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OBJECTION TO THE REVISED APPLICATION FOR A LARGE WINDFARM OF 181 TURBINES IN THE LEWIS PEATLANDS SPA AND RAMSAR WETLAND – PART 2.

This is part 2 of my objection : it addresses the impact of the proposed windfarm on golden eagles. Part one, which I sent earlier (Jan. 28th), addresses other bird interests.

GOLDEN EAGLES

A VULNERABLE POPULATION

At the last census (2003), 443 out of  716 known and potential eagle territories were occupied by pairs (1). This population failed the tests determining satisfactory conservation status (as defined by the European Habitats and Species Directive (92/43/EEC), to which the UK government is committed). It is in demographic difficulty, a condition that will lead, all things remaining equal, to population decline. Any additional mortality will cause the decline to occur sooner, and to be more severe thereafter.

This may be ascertained from reviewing the following scientific studies: 

1) - "A CONSERVATION FRAMEWORK FOR THE GOLDEN EAGLE IN SCOTLAND - REFINING CONDITION TARGETS AND ASSESSMENT OF CONSTRAINT INFLUENCES", by Philip Whitfield,  Alan H.Fielding, David R.A. McLeod, Paul F. Haworth and Jeff Watson (2006).

Published: Biological Conservation, 130 (2006) 465-480

In the ABSTRACT, we read: 

"Despite apparent overall population stability over the last 20 years, the national golden eagle population failed  to meet the abundance target and only 3 of 16 regions where eagles have occupied territories since 1982 were considered to be in favourable condition." 

Another unfavourable finding regards the age of the breeding birds. In a healthy population, nearly all breeders are adult birds. If they are not, it is an indication of excessive adult mortality, or  a paucity of “floaters” (non-breeding adults able to occupy empty ranges or to take the place of dying adults). Such paucity may be caused by a low productivity. It may also be the result of excessive mortality among young eagles. But whatever the cause, or a combination thereof, it is a cause for concern. 

In their INTRODUCTION, the authors refer to a previous study:
"Whitfield et al. (2004a) suggested that a favourable status criterion should be that in at least 95% of breeding pairs both partners should be adult (birds at least 4 years old) as a crude surrogate of adult survival rate." 

However, in METHODS, we find the following:

"this suggested that recruitment in this NHZ must be supplemented by immigrants from other NHZ. The percentage of pairs in which both partners were adult in 2003 was 84.3% which was also an indication of demographic difficulty (national value was about 90%; see also Whitfield et al., 2004b)." 

In other words: at the national level, 10% of breeding pairs include non-adult partners - whereas the figure should not exceed 5% (as per previous quote - Whitfield et al. 2004a). This indicates a paucity of floaters and, in Whitfield's words (above): "an indication of demographic difficulty"- a situation that portends a population decline if things do not improve. 

This looming population decline is corroborated by another study: 

2) - “MODELLING THE EFFECTS OF PERSECUTION ON THE POPULATION DYNAMICS OF GOLDEN EAGLES IN SCOTLAND”

D.P. Whitfield, A.H. Fielding b, D.R.A. Mcleod c, P.F. Haworth

Published: Biological Conservation, 119 (2004) 319–333

In the ABSTRACT, we read.

ABSTRACT:

"Most simulations suggested that with unmanipulated demographic parameters the population should decline. The disparity between these predictions and the observed apparent stability in occupied territories was ascribed to the buffering effect of a lowering in age of breeding in areas where persecution is most intense..."

and:

"The results indicated, nevertheless, that currently the population is vulnerable to decline as also suggested by the apparent lack of adults to occupy vacant territories."

There is also evidence that the number of subadults in breeding pairs has been on the increase :

“3.1.4. Stability of age structure.

In occupied territories in 1982 there were 698 adults and 54 subadults (7.2% subadults) and in 1992 there were 693 adults and 71 subadults (9.3% subadults).” 

And, as we have seen, the 2003 census evidenced  “about 10%” of subadults (1)
Clearly, the apparent stability of the Scottish golden eagle population, occupying only a fraction of suitable territories, with an excessive proportion of subadult birds in the composition of breeding pairs, is an indication that this is not a stable equilibrium. Indeed, as pointed by Whitfield et al. (2004), “most simulations suggested that….  the population should decline.”

It is therefore self-evident than an increase in golden eagle mortality, any increase at all, will tip its population into decline. And no one can predict how far this decline will go, since even immature eagles from turbine-free areas, e.g. the Harris SPA, will be exposed to the additional danger of colliding with thousands of wind turbines as they roam over Scotland.

In such circumstances, extra care should be exercised in protecting these slow-reproducing and vulnerable birds, in keeping with European and UK legislations. 

