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Dear Mr McGillivray 

 

ELECTRICITY ACT 1989 - SECTION 36 APPLICATION FOR THE PROPOSED 

STRATHY WOOD WIND FARM. 

 

Highland Council Ref: 13/04469/S36 

Our Ref: 10402  

 

Thank you for inviting RSPB Scotland to comment on the application for consent for 

the proposed Strathy Wood windfarm.  

RSPB Scotland objects to this proposal for the following reasons: 

 It has not been demonstrated that the project would not adversely affect the 

integrity of the adjacent Caithness and Sutherland Peatlands Special 

Protection Area (SPA) and Special Area of Conservation (SAC). 

 The project would prevent the restoration to blanket bog of land now 

proposed for turbines where tree removal was previously funded by the EU 

LIFE programme (with the long term aim of being brought into the SAC) 

 Consent risks jeopardising future inscription of the Flow Country as a 

UNESCO World Heritage Site1. 

 There would be an adverse impact on hen harriers at an NHZ scale.  

There is a likely significant effect on the integrity of both the SPA and the SAC, and an 

appropriate assessment is required under regulation 48 of the Conservation (Natural 

Habitats &c) Regulations 1994 (as amended) (the “Habitats Regulations”).  We do not 

consider that the information available, either in the Environmental Statement (ES) or 

                                                
1 http://whc.unesco.org/en/tentativelists/5679/  

http://whc.unesco.org/en/tentativelists/5679/
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elsewhere in peer-reviewed literature or other ESs, would enable it to be concluded 

with the necessary degree of certainty that the development as currently proposed 

would not adversely affect SPA and/or SAC site integrity.  

In particular: 

 Turbines 14, 18, 22 and 23 are to be located within the SPA/SAC; habitat and 

bird information in the ES is insufficient in geographical scope to allow an 

appropriate assessment to be made; 

 Turbines 6, 9, 17 and 24 are to be located on land partly restored from forestry 

to blanket bog, partly funded by the EU LIFE programme and thus intended 

ultimately to be included in the SAC/SPA; 

 Turbines 3, 5, 8, 11, 13, 15, 16, 19, 25 and 26 are sufficiently close to the SPA for 

it to be likely that there will be net adverse disturbance-displacement effects 

on SPA birds equivalent to or greater than those already arising from forestry 

edge effects. 

 The remaining turbine locations pose significant issues of collision and/or 

displacement disturbance for hen harrier and red-throated diver  

In our view, Scotland’s renewable energy targets can be more suitably met by 

consenting projects in other (alternative) locations, sufficiently far away from the 

Caithness & Sutherland Peatlands SAC/SPA to allow further restoration of plantation 

forestry to blanket bog, as envisioned by the Scottish Forestry Strategy, the Habitats 

Directive and the Scottish Government’s target to restore up to 21,000 hectares of 

peatland per annum up to 20272. 

Should Scottish Ministers nevertheless be minded to consent this application, we 

would be willing (without prejudice to our objection) to discuss any proposed 

conditions that might help mitigate any of the adverse impacts. However, at this stage 

we consider it unlikely that additional work of this type could make the development 

fully acceptable. Details of these and a fuller account of our reasons for objection can 

be found in the attached Appendices. 

We hope these comments are useful during assessment of this application but please 

do not hesitate to contact us with any queries on our response. 

Yours sincerely 

 
Kenneth Graham 

Conservation Officer, North Highland 

 

Cc: Ken McCorquodale, Highland Council 

Alec MacDonald, SNH

                                                
2 Answer by Paul Wheelhouse MSP to question S4W-16263 on 9th August 2013 
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Appendix 1 

 

1. RSPB Scotland objection to proposed Strathy Wood wind farm 

 

Summary 

 

The Strathy Wood Application proposes to locate 26 x 3MW turbines (146m to tip, 

100m to hub, rotor diameter 101m total generating capacity of 78MW) plus associated 

infrastructure.   

 

The proposal has a likely significant effect on the Caithness and Sutherland Peatlands 

Special Protection Area (SPA) and Special Area of Conservation (SAC), Ramsar site 

and the underlying West Halladale Site of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI) and in our 

view, at this stage on the basis of the information currently available, adverse impacts 

on site integrity cannot be ruled out. 

 

This is the first application that RSPB Scotland has seen where turbines are proposed 

actually on the Caithness & Sutherlands Peatlands SPA and SAC, and in our view this 

is wholly unacceptable. 

 

Similarly, we think locating turbines on areas undergoing restoration to enhance and 

extend the SPA and SAC is also unacceptable. The proposed development would 

prevent the restoration or re-establishment of the conservation value of the areas 

previously funded under the Peatlands LIFE project. Funding which was received 

with the intention to improve and extend the Natura site, as required by regulations 3 

and 3A of the Conservation (Natural Habitats & c.) Regulations 1994 (as amended) 

which implement the Habitats and Birds Directives in Scotland. 

 

The applicant has failed to recognise the likelihood of several pairs of hen harriers 

remaining on the site, the vantage point information is unverifiable and insufficient 

information has been provided to determine collision risk or displacement to a 

number of birds including, but not limited to, hen harrier, red-throated diver, 

greenshank, golden plover and dunlin associated with the Strathy Bog SSSI and West 

Halladale SSSI which underpin the SPA.  

 

We firmly believe that this is an inappropriate area for such development, as 

evidenced by our previous objection to the adjacent proposal at Strathy South 

(RSPB/Scottish Government 25/10/2013) and conditioned objection at Strathy North 

(RSPB/Scottish Government 23/10/2010). Our recommendation for a significantly 

reduced scale of development at Strathy North (principally to increase the separation 

of turbines from the designated sites to protect the Natura interests) was not adopted 

and in our opinion the Strathy Wood scheme will compound further the negative 

effects of this development.  In our view the effect of all three proposals in 

combination with each other will indubitably result in adverse impacts on integrity of 

both the SPA and SAC. 
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2. Birds and Habitats Directives 

 

The connectivity of the SPA/SAC (as currently delineated) to the proposed wind farm 

site and the likelihood of a significant effect oblige Scottish Ministers to undertake an 

Appropriate Assessment (AA) under regulation 48 of the Habitats Regulations 1994. 

