscape.   

 Those habitats of ostensibly higher value, primarily M19, 
M15 and M25 are so degraded by intensive agricultural practice 
that they no longer support the biodiverse species assemblages 
for which they are normally valued.  Consequently, the inherent 
ecological value of these vegetation communities is limited.  
Notably, marsh saxifrage, Saxifraga hirculus, a qualifying 
feature of the Caithness and Sutherland Peatlands SAC was 
not recorded within the Study Area’s vegetation communities.   

 The Study Area is not considered to support any 
GWDTEs. 

Protected Species 
 No evidence of protected species was identified within the 

Study Area, largely due to the absence of significant 
watercourses or un-managed drainage ditches.   

 It is recognised that the Little River, a tributary of the River 
Thurso SAC, is approximately 395m to the west, and is thereby 
structurally linked to the Study Area. As noted in the 
‘Designated Sites’ interpretation, it is unlikely that the Study 
Area plays an important role in the ongoing maintenance and 
viability of designated site viability, including any protected 
species populations that utilise it. 

-  
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Plate 1:  A view of the proposed turbine location, showing 
extensive MG10 vegetation 

Plate 2:  A view south-west, from the proposed turbine 
location, showing extensive MG10 with M19 habitat in the 
west. 

  

Plate 3:  A further view south from the proposed turbine 
location, towards the A9, showing extensive MG10 
vegetation. 

Plate 4:  A view of the Allt an Feheoir, showing exposed, 
shallow peat. 

  

Plate 5:  A further view of the shallow and narrow Allt an 
Feheoir 

Plate 6:  A view west from the Study Area, towards 
extensive areas of heavily modified M19 communities 
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