A NEW CAUSE OF MORTALITY

Windfarms have been identified as constituting a new risk to the lives of golden eagles. 

In California, at the large windfarm of Altamont Pass, a thorough monitoring study estimated that the turbine blades are killing 116 golden eagles yearly, on average (2). As Altamont was built over 20 years ago, this makes a total in excess of  2,300 golden eagle casualties. 

Contrary to what wind-industry-employed ornithologists and similarly-subsidised bird societies have been claiming, Altamont Pass is not an exception. Indeed, eagles are routinely being struck by wind turbine blades around the world (3).
It must be borne in mind that the wind industry is the largest employer of ornithologists in the world. And the second largest is governments. In either case, ornithologists who reveal large bird kills at windfarms, or who protest against one or more projects, are unlikely to find employment. 

The industry is also a major contributor to the wealth of bird societies and other trusts and charities.  A case in point : SEO-Birdlife, in Spain, is partly financed by donations from Iberdrola and Triodos Bank. And another : in the UK, a renewable energy product called “RSPB Energy” is being sold by Scottish & Southern Energy - and the RSPB receives money for lending its name. In the US, the Peregrine Fund enjoys a relationship with the wind industry. This picture is more eloquent than a long speech: 

www.iberica2000.org/documents/EOLICA/$100,000_Peregrine_Fund.jpg
Dr. Smallwood and Karl Thelander have put to rest a myth regarding the high Altamont mortality, according to which new, larger tubular-tower wind turbines would be less deadly than the old lattice models, which offered more perching surfaces:

"It appears that factors other than tower type play more of a role in whether a particular turbine is associated with one or more fatalities, such as prey distribution about the tower’s base, physical relief, and presence of declivity winds. Regardless, the number of fatalities at tubular towers was higher than at horizontal lattice towers". (Chapter 6: Discussion) (footnote # 4)

The same authors, in another report, also wrote the following:

"Adjusting for local relative abundance, the existing data indicate that most wind energy generating facilities have an equal impact on the local raptors."    (Chapter 4 – Paragraph 4.4.1)  (footnote # 2)

In other words, Altamont’s raptor mortality rate is not exceptional. It is similar to that of other windfarms, the difference being that raptor abundance and turbine numbers are greater at Altamont. 

This is corroborated by evidence of raptor mortality at windfarms around the world: 409 griffon vultures killed by 368 wind turbines in Navarre, over 12 months (Dr Lekuona report, Government of Navarre, 2001), plus 24 other raptors including golden eagles, 650 bats and over 6,000 passerine birds. (footnote # 5). 
The media have reported the killing of golden eagles by wind turbines in the United States (California and New Mexico), and in Spain (Andalusia, Aragon and Navarre). There are more countries where this happened, but cover-up by windfarm operators is a factor – in Spain, for instance, a plastic bag containing vulture carcasses was unearthed by a scavenger at an Aragon windfarm, evidencing an intention to hide birdkill evidence (footnote # 6).

Nothing is known about bird mortality at windfarms in most countries that have them. Sometimes, the death of an eagle is reported to me by a conscientious ornithologist, as I am known for defending the eagles worldwide. For instance, I have been advised by a Swedish ornithologist that he had become aware, by chance, of the killing by some windfarms in his country, of one golden and 3 sea eagles. He enclosed some pictures.  But this is a rare occurrence, as ornithologists tend to close ranks in supporting the wind industry, their major employer. 

Besides the US, Spain and Sweden, other countries are known to have had eagle fatalities at windfarms: Australia, Japan, Germany and Norway. All in all, three eagle species and one sub-species have been affected, that we know of : white-tailed eagle, short-toed eagle, wedge-tailed eagle, and Tasmanian wedge-tailed eagle. 

THE EFFECT OF WINDFARMS ON THE SCOTTISH GE POPULATION

But the bulk of reported eagle/windfarm casualties so far concern golden eagles. 

This being the case, and in view of the vulnerability of the Scottish golden eagle population as demonstrated earlier, it is self-evident that windfarms sited in Scottish eagle breeding territories and dispersion areas will cause additional mortality. These deaths will be "additive", as opposed to "compensatory" (in conservation terms), because they will not "compensate" an excessive number of eagles : indeed, the Scottish GE population is in “demographic difficulty”. 

Besides, there is no evidence to prove, as some industry-hired ornithologist once claimed, that the turbine victims would have died from other causes anyway. Such claim constitutes the wildest of speculations, evidencing a conservation-scornful attempt to allow eagle-killing windfarms on Scottish eagle territories.        

The wind industry often claims that, in Scotland, eagles do not get killed by wind turbines. This allegation does not stand scrutiny. I have become aware of two instances where it is probable that golden eagles have been killed by turbine blades in Scotland.  