In addition to the outcome of that assessment, Ministers are also obliged (under 

regulation 3A) to consider the effects of the proposal on the process that has already 

begun to restore areas of Strathy Wood to its original state of SPA quality blanket bog 

bird habitat on deep peat. This would be consistent with the over-arching ambitions 

of both the Birds and Habitats Directives; industry best-practice on the siting of wind 

turbines in relation to deep peat; and government policy on significantly increasing 

the conservation of peatlands by 2027 and restoring them to a favourable condition 

where practicable.  

 

The Scottish Government’s second Report on Proposals and Policies (RPP2) in 

Meeting the Emission Reduction Targets 2013-20273 is helpful in this regard, and the 

relevant paragraph reads: 

 

"9.2.3 With our partners, we are working to ensure that Scotland’s peatlands will be managed 

in ways that conserve their substantial carbon stores and biodiversity. Where peatlands have 

been damaged, action will be taken to prevent further damage and where practicable to restore 

them to a favourable condition in which they are no longer a source of greenhouse gas 

emissions;" 

 

The Peatlands Partnership4 is striving to do exactly this.  

 

The Applicant has proposed to locate four turbines within the Natura site, an 

additional four turbines on areas previously felled with a view to extending the 

Natura site, and the remainder are located a maximum of 1km away from the Natura 

site in a wooded area abutting the SPA/SAC. Almost 8km of up-graded track will be 

required -most of which runs through the Natura site- in addition to 9.2km of 

completely new track, 1.9km of which is to be ‘floated’ on peat greater than 1.5m deep 

and 7.3km cut where peat depth is less than this.5 Much of this proposal is therefore 

located on peatland habitat, supported by complex hydrological systems which are 

highly sensitive to alteration. 

 

The clear obligation to avoid impacting the notified features of Natura sites is best 

achieved by completely avoiding the features themselves. Natura guidance recognises 

                                                
3 Low Carbon Scotland. Meeting the Emissions Reduction Targets 2013-2027. The Second Report on Proposals and 

Policies. The Scottish Government. Edinburgh (2013). Paragraph 9.2.3.  

http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Resource/0042/00426134.pdf  
4 The Peatlands Partnership is an independently chaired non-constituted organisation that includes Forestry 

Commission Scotland (FCS), Scottish Natural Heritage (SNH), the Highland Council, RSPB Scotland, Plantlife 

International, and the Environmental Research Institute. It liaises with local community groups, North Sutherland 

Community Forest Trust, Highlands and Islands Enterprise and SGRPID (the Scottish Government Rural Payments 

and Inspections Directorate) private forestry companies and other stakeholders and strives to deliver the aims and 

objectives of the Peatlands of Caithness & Sutherland Management Strategy.   
5 Strathy Wood Wind Farm ES page 28 sect 4.3.7 

http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Resource/0042/00426134.pdf
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that in the United Kingdom peatlands “which may have begun as raised bog have become 

merged in a general expanse of blanket bog, losing their distinctive marginal features. Within 

these blanket bogs, there are other peat-forming systems which, strictly speaking, form part of 

various biotopes of aquatic and amphibious zones, fens and moorland”6.  The Applicant’s 

assessment “evaluated these habitats based upon their conservation status as a habitat and 

not based upon their presence within an international site”7. We believe it is entirely 

inappropriate to assess wet heath or other habitats adjacent to blanket bog areas 

within the SAC and Ramsar site as anything other than part of the designated feature, 

particularly when wet heath is a designated feature of the SSSI that underpins the 

Natura designation.  Surface vegetation does not reflect hydrological connectivity and 

function in sustaining either Annex I blanket bog or SPA peatland bird habitat. These 

small areas are neither isolated from the blanket bog nor appropriate for 

development. The calculations of areas of disturbance used in the assessment of 

impacts in the ES are based on a 5m buffer for access tracks8 and 20m buffer for 

turbine bases and crane hard standings9 In our view these are wholly inadequate, as 

they do not allow any account to be taken of likely hydrological connectivity within 

the various mire systems making up the peatland and which may not necessarily be 

reflected by the botanical community make-up of the surface layer.  In our view 

buffers of 50m to 250m are likely to be more appropriate for a precautionary 

assessment of impact on SAC habitats. We believe similarly that the impacts of this 

proposal on the adjacent designated sites and important habitats are likely to be very 

much greater than the Applicant suggests (20m). Furthermore, impacts of other 

infrastructure such as the ten turbines located within 100m of the SAC boundary (five 

along the east, four along the west and one in the south west), three borrow pits 

(ranging between 25m and 42m from SAC boundary) and several kilometres of new 

or upgraded track should also be considered using a significantly more precautionary 

approach than has been adopted when considering potential adverse impacts on the 

SAC and Ramsar site.  

 

The current proposals would be likely to result in a variety of unacceptable 

environmental impacts to the SAC, SPA, Ramsar site and the SSSIs that underpin 

them. We acknowledge that there might be some limited biodiversity benefits from 

the Habitat Management Plan associated with the scheme as currently proposed in 

terms of blanket bog restoration. However, this is not the simple comparison that 

must be made by Scottish Ministers when determining this application.  Instead, the 

real (and mutually exclusive) choice is between installing a wind farm with its 

associated legacy of negative effects for the duration of its infrastructure (beyond the 

project’s consent) or continuing to support restoring the integrity of peatland bird 

habitat and riparian woodland between Strathnaver and Strath Halladale through the 

other existing channels. 

