Windfarms and Golden Eagles.  The Argyll Experience.

'Scottish Bird News' number 79 of March 2006 contained an article by David Fotheringham of  Scottish Power, in which it was suggested that habitat management work at the Beinn an Tuirc wind farm in Kintyre had not only enabled a pair of Golden Eagles to successfully co-exist with the turbines, but had actually improved the conservation status of the species. Moira Baptie of Forest Enterprise Scotland in the same issue referred to their involvement in recreating important open moorland habitat for the eagles at Beinn an Tuirc by removing planted conifers, although it might be argued that these should never have been planted in the first place and golden eagle conservation would be promoted by their removal whether or not wind farms are proposed. The paper by Walker et al in 'Scottish Birds' Volume 25 of June 2005, whilst mainly concerned with an analysis of eagle ranging before and after construction of the wind farm, also suggested that the eagles avoided the turbines and made more use of the area of land cleared of mature conifer forest and managed as part of the mitigation and habitat improvement work. The authors of the latter paper warned against drawing conclusions from a study involving a single pair, but might also have pointed out that this is an isolated pair on the narrow Kintyre peninsular and is not within a group of contiguous pairs, which would have made range adjustment if it happened more difficult or impossible. Anyone reading these  might well be given the impression that eagles will tolerate wind turbines in the vicinity of their territory, but will avoid flying into them, and that mitigation measures are successful. 

The Central Kintyre Management Group has certainly devoted a lot of time and money into trying to improve the fortunes of the Beinn an Tuirc eagles. Unfortunately this has not been matched by a successful breeding record. The last time a chick was reared was in 1997 when survey work for the wind farm commenced. Since construction work started in 2001 breeding productivity  has been zero. This can be considered a success only in as much as a pair of eagles continued to occupy the territory and eggs were laid up to the 2005 season. In 2006 no eggs were laid and by the late summer it became apparent that the male bird had disappeared and had to be assumed dead although there was no evidence to suggest that it had, or had not, been killed by a collision with the turbines. In 2007 again no eggs have been laid although more than one immature bird has been seen in addition to the resident female.I have to stress that I cannot claim that the lack of productivity at Beinn an Tuirc is caused by the wind turbines but I am saying that it is not the success story claimed by others.

In marked contrast the five remaining pairs of eagles in Knapdale and Kintyre (i.e. south of the Crinan Canal) have all bred successfully on at least one occasion during the same period since 2001, rearing 12 chicks in total.In the last twenty years the Beinn an Tuirc territory has had a relatively poor breeding record when compared for example to the Seventies when the birds reared chicks successfully in eight out of ten years. The other pairs in Kintyre and Knapdale have also varied considerably in productivity. One pair nesting on sea cliffs were consistently successful for a long period but have failed to breed for the last few years. Another pair also on sea cliffs reared a chick in 1979 and have a long history of producing infertile eggs, and yet reared a chick in 2006. One territory where in 1986 an adult female was found dead on her nest whilst incubating eggs and the male was also reported dead soon after, has only in recent years started to produce young again.

The Management Group keep most of their reports confidential but their report of February 2006 was made available to the public and this included proposals to introduce mountain hares to Beinn an Tuirc in order to try to establish a breeding population as prey for the eagles. So far they have not brought in eagle eggs or chicks from elsewhere although it has been considered. For the moment it is difficult to see how the experience at Beinn an Tuirc can be used to justify an optimistic view of the relationship between wind farms and eagles, or that habitat or prey manipulation works. 

However this is not the only Golden Eagle territory that has been subject to wind power development in Argyll. At Beinn Ghlas near Taynuilt, wind farm construction started in 1999. Here turbines were located very close to traditional nest sites, but it was argued by the developer, and accepted by SNH, that habitat management would shift the 'core area' and mitigate any adverse effects. The last time that any eagle chick was reared at Beinn Ghlas was in 1991. This was one of the eagle territories targeted by the Forestry Commission/RSPB radio-tracking project in the early Nineties. Both adult birds were trapped at the nest and fitted with radio transmitters and by the end of 1997 both birds had been found dead. Since then  there has been no evidence of occupation by a resident pair of eagles, although the territory is visited occasionally by neighbouring birds.  In contrast during the same period since 1999 when construction work was started, two adjacent pairs of eagles have each successfully reared three chicks. The presence of the wind farm seems to have ensured that the Beinn Ghlas territory remains vacant, whereas one of the neighbouring territories [SC] also lost both resident adults in 1999 but these were quickly replaced and after a few years successful breeding was resumed. The other neighbouring territory [FG] was also subject to nest trapping in 1994 and the adult female fitted with a radio transmitter. This bird had gone missing and been replaced by an immature female by the year 2000 and since then breeding attempts have been made each year with average success.

Data collected by members of the Argyll Raptor Study Group for the past 20 years are shown in the table. This compares productivity at Beinn an Tuirc with the other five pairs in Kintyre and Knapdale; and that at Beinn Ghlas with the two adjacent pairs. For a more detailed analysis of long-term data from mainland Argyll see the paper ‘Complex effects of habitat loss on Golden Eagles’ by Whitfield et al in Ibis[2007],149. The effects of nest trapping and radio tracking were considered by Gregory et al in Ibis [2003],145.

Taken together, the experience at both Beinn an Tuirc and Beinn Ghlas ought to suggest that wind farms and Golden Eagles do not go well together and extreme caution should be exercised when considering any further proposals for wind power development in eagle country. Unfortunately there seems to be no shortage of consultants who will prepare reports claiming that  wind turbines will have no adverse effect on the eagles provided that the turbines are located outwith some computer-generated 'core area' that takes no account of prey availability, and is based on a number of arguable assumptions. The clearance of existing conifer plantations and future management as grouse moor is then offered either as mitigation of adverse effects or as beneficial habitat improvements. Environmental impact assessments in these terms have been produced to support planning applications for two windfarms close to the most productive eagle territory in mainland Argyll. There are very few regularly productive territories in Argyll and these have to be responsible for ensuring the long-term future of the population, so it is even more important to have a conservation strategy that gives these the most protection. Very little consideration has been given to the floating population of immature birds.

It is not only scientists employed by windpower companies who seem to misinterpret the evidence from these two cases.When dealing with another proposal, the SNH Area Manager for Argyll felt confident enough to write in February 2006  “From studies of existing wind farms in Argyll it would appear that eagles avoid and are displaced from areas with wind farms. SNH is satisfied that the removal of four turbines [from the core area] is adequate to safeguard the future breeding success of the pair of eagles closest to the site.”

At the scoping stage of windpower proposals SNH promote the use of a collision risk model but this has doubtful reliability after a scientific appraisal by the BTO in April 2005 (BTO Research Report 401 under contract to English Nature), stated that ‘We are unable to recommend use of the collision risk model without further research into avoidance rates’. In any case this theory assumes that birds will not fly in conditions of poor visibility which means that in Western Scotland they would be grounded for most of the year. On one occasion I found an adult eagle that had killed itself by flying into the top of a deer fence and a similar incident has been recorded from Skye. Scientific debate as to the exact value to be attached to an avoidance factor is pointless.

The paper 'Factors constraining the distribution of Golden Eagles in Scotland' by Whitfield et al in Bird Study 54 [in press 2007], shows how on the eastern side of the country in land managed as grouse moors, otherwise suitable habitat is devoid of breeding pairs of eagles. It would be regrettable if any more breeding pairs were to be lost due to the construction of windfarms and it is essential that potential developers and their advisers take due account of the experience to date in Argyll.
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