1) Beinn Ghlas:

This windfarm was built several years ago on an active golden eagle breeding territory. One eagle was found dead before the work started, it is alleged. But the cause of death was not made known. Some people think the bird was poisoned, or shot; for it has long been suspected that some windfarm promoters or landowners would kill resident eagles in order to “get rid of the problem”.

Today, there is no sight of eagles in the area. There hasn’t been for years.  SNH are alleging that the resident eagles have been "displaced", without giving evidence that they are alive somewhere else. SNH do not explain either why there are no newcomers on the range, using one of the 6 eagle nests available.
Beinn Ghlas is not being monitored for bird mortality. Thus there is no evidence to show that resident breeders, and newcomers, have or have not been killed by the turbines. The windfarm may be acting as a population sink, but SNH has not put in place the monitoring that could have made a determination on this.

Yet, the unsubstantiated assertion “the eagles have been displaced by the windfarm” continue to be upheld by conservation officials, in spite of evidence from other countries showing that golden eagles do not avoid wind turbines. In fact, Dr Smallwood & Karl Thelander found that the contrary may be true: 

"raptors spent significantly more time flying at close proximity to turbine blades ... than 51-100 m away ... or >100 m away … Analyzing the total number of minutes of flight time reveals that something about wind turbines may attract red-tailed hawks to fly near turbines and at dangerous heights. Similarly, American kestrels flew in proximity level 1 [ie 1-50m from turbine] nearly four times longer than expected by chance, golden eagles two times longer, and northern harriers three times longer"  (footnote # 4)   

And the mere fact that over 2,500 golden eagles were killed by wind turbines around the world  shows that these birds are not “displaced” by windfarms.

2) Beinn an Tuirc

This windfarm was built in 2001 on an active golden eagle range. A “habitat management”, sometimes called “habitat enhancement” scheme was devised, to lure the eagles away from the windfarm. And a monitoring program, paid by the windfarm operator, was put in place to study the eagles’ behaviour. But, surprisingly, there was to be no monitoring for mortality.

A monitoring report was published in 2005, which concluded: "more data are needed to clarify the impact of windfarms on eagles" (7).   In fact, a number of disturbing facts emerged from the study:

a) no successful eagle reproduction occurred since the windfarm was built. 

b) An estimated 106 resident eagle flights took place within the danger zone over the study period (2.3 years)

c) 26 to 159 additional eagle flights are to be considered yearly, from intruding eagles. Yet they are discarded from the study.

d) we can’t tell if any eagle was killed, as no monitoring for mortality has been carried out.

e) It has been learned that, lately, the male of the breeding pair has “disappeared”.
f) Photographic identification of the eagles has not been carried out. So there is no scientific way of knowing if the male eagle that just “disappeared” is the same male eagle that was breeding in 2001, or if it is a newcomer, which would imply the death of 2 or more eagles at the site. Note: it is indeed difficult to identify eagles at a distance of several kilometres, which is the distance between the observers’ vantage points and the eagles, most of the time.

LACK OF OBJECTIVITY, IN FAVOUR OF THE WIND INDUSTRY

In spite of the conclusion of the Beinn and Tuirc study, and of the “disturbing facts” mentioned above (a,b,c,d,e,f), windpower interests, windpower-sympathetic ornithologists, and Scottish Natural Heritage (SNH), continue to allege that the “habitat management” scheme was successful, or to act as if it were. 

And in disregard of the unsuccessful experiences of Beinn Ghlas and Beinn an Tuirc, the Scottish government is determined to forge ahead with windfarms sited on eagle ranges, including those within Important Bird Areas (e.g. Eishken) and Special Protection Areas (e.g. Pentland Road, Lewis Wind).
In fact, the Scottish Executive is so keen on wind energy that there are currently no less than 500 windfarm projects in the pipeline for that small country. Yet, no cumulative study was made on the effect they will have on a dozen or more Annex I bird species to be found where they would be built. This is a clear violation of the EU Birds and Habitat Directives. Instead, a study has been published that deceives the public: 

SPATIAL ASSOCIATION AS AN INDICATOR OF THE POTENTIAL FOR FUTURE INTERACTIONS BETWEEN WIND ENERGY DEVELOPMENTS AND GOLDEN EAGLES AQUILA CHRYSAETOS IN SCOTLAND
 Alan H. Fielding, D. Philip Whitfield and David R.A. McLeod
Published: Biological Conservation, received 12 September 2005;  revised 12 January 2006;  accepted 24 February 2006.  Available online 5 May 2006.

In the abstract we read :

“Although there were records for over 500 wind farm proposals at various stages of development, relatively few coincided with eagle territories (ca. 4% of territories had a proposal within 3 km of territory centre)”  

There is an obvious attempt to deceive in the above statement. For it is a well-known fact amongst Scottish ornithologists that golden eagles have breeding ranges that extend further than 3 km away from their nests. Indeed, 6 or 9 km are figures normally being quoted as the radius of an average breeding range in Scotland. Here are examples: 

“…..taken as simple Thiessen polygons around territory cen-

tres using Dirichlet tessellation with a maximum ranging dis-

tance of 6 km in the absence of territorial neighbours”.

(McGrady et al., 1997, 2002; McLeod et al., 2002a,b).    (1)

And here is another, from the Beinn an Tuirc windfarm Environmental Impact Assessment:
“In the absence of any other data to map the ranges of golden eagles, a model has been produced by the Forestry Commission to predict the likely range of a breeding pair of eagles (MacGrady et al). This model predicts the range to cover an area of c. 255 sq.km extending up to 9 kms from the territory´s center. 98% of the time will be spent within 6 kms of the territory center.”

A smaller range, with a 3 km radius, is being used in windfarm applications. Here is what we find in the Written Assessment for the Pentland Road Windfarm:      

 7 - Assessment of Effects on Golden Eagles

"...core range (defined as the area encompassing the central 50% of the eagles' range, after McGrady et al. 1997)"

and:

"... a 3 km radius was used to define this initial estimate of the core range"

The assessment fails to consider the risk to the eagles when they fly out with the “core range”, which happens to be, by definition, 50% of their flying time. And this is where the wind turbines will be located : just outside this unjustified 3 km line ( e.g. Pentland Road approved project).

Deception was thus used for allowing a windfarm within the breeding range of a pair of golden eagles within the Lewis Peatlands SPA (the application was approved in spite of objections raising that point). And it is disappointing to see that Alan H. Fielding, D. Philip Whitfield and David R.A. McLeod (2006) are using the same deceptive tool to try and minimise the effects of 500 windfarm projects on the Scottish GE population,
saying that only 4% of them (i.e. 20 projects) are located “within 3 km of territory centre”. They conveniently overlook the projects that are within active GE ranges but further away than the arbitrary 3 km line ( Pentland Road, to name one ).

Scottish Natural Heritage failed to object to this trickery, thus showing their lack of objectivity, professionalism, and ethics. This is not a lone example, and the partiality of SNH in favour of the wind industry, and to the detriment of the Scottish natural heritage, does not need to be demonstrated. - It already was:  www.iberica2000.org/Es/Articulo.asp?Id=3072 

THE CASE OF THE REVISED LEWIS WIND PROJECT

To preserve the GE species in Scotland, windfarm projects could be relocated out with its habitat. But this is not being done. On the contrary, Scottish authorities even fail to keep SPAs (e.g. Lewis Peatlands),  IBAs (e.g. Eishken), and eagle dispersion areas  (e.g. Edinbane and Ben Aketil ) off-limits to wind turbines. This clearly violates the EU Wild Birds and Habitats Directives, as well as the Wildlife and Countryside Act (1981).  

We have seen that any additional GE mortality could tip the population into decline. And there is enough evidence, as we have seen, to show that any windfarm located within a GE breeding range, or a GE dispersion area, is likely to cause eagle mortality. 

And no one can predict how far the population decline will go, since even immature eagles from turbine-free areas, e.g. the Harris SPA, will be exposed to the additional danger of colliding with wind turbines as they roam over Scotland. 

The Lewis Wind project, as recognized by its developer and ornithology consultant, is likely to kill many golden eagles. 50 was the number of casualties they predicted in their first project, which consisted in 234 wind turbines ( a best scenario prediction, as all developers’ mortality predictions are). The revised project has 181 turbines, and the public has not seen, to date, the revised avian assessment concerning golden eagles – this is a possible violation of the Aarhus convention. But regardless: whether the revised predicted mortality is 5, 10, 20, or 30 golden eagles, it is 5, 10, 20 , or 30 too many. Even 1 dead eagle would be one too many, given the vulnerability of the GE population as we have seen.  This is one reason for objecting to the Lewis Wind project.

Another reason for objecting to this project is the fact that many other windfarm projects are targeting GE territories and habitats. So the cumulative effect is bound to be severe.

Yet another reason for objecting is the fact that the project is within an SPA with golden eagle interests. 

I am objecting to the Lewis Wind application on these grounds. 

Feb. 4th, 2007

Mark Duchamp    

Formerly: Windfarms & Birds Research Manager, Proact International

Mark Duchamp 

Partida La Sella, 25

E - 03750 Pedreguer                                    

Spain

Tel: +34 679 12 99 97      
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