 

                                                
6 http://ec.europa.eu/environment/nature/legislation/habitatsdirective/docs/Int_Manual_EU28.pdf  Page 84. Blanket 

bogs. Section 7130, Subsection 4. 
7 Strathy Wood Wind Farm ES Page 134 Sect 8.13.4 
8 Strathy Wood Wind Farm ES Page 149 Sect 8.17 
9 Strathy Wood Wind Farm ES Page 151 Sect 8.17 

http://ec.europa.eu/environment/nature/legislation/habitatsdirective/docs/Int_Manual_EU28.pdf
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3 Hen harrier 

 

The site’s importance 

The ES details three regularly used territories supporting active nests in both 2010 and 

2011 within the site boundary10. Whilst the nest locations are within the confines of 

the woodland, the territories extend into the SPA and are undoubtedly connected 

with the Caithness & Sutherland Peatlands SPA11 as well as the wider population of 

the Caithness & Sutherland Natural Heritage Zone (NHZ5). The SPA qualifies under 

Article 4.1 by supporting a nationally important population of hen harrier (14 pairs of 

hen harrier representing 2% of the GB population). The territory centres of the three 

pairs do not fall within the SPA boundary and are therefore not deemed part of the 

cited population, however it is worth noting in terms of significance, that three pairs 

is equivalent to 21% of the SPA population, a marked concentration.  

 

Displacement and disturbance 

The Applicant states “The site is considered at the time of writing to be of international 

conservation value to hen harrier. However, once the forestry works have been completed, and 

the site is rendered unsuitable for the species, the application area is predicted to be of 

negligible value for hen harrier.”12 

 

Brash removal is apparently being undertaken in areas previously felled under the 

LIFE Peatlands Project (Appendix 2) which may remove suitable nesting habitat for 

hen harriers in these locations. We understand that one pair may have nested in an 

area of wind-blow, and that the Applicant intends to convert such areas into New 

Native Woodland. In this context, the Applicant states “Thus the baseline for 

consideration of impacts to breeding hen harrier assumes the absence of the species from the 

site.”12 

 

We disagree with this assumption. We believe the Applicant should have considered 

the likelihood of hen harriers remaining on the site (albeit, perhaps, in different 

locations), and the necessary Appropriate Assessment should consider this 

possibility.    

 

Etheridge et al (1997) found that the median distance moved between breeding hen 

harrier sites in successive years was only 0.71km (n = 51) over a range of habitat 

types13. Whilst we accept that hen harriers will move larger distances (as is evidenced 

in the same study where the range of fifteen same year replacement clutches was 0.03-

1.4km distant from the site of the original nest), it is our opinion that the birds, if 

unmolested, will remain in the same general locale. The Applicant is proposing to 

retain 117ha of new native woodland plantation/regeneration which will provide 

suitable nesting opportunities for hen harriers for a number of years at least. It is 

                                                
10 Strathy Wood Wind Farm ES Fig 9-18 Schedule 1 Nest Locations 
11 SNH Guidance: Assessing Connectivity with Special Protection Areas (SPAs) July 2013 

http://www.snh.gov.uk/docs/A994842.pdf  
12 Strathy Wood Wind Farm ES Page 226. 
13 The effects of illegal killing and destruction of nests by humans on the population dynamics of Hen Harrier Circus 

cyaneus in Scotland. B Etheridge, RW Summers & RE Green. Journal of Applied Ecology (1997), 34, 1081-1105. 

http://www.snh.gov.uk/docs/A994842.pdf
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notable that the majority of the adjacent Strathy North site is to be managed in such a 

way that it is unsuitable for nesting hen harriers; although we have expressed doubts 

about the achievability of this in practice as well as the fundamental principle of such 

management. The condition of the surrounding moorland has not yet returned to a 

suitable state for ground nesting raptors, so Strathy Wood is likely, therefore, to 

remain an attractive proposition for nesting harriers, and in that case, it is likely that 

they will suffer displacement or disturbance effects from the development. Peer-

reviewed research14 has shown a reduction by around half in levels of flight activity 

by hen harriers within 500 m of operational turbines, and it is at the upper end of the 

range of distances identified in a review of disturbance by human observers15. 500m is 

therefore a suitably precautionary minimum buffer to protect nests, and we 

recommend that no turbines should be consented at locations within 500m of known 

harrier nest sites. The Applicant is apparently actively removing the brash that at least 

two of the hen harrier pairs utilise for nesting, hence predicting where these pairs will 

re-locate to within the site is not possible with any certainty. Our precautionary 

recommendation is therefore to avoid placing turbines within the native woodland 

areas on the site as, in our opinion, if undisturbed; this is where the birds are most 

likely to relocate to. Turbines 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 7, 8, 10, 11, 12, 13, 15, 16, 19, 20, 21, 25 & 26 

are sufficiently close to potential hen harrier nesting habitat that adverse 

displacement disturbance impact or collision cannot safely be ruled out to these birds 

breeding within the site but linked with the SPA. 

 

Collision Risk  

High levels of flight activity were recorded within the site in 201116 and we are 

unclear why this was the only year that flight lines have been plotted. We note the 

reproduction of the same map in the Strathy South ES (Hen harrier regional overview 

Figure A11.1.88) which also includes a 2010 map (Hen harrier regional overview 

Figure A11.1.87) showing a strong association with the SPA and areas to the south, 

and a 2012 map (Hen harrier regional overview Figure A11.1.89) where despite a 

significant number of flights being plotted, apparently only one nest was recorded 

within Strathy Wood. It is clear that Strathy Wood is heavily used and over flown by 

hen harriers.  

 

It is a significant failing of the Strathy Wood ES that the background information 

supplied is insufficient to validate not only the Vantage Point survey work, but also 

the collision risk modelling which in turn depends on it. Various tables contained 

within the supporting Ornithological Technical Appendix document the start and 

finish times of earliest and latest VP observations rather than recording the actual 

time spent at each VP. This does not allow an assessment of the spread of 

observations throughout the diurnal period, does not allow an assessment of the 

duration of each observation period, and does not allow an assessment of whether or 

not separate VPs were occupied concurrently. The ES also fails to provide information 

on the dates of the visits, rather it batches them into months. This does not allow an 

                                                
14 Pearce-Higgins, J.W., Stephen, L.H., Langston, R.H.W., Bainbridge, I.P. and Bullman, R. 2009. The distribution of 

breeding birds around upland wind farms. Journal of Applied Ecology.  46, 1323–1331 
15 Ruddock & Whitfield (2007) A Review of Disturbance Distances in Selected Bird Species.  Report to SNH 
16 Strathy Wood Wind Farm ES Fig 9-8 Hen Harrier Flightlines 2011 
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assessment of the spread of observations through each month, week or even day; 

consequently, it is not possible to determine whether SNH survey guidelines were 

followed. No single VP covers the entire site and from the information provided it 

appears as if the Applicant has wrongly summed the number of hours spent at each 

VP. The Applicant should base their assessment on the number of hours spent 

viewing the site ie 3hrs spent on two separate VPs that each cover only half the site 

should be depicted as 3hrs of VP observation, not 6hrs. In our opinion, insufficient 

flight line information has been gathered in any year to comply with SNH 

recommended guidance or allow comparable predictive collision modelling to be 

undertaken for any species, which is a significant failing of the ES.  We would be 

willing to reconsider our objection pending the provision of the absent information.  

 

We agree with the Applicant’s assessment that "the annual collision risk estimates of 

0.009, 0.020 and 0.354 birds per annum result in a considerable range of values. The highest 

figure in 2011 coincided with high levels of breeding activity on the site" 17. We are not clear 

why there should be such a discrepancy particularly between breeding seasons 2010 

and 2011 and believe it warrants further investigation and explanation of the figures. 

 

Although a review of the impacts of wind farms on hen harriers18 concluded that 

“harrier collisions are relatively rare events”, it goes on to state that “mortality rates are 

probably only rarely expected to be relatively high, and may be likely restricted to those sites 

where turbines are located in the vicinity of several nest sites”.  This site is certainly in the 

latter category.  There are several reasons for believing that collisions are more likely 

where turbines are built near breeding sites. Displays during which adults swoop up 

and down through a range of altitudes, direct flights between nest and foraging 

locations, and aerial food-passes between adults (males rarely visit the nest but 

provision nesting females and subsequently their chicks in the air), would bring birds 

within the rotor-swept volumes of turbines, which would not normally be the case 

when birds are actively foraging at low altitudes. We are not aware of a similar wind 

farm having been proposed on a site with such a concentration of breeding hen 

harrier territories associated with the Caithness and Sutherland Peatlands (SPA), and 

recommend that it would be inappropriate to build it here. 

 

Assessment  

Population work undertaken on behalf of JNCC19 clearly shows that, nationally, the 

species is not at favourable conservation status. The Peatlands of Caithness and 

Sutherland (NHZ5) passed the level 1 and 2 tests of productivity and habitat 

occupancy but failed a third test on density, the report commenting that there was 

circumstantial evidence that a shortage of foraging and/or nesting habitat may be a 

constraint here. Hen harriers in NHZ5 are not at favourable conservation status and 

any further potential loss, such as to this proposed development, would therefore be a 

concern.  

                                                
17 Strathy Wood Wind Farm ES Section 9.4.3 page 236. 
18 Whitfield D.P. and Madders M., 2006 A Review of the impacts of wind farms on hen harriers Circus cyaneus and an 

estimation of collision avoidance rates Natural research Information Note 1 (Revised) 
19 Fielding, A., Haworth, P., Whitfield, P. McLeod, D., Riley, H. (February 2011).  A Conservation Framework for Hen 

Harriers in the United Kingdom.  JNCC Report No: 441 
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The ES references hen harrier population modelling undertaken by Whitfield in 200820 

and notes that even with an additional 2.75 females being killed per annum over 

predicted baseline levels, the population increases. The same report suggests that 

even with an additional 7.5 females being killed per year the population (in this case 

the SPA population of 14 pairs) would remain stable at pre-wind farm levels. We 

previously pointed out the significant failings of this modelling and maintain that it is 

inconceivable that the additional annual loss of more than half of the breeding 

females could in fact be sustainable in a species with the demographic rates of hen 

harrier. It is clear from the Camster ES that the statement is included only as an 

entirely theoretical aside and it most certainly should not be relied on as a measure of 

the capacity of the Caithness and Sutherland SPA hen harrier population to absorb 

additional mortality.  It is noteworthy that the statement does not appear in 

subsequent reporting in the same year of the same population model by the same 

author for a different wind farm (Stroupster). This population modelling was based in 

part on the assumption that there was no persecution on the SPA. We have growing 

concerns that species of interest (including but not restricted to hen harriers) 

associated with various proposals around the SPA have apparently declined as these 

developments have progressed through the planning stages and if modelling is to be 

relied on then it may be appropriate to use a lower survival rate and a lower starting 

population than has recently been the case.  

 

Any negative impact of Strathy Wood wind farm on hen harriers would make it even 

less likely that the NHZ would pass conservation status tests. Such impacts could 

arise from whole or partial abandonment of the site for breeding or foraging, or from 

increased collision risk if the birds persist in using the area. There is no reason to 

assume that birds will simply move to alternative areas and we maintain that if 

adjacent areas were equally suitable there would be birds there in any case. 

 

The loss through disturbance or displacement of up to three breeding pairs from 

within Strathy Wood appears likely as there are insufficient separation distances 

between turbines and known or likely future nesting locations. Using the Applicant’s 

unverified predicted collision risk figures 0.354 birds per annum or 9 birds over the 

lifetime of the development would be lost. The impact of such a loss on this 

population, whose dynamics are poorly understood, is uncertain but likely to be 

negative. These birds undoubtedly contribute to the SPA and an Assessment on the 

effects on the conservation objectives is required. In our view, it is not safe to 

conclude on the basis of the information currently available that the Strathy Wood 

windfarm will not compromise the maintenance of the population of hen harrier as a 

qualifying feature of the SPA. Should the applicant provide the further information 

required we would be willing to reconsider our objection.  

 

                                                
20 Whitfield, P. 2008. An assessment of the proposed Camster wind farm on hen harriers and merlins of Caithness and 

Sutherland Peatlands SPA under the Habitats Regulations 1994. Revision. Report to Natural Power. 
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4 Red-throated diver 

 

The site’s importance 

Red-throated divers were confirmed breeding on two adjacent lochans in 2009, 2011 & 

201321 and these were deemed as likely to have been occupied 201222 although no 

breeding attempt was recorded. The lochans lie within the site boundary which is in 

turn a part of the Natura site. The most recent estimate of the SPA population is 39 

pairs (Dillon et al 2006)23 which is less than half the citation figure of 89 pairs (two-

year mean: 1993-1994)24 although the current (31/07/2006) official Site Condition 

Monitoring status of red-throated diver as a feature of the SPA is “favourable 

maintained”25. Any further loss to this population would be of serious concern, 

particularly in light of the broad tolerance levels built into the Common Standards 

Monitoring thresholds, which in any case appear to have been exceeded in making 

the 2006 assessment. 

