David Mudie

Acting Head of Planning and Building Standards

The Highland Council

Glenurquhart Road

Inverness

IV3 5NX





Your ref: 02/00089/FULSL DM/CC

19 June 2006

Dear Sir,

Town and Country Planning (Scotland) Act 1997

Environmental Impact Assessment (Scotland) Regulations 1999

Proposed Windfarm at Edinbane, Isle of Skye

Thank you for your letter of 23rd May accompanying the Addendum to the Environmental Statement for the proposed windfarm at Edinbane. RSPB Scotland wishes to sustain its objection to this proposal for the principal reasons outlined below.

1. Turbine selection

Paragraph 3 of the “Core Document” submitted by the developer states that the original turbine layout has been amended in order to mitigate raptor-related impacts to an acceptable level.  The “Core Document” gives no other factor taken into account in amending the layout.  The principal amendment has been to reduce the total number of turbines from twenty seven to nineteen, by the removal of eight of the original turbine locations.  The nineteen remaining turbines have not been repositioned.  We fail to see how the selection of the nineteen turbines identified in the amended application takes into account the data submitted by the developer (in support of either the original or the amended application) on raptor use of this area.  The turbines located in the areas where the levels of golden eagle activity are clearly highest (and therefore where the risk of collision is likely to be highest) have not been removed, while the turbines that have been removed are in areas where golden eagle activity is low.  The amended proposal does not therefore address the outstanding issues regarding unacceptably high risk of turbine collision for golden eagles. 


2. Use of the Band et al collision model to determine amendment


2.1
We have serious concerns regarding the way in which the results of the Band et al collision risk model have been applied to the turbine configuration.  This interpretation assigns a spurious level of accuracy to the model, at the expense of actual field observations that show considerable flight activity under the proposed turbine configuration.

 2.2 Over the course of the application the model has been run a considerable number of times resulting in a wide range of predicted collision rates.  This emphasises the caution required in interpreting the results from the model.  The amended proposal carries an apparent collision risk of 0.6 eagles per year, the figure identified by SNH as a maximum acceptable annual mortality. However, SNH guidance on the collision risk model states that it has at least a +/-10% margin of error.  Since we are not aware of any allowance being made for this margin of error, there is a realistic probability that the collision risk for the amended proposal could be greater than 0.6 golden eagles per annum. 

Furthermore, the margin of error associated with the collision risk model is likely to cancel out any apparent differentiation in turbine type.

3.
Validity of the 0.6 collision mortality threshold

We have reason to believe that the productivity levels in the Skye golden eagle population have dropped in recent years.  This being the case, this raises serious doubts regarding the possible impact that a predicted collision mortality of 0.6 birds per annum may have on the Skye golden eagle population and the golden eagle SPA.  These concerns are heightened by the additive nature of the margins of error associated with both the collision risk and population viability models. 
4.
Cumulative impact

Since the Highland Council are minded to grant planning approval for a ten turbine windfarm development on the adjacent Ben Aketil ridge (September 2005), which has a predicted golden eagle collision mortality of 0.2-0.3 birds per annum, the potential collision mortality for any turbines approved at Edinbane would be additive.  Given the uncertainties outlined above regarding the 0.6 birds per annum mortality set by SNH, the margins of error associated with the model and the apparent reduction in golden eagle productivity in recent years, the combined mortality is likely to be at least 0.8-0.9 birds per annum.  RSPB Scotland considers this level of predicted mortality to be unacceptably high.

The amended proposal does not therefore address our concerns regarding the risk this proposed development poses for golden eagles.

5.
White-tailed sea eagle

Since the first field studies linked to this proposal were carried out in 2001, the establishing white-tailed sea eagle population on Skye has continued to grow. White-tailed eagle use of this area has increased accordingly, a factor that is not reflected in the latest data presented or the evaluation of potential impacts.  New information that has recently come-to-light, indicates the presence of a sea eagle roost site within 2 km of the southern part of the proposed development site.  The birds using the site are immature/sub-adults and from their individual identity tags, they appear to have been using the area since 2004.  Our knowledge of the pattern of establishment of territories would suggest that it is highly likely that these birds will settle to breed in the area concerned.  No nest has yet been found but survey work is ongoing.  

The amended proposal does not give a full evaluation of the potential impacts on white-tailed sea eagles and therefore does not address our concerns regarding the risk this proposed development poses for this species.
In addition to the concerns above, we have the following comments to make on the amended proposal.

6.
Hen harrier

Removal of two turbines in recognition of the need for a 750m buffer zone around hen harrier nests is to be welcomed.  The amended proposal therefore reduces the potential impact of the proposed development on the hen harrier population. 
Summary

The Amendment to the Edinbane windfarm does not address our concerns regarding the potential impacts of the proposed development on golden eagles or evaluate the growing risk posed to white-tailed sea eagles. We therefore wish to sustain our objection to this proposal.

Should you require further information on any of the issues raised above then please do not hesitate to get in touch.  RSPB Scotland would also be grateful if you could advise of any changes to the proposal that might affect our interests.

Yours sincerely,

Alison MacLennan

Conservation Officer, Skye 