 

Displacement and disturbance 

Four turbines are located within 500m of the lochs utilised by divers whilst the 

turbine array lies between the breeding sites and the most likely foraging area. 

 

In considering construction disturbance the Appplicant cites26 Ruddock & Whitfield 

(2007)15 which is a literature review and expert opinion survey of birds’ reactions to 

human disturbance. Because the likely levels of disturbance caused by the cranes, 

borrow pit working and activity associated with turbine construction are likely to be 

very much greater than those of a lone human observer on foot, we consider the 

proposed mitigation to avoid construction disturbance by using a 750m buffer during 

the breeding season27 to be inadequate.  We would instead recommend as mitigation a 

buffer of at least a kilometre between turbines and breeding lochs, consistent with the 

literature review of disturbance distances contained in Bright et al28. This would 

necessitate removing seven turbines (14, 24, 18, 6, 9, 22 & 23). 

 

In considering operational disturbance risk the Applicant cites red-throated divers 

breeding within the proximity of turbines at Burger Hill, Orkney as evidence of co-

existence and states 500m is highly precautionary in terms of adequate separation29. 

                                                
21 Strathy Wood Wind Farm ES. Sect 9.2.4 pages 222-223 
22 Strathy Wood Wind Farm ES. Sect 9.2.4 page 224 
23 Dillon, I.A., Smith, T.D., Williams, S.J., Haysom, S and Eaton, M A. (2009). Status of red-throated divers Gavia 

stellata in Britain in 2006. Bird Study 56:147-157 
24 

http://gateway.snh.gov.uk/sitelink/documentview.jsp;jsessionid=003f29c24352b346802f066707c

1654f39cc9c4a97b57101482a206dcb0e2a37.e38KahaMax4Rai0Oax8Sb3mMa3j0?p_pa_code=8476

&p_Doc_Type_ID=16  
25 SNH Site Condition Monitoring Management Note (undated) 
26 Strathy Wood Wind Farm ES Section 9.3.1 Page 230 
27 Strathy Wood Wind Farm ES Section 9.3.2 page 232 
28 Bright J.A., Langston R.H.W., Bullman R., Evans R.J., Gardner S., Pearce-Higgins J. and Wilson E. 2006 Bird 

Sensitivity Map to provide locational guidance for onshore wind farms in Scotland. RSPB Research Report No 20 
29 Strathy Wood Wind Farm ES Section 9.4.7 page 242 

http://gateway.snh.gov.uk/sitelink/documentview.jsp;jsessionid=003f29c24352b346802f066707c1654f39cc9c4a97b57101482a206dcb0e2a37.e38KahaMax4Rai0Oax8Sb3mMa3j0?p_pa_code=8476&p_Doc_Type_ID=16
http://gateway.snh.gov.uk/sitelink/documentview.jsp;jsessionid=003f29c24352b346802f066707c1654f39cc9c4a97b57101482a206dcb0e2a37.e38KahaMax4Rai0Oax8Sb3mMa3j0?p_pa_code=8476&p_Doc_Type_ID=16
http://gateway.snh.gov.uk/sitelink/documentview.jsp;jsessionid=003f29c24352b346802f066707c1654f39cc9c4a97b57101482a206dcb0e2a37.e38KahaMax4Rai0Oax8Sb3mMa3j0?p_pa_code=8476&p_Doc_Type_ID=16
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We wish to note that at this site (an RSPB nature reserve managed for conservation 

purposes) the number of pairs has declined from four to one, concurrent with the 

presence of the turbines and we disagree that this is a suitably precautionary set back 

distance. 

 

Collision Risk 

Despite flight observations being undertaken over a number of breeding seasons and 

focal diver watches being undertaken in at least one successful breeding season, very 

few diver flights were recorded. In 2011 diver focal VP watches apparently only 

started in August at the end of the breeding season30 and so, much activity is likely to 

have been missed. In 2013, diver focal watch VPs31 did not follow standard SNH 

guidelines: eg a wider viewing arc was used to follow birds; eight of the surveys were 

apparently longer than the 3hrs recommended; and the number of inbound flights 

did not meet the minimum number recommended by SNH. The ES32 depicts use of a 

3km viewshed instead of the standard 2km and highlights that over half of the 

turbine array was not covered. The large number of observation hours recorded33 

does not denote adequate survey. It is a significant general failing of the Strathy 

Wood ES that the background information supplied is insufficient to validate the 

Vantage Point survey work or collision risk modelling and our detailed comments in 

this regard in relation to hen harrier above are equally valid for red-throated diver.  

 

The Applicant has attempted to determine collision risk using flight information 

gathered from VP work and by predictive modelling, although results of the latter 

(1.7 birds per annum or 42.6 in 25 years34) are rejected as overly inflated. Instead, the 

average annual “observed” collision risk (0.247 birds per annum or 6.18 in 25 years35) 

has been used. We recommend most strongly that this value is not used in the 

required Appropriate Assessment, as it is based on insufficient flight line data that 

cannot be substantiated, and thus fundamentally unreliable. In our view, the ES 

significantly underestimates the collision risk of the proposed development site for 

red-throated divers. Insufficient flight line information has been gathered in any 

year to allow predictive collision modelling to be undertaken for any species, 

which is a significant failing of the ES. We would be willing to reconsider our 

objection pending the provision of the absent information.  

 

The breeding lochans would be partly surrounded by turbines, the closest 

approximately 465m away, with the bulk of the array lying between the nesting sites 

and the chief foraging area to the north. Consequently, the vast majority of breeding-

season foraging flights are likely to go through the proposed scheme. It is inevitable 

that red-throated divers would need to fly in close proximity to turbines. The 

limitations of the documented or mapped survey work mean that it is impossible to 

                                                
30 Strathy Wood ES Appendix 9.1. Ornithology Technical Appendix page 55 Table 21 Diver VP Survey Effort 2011 
31 Strathy Wood ES Appendix 9.1. Ornithology Technical Appendix pages 52-53 Section 13.1 
32 Strathy Wood ES Figure 9.12 VP location and viewshed 2013 
33

 Strathy Wood ES Appendix 9.1. Ornithology Technical Appendix page 61 Section 15.1 Table 30 Diver Focal Watch 

VP Survey Effort 2013 
34 Strathy Wood Wind Farm ES Table 9-27 page 240 
35 Strathy Wood Wind Farm ES Section 9.4.6 page 242 
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determine the extent of flights from either the breeding birds associated with the site, 

or other diver flights traversing the site from other territories within the SPA and 

hence which turbines may or may not be appropriately located.  

 

Assessment 

We believe that set back distances are insufficient to avoid significant disturbance to 

breeding red-throated divers associated with the Natura site. The regularly used 

breeding lochans are likely to become unfavourable for the birds in the long term, 

however if they are used there is likely to be increased mortality through collision risk 

for red-throated divers contributing to the Natura designation. We believe a 

significant negative effect on red-throated divers contributing to the SPA is likely.  

 

 

5. Greenshank, Golden Plover & Dunlin 

 

Importance of the site 

In establishing the presence or absence of breeding upland waders, the Applicant has 

followed standard SNH survey guidance and applied a 200m and 500m site buffer to 

determine their survey area.36 Incidental records of upland waders are depicted37 

showing registrations of greenshank and golden plover associated with the pool 

system beyond this buffer to the west of the site.  

 

The SPA is designated in part for its nationally important populations of greenshank 

(256 pairs or more recent amended population estimate of 653 pairs), golden plover 

(1064 pairs) and dunlin (1860 pairs, 20% of GB and 18% of temperate schinzii race). 

Golden plovers on the SPA are currently (06/07/2009) considered to be in 

“unfavourable declining” status whilst greenshanks and dunlins are “favourable 

maintained”. Despite the presence of the existing forestry, which is accepted by the 

Flow Country Science Group (SNH, FCS, Forest Research and RSPB) to be having a 

displacement effect on golden plovers and dunlins38, these birds and greenshanks 

have been recorded utilising the pool systems within 1km of the site (with many more 

breeding in the surrounding area) demonstrating the quality of the habitat and 

importance of the area for these species. Contrary to claims in the ES based on a very 

limited survey buffer already impacted by negative forest edge effects, the 

surrounding area is therefore very rich in bird life. 

 

Displacement & disturbance 

Having ascertained an apparent absence of breeding greenshanks within 200m of the 

site the Applicant states that the site is of negligible importance to Greenshank.39  

These birds use the open areas and pool systems surrounding and within the forest.  

They may have overlapping territories or shared feeding areas within and between 

                                                
36 Strathy Wood Wind Farm ES Figure 9.1 Survey boundaries 2008-2009. 
37 Strathy Wood Wind Farm ES Figure 9.11 Incidental Registrations 2011. 
38 Wilson, JD, Anderson, R, Bailey, S, Chetcuti, J,. Cowie, NR, Hancock, MH,. Quine, CP, Russell, N, Stephen , L and 

Thompson, DBA,  Journal of Applied Ecology (2013, in press) Modelling edge effects of mature forest plantations on 

peatland waders informs landscape-scale conservation . 
39 Strathy Wood ES page 228 sect 9.2.4. 
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years.  Peer-reviewed studies into greenshank behaviour by Hancock et al40 indicate a 

mean core territory size of 800m radius within which the majority of adult 

registrations associated with broods were recorded. It would therefore be reasonably 

precautionary to suggest that some displacement or disturbance is likely wherever 

turbines are proposed within 800m of central territory locations; however no 

information is presented in the ES to ascertain if this is the case, which is a failing. 

Examination of the Strathy South ES414243 shows at least one and possibly two 

greenshank territories that could be compromised by the development. We remain 

concerned that the information presented in the Strathy South ES is likely to under 

estimate the numbers of greenshank territories in the area and await sight of the raw 

survey information to better determine the numbers of birds associated with these 

sites. We request that, for comparative purposes with other development proposals 

and the SPA as a whole, the number of breeding pairs should be depicted and 

mapped consistently for each of the years, following standard methodology as 

detailed in the national greenshank survey40. Until this information is presented and 

examined we remain concerned that significant cumulative and in combination effects 

of displacement and disturbance on greenshank contributing to the Natura site cannot 

safely be ruled out, however  we would be willing to review our objection pending its 

provision. 

 

It is likely that proposed tree removal and subsequent habitat restoration will enable 

greater usage than at present of the area beyond the windfarm boundary by golden 

plovers and dunlins44. However, any benefit to breeding waders of tree removal is 

likely to be counteracted by the presence of turbines (Pearce-Higgins et al 45). It is a 

failing of the ES that the potential for the presence of turbines to depress wader 

densities has not been explored, particularly in relation to the Natura interests. 

 

 

Collision risk 

The limited flight observations presented in the ES46 apparently follow standard SNH 

guidelines, using the maximum 2km search area buffer, however, as with our 

comments on collision risk to hen harrier and red-throated diver outlined above, it is 

a significant failing of the Strathy Wood ES that insufficient background information 

has been supplied to validate the flight line mapping which is standard practice.  

 

                                                
40 Hancock M.H., Gibbons D.W. and Thompson P.S. 1997 The Status of breeding Greenshank Tringa nebularia in the United 

Kingdom in 1995 Bird Study 44, 290-302 
41 Strathy South Wind farm. Protected species survey –confidential appendix. Volume 4: Technical Appendices Fig 

A11.1.116. 
42 Strathy South Wind farm. Protected species survey –confidential appendix. Volume 4: Technical Appendices Fig 

A11.1.117 
43 Strathy South Wind farm. Protected species survey –confidential appendix. Volume 4: Technical Appendices 

Report1. Figure 57 
44 Hancock, M., Grant, M., Wilson J. (2009) Bird Study  56, 53-64. Associations between distance to forest and spatial 

and temporal variation in abundance of key peatland breeding bird species 
45 Pearce-Higgins, J.W., Stephen, L.H., Langston, R.H.W., Bainbridge, I.P. and Bullman, R. 2009. The distribution of 

breeding birds around upland wind farms. Journal of Applied Ecology.  46, 1323–1331 
46 Strathy Wood Wind Farm ES. Figure 9-10 Other target Species Flight lines 2011 
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It should be noted that simply using a standard 2km VP will have over-estimated 

both detectability and accuracy of mapping for cryptic hard to detect species such as 

greenshank, golden plover and dunlin.  The ES is likely, therefore, to significantly 

underestimate the potential collision risk for all cryptic species, including 

greenshanks, golden plovers and dunlins.  

 

We find it disappointing that no programme of nocturnal observations with thermal 

imaging or radar was undertaken at Strathy Wood (or indeed at any of the other 

Strathy sites) to provide more robust assurances on golden plover and other wader 

movements across the sites.  Limited nocturnal work undertaken at the south end of 

Strathy North47 was not only restricted to one small area of the site but was 

undertaken at chick stage, a time (late June) when commuting and display flights 

were unlikely to take place.  Given the numbers of birds present in the surrounding 

area, and their association with the SPA, we believe the question of significance of 

impact on golden plover, dunlin and greenshank from collision risk arising at this 

site, as well as cumulatively with other projects, has not been satisfactorily addressed. 

It is wrong to assume that the collision risk to these species is zero. 

 

Assessment 

Insufficient information has been presented to allow a determination on the likely 

predicted impacts on breeding waders associated with the adjacent SPA. Further 

information on breeding greenshanks present within at least 800m and preferably 

1km of the development is required. More detailed flight observation work is 

required through a combination of remote sensing and truncated vantage point 

observations. We disagree with the Applicant’s assessment that there will be no 

significant impact on the SPA population from this development.  We do not believe 

that sufficient information has been presented to allow determination of collision risk, 

whilst the effects of displacement remain unclear, as highlighted above.  Habitat gain 

benefits as a result of tree removal are uncertain and may be outweighed by the 

effects of collision or displacement by turbines.  Given this uncertainty, it would be 

inappropriate to consent a wind farm that could cause displacement and increased 

collision risk to SPA populations of golden plover (already deemed to be in 

unfavourable conservation status) greenshank and dunlin.  

 

 

6 Other avian species 

 

There can be no doubt that this site is very rich in rare and threatened birds and, in 

addition to the species we describe in detail above, we note that a few short-eared 

owls and merlins, also SPA-qualifying species, were seen. Observed flights were 

infrequent, hence no collision risk predictions were undertaken. This is a similar 

situation to that observed at Braes of Doune wind farm, where detailed pre-

construction survey and vantage point work recorded only four merlin flights (one 

more than at Strathy Wood), a number deemed inconsequential in terms of deriving 

                                                
47 Strathy North Wind Farm. Further Information Volume 2 Confidential Version November 2010. Report 2 

Assessment of Habitat Management Effects on SPA Birds. Nocturnal wader Surveys. Pages 147-156. 
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collision risk calculations.  Despite this, detailed carcass searching in the three years 

post-construction has so far found two merlins dead at that site, apparently as a result 

of collision with operating turbines.48 Whilst RSPB Scotland does not consider that 

short-eared owl and merlin presence at Strathy South is itself a reason for refusing 

consent for this proposal, given the paucity of reliable, independent information on 

bird impacts from such developments, we recommend that this bird-rich site is 

simply the wrong place to take a chance. 

 

 

7 Cumulative impacts 

 

In addition to existing operational and consented projects, there are a number of other 

wind farm applications which may also have a potential effect on the qualifying 

populations of species associated with the Caithness and Sutherland Peatlands SPA.  

The Habitats Regulations require an assessment of the effects of the proposed project 

on the SPA in combination with those of other plans or projects.  At Strathy Wood, 

this will need to include (but not be restricted to) a cumulative assessment of the 

predicted collision risk for all of the relevant schemes submitted to date, plus this 

proposal. This assessment should be undertaken, using the standard modelling 

approach as recommended by SNH, by assessing the collision risk of the proposed 

wind farm in addition to those from the other schemes meeting the criterion above, 

assessing the additional mortality in the context of its effect upon relevant SPA 

populations. SNH guidance49 on assessing cumulative impact suggests that data 

should generally be derived from environmental statements and, unless there is good 

reason not to do so, figures should be accepted as presented in the various sourced 

environmental statements. However, we have serious misgivings about the accuracy 

of many of the available figures. A particular difficulty may be that for many 

development proposals, for a variety of cryptic species, no quantification is made of 

displacement or collisions: it is not realistic or helpful to assume zero-values and we 

recommend that either an estimate (with justification) is made or it is expressly noted 

that an unquantified, but positive, figure be set against each potential impact. 

 

SNH’s cumulative collision risk spreadsheet will be useful in this regard but, in 

addition, consideration will have to be given to the cumulative impact on the SPA of 

all types of effect arising from other plans and projects such as the transmission and 

anemometry infrastructure associated with this scheme and others, as well as land-

use changes such as woodland establishment.  

 

 

                                                
48 D Cameron. K Duffy. Natural Research Projects Ltd (2010) Braes of Doune windfarm: Red kite radio tracking 

project. Report No. 21 July-September 2010. 

49 http://www.snh.gov.uk/docs/A675503.pdf  

http://www.snh.gov.uk/docs/A675503.pdf
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8 Access and Grid Connection 

 

The proposed grid connection to be shared via overhead pole mounted circuit with 

Strathy North, lies between the Natura site and the north coast and many of the 

contributory species (divers and waders in particular) commute across it, placing 

them at collision risk. The additional impact on the SPA/SAC arising from this grid 

connection will have to be assessed by Scottish Ministers in their determination of this 

proposal. Clearly, additional risks posed by overhead cables can be mitigated (or 

entirely avoided) according to the length of cable laid underground. 

 

 

9 Construction 

 

The Applicant proposes to employ an Ecological Clerks of Works to implement an 

Avian Management Plan as part of a wider Habitat Management Plan to allow works 

to progress through the bird breeding season. The Applicant anticipates that there 

will be no hen harriers present and that the set back distance they propose will be 

sufficient to avoid disturbance to breeding red-throated divers. We disagree with both 

scenarios, as outlined in the relevant sections above. Furthermore, we simply do not 

believe that, on such a bird-rich site, impacts on breeding birds can be avoided in a 

manner compliant with the law if significant works are carried out during the 

breeding season.  As Scottish Ministers will be aware, all wild birds, their nests, eggs 

and dependent young are protected by law.  The level of survey effort required to 

locate and avoid damage to all nesting birds might itself result in disturbance. In our 

view, the only way to be confident of avoiding destruction of nests, eggs or young on 

a busy construction site is to avoid working during the bird breeding season and we 

suggest that, if consented, this be required by condition. 

 

 

10 Mitigation 

 

We consider the Applicant’s ornithological mitigation to be inadequate given the 

importance of the bird interest found here.  In particular, and as set out above, we do 

not consider it likely to be sufficient to mitigate the potential adverse impacts on the 

neighbouring Caithness and Sutherland Peatlands SPA.   

 

The Applicant proposes measures to make the site less attractive to hen harriers, post 

felling, in the hope of reducing collision risk to breeding birds.  While we support 

measures to reduce collision risk, these techniques are as yet unproven and we 

suggest it is inappropriate in principle to use them to attempt to actively dissuade an 

Annex 1 and Schedule 1 species (hen harrier) associated with the Natura site from 

breeding.  

 

We have considered the appropriateness of mitigation to minimise (not prevent) 

disturbance, displacement and collision risk using ‘safe’ separation distances between 
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turbines and core territories for all the key species. Without considering commuting 

routes or foraging areas, strict application of appropriate buffers around territory 

centres would necessitate the removal of all the turbines. Proposed turbines 6, 9, 14, 

18, 22, 23 & 24 are located within 1km of the red-throated diver breeding loch and 

turbines 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 7, 8, 10, 11, 12, 13, 15, 16, 19, 20, 21, 25 & 26 are located on or 

within 500m of the new native woodland proposed to be retained on the site ,which is 

likely in our opinion, to offer suitable nesting opportunities for hen harriers due to the 

paucity of alternative sites in the area. We do not believe any development other than 

at a domestic scale would be appropriate here. Should Scottish Ministers be minded 

to grant consent for the proposed turbines, or a subset of them, in spite of our advice, 

we would nevertheless be willing to discuss the details without prejudice to our 

objection.  

 

 

11 Forestry 

 

A significant proportion of Strathy Wood was established on deep peat50.  It has a 

large convoluted edge, is bounded on three sides by two Sites of Special Scientific 

Interest (SSSIs) and the Application area actually incorporates a part of one of them. 

These SSSIs underpin the internationally important Caithness and Sutherland SPA, 

SAC and Ramsar site.  There can be no doubt that a significant area of the Strathy 

Wood site itself would also have been designated had it not been for what is now 

clearly understood to have been inappropriate afforestation. 

  

Both the Birds and Habitats Directives are predicated on the desirability inter alia of 

re-establishing destroyed biotopes (Art 3(2)(b) Birds Directive) and restoring habitats 

and species to favourable conservation status (Art 2(2) Habitats Directive).  In relation 

to bird habitat, this obligation is transposed by regulation 3A of the Conservation 

(Natural Habitats &c.) Regulations 1994 (as amended): 

“3A.—(1) Without prejudice to regulation 3(1), the Scottish Ministers, the 

appropriate nature conservation body and, in relation to the Scottish marine area, a 

competent authority must take such steps in the exercise of their functions as they 

consider appropriate to secure the objective in paragraph (3), so far as lies within their 

powers. 

... 

“(3) The objective is the preservation, maintenance and re-establishment of a 

sufficient diversity and area of habitat for wild birds in Scotland in implementation of 

Article 3 of the Wild Birds Directive (including by means of the upkeep, management 

and creation of such habitat, as appropriate), having regard to the requirements of 

Article 2 of that Directive.” 

 

Setting aside the argument that, in order to have complied fully with the 

requirements of the Birds Directive, the UK authorities should have completed 

classification as SPAs of all of the most suitable territories for the conservation of all 

                                                
50 Peat >0.5m depth is classed as “deep peat” by Forestry Commission Scotland (and is to be avoided for new planting) 

and by Scottish Natural Heritage in its various peatlands management schemes. 
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Annex 1 and regularly occurring migratory species by 1981 (2 years after the Directive 

was passed), it is pleasing to note that the initial phases of restoration (or re-

establishment) to blanket bog habitat for birds have been undertaken in recent years.  

The quality of the area is most clearly illustrated by comparing the current SPA 

boundary with the assessment of the quality of bird habitat in Caithness and 

Sutherland made by the Nature Conservancy Council (then the Government’s nature 

conservation advisor in Scotland), and published in 1988 in Birds, Bogs and 

Forestry51Error! Bookmark not defined. In the attached image (Appendix 3), Strathy 

Wood is conspicuous as a peninsula of undesignated Category B bird habitat (sloping 

blanket bog with pools) almost surrounded by SPA and the largest area of Category A 

habitat (pool complexes and wet Sphagnum flows; the highest quality bird habitat) 

between Strath Halladale and Strathnaver.  At the time of publication the site was 

therefore known to be top quality bird habitat, although it had already been planted, 

or prepared for planting or consented for planting. Strathy Bog SSSI was notified in 

1974, West Halladale SSSI in the year following publication, (1989). Together these 

SSSIs adjoining Strathy Wood now underpin the SPA (and SAC), showing the 

importance of the area. As outlined above, Ministers are obliged (under regulation 

3A) to consider the effects of the proposal on the process that has already begun to 

restore areas of Strathy Wood to its original state of SPA quality blanket bog bird 

habitat on deep peat. 

 

The requirement to remove non-native plantation forestry from at least part of this 

site is not in dispute. Approximately 60 hectares of felling was undertaken as part of 

the LIFE Peatlands project (Appendix 2) and whilst there is no current long term 

forest plan in the public domain, the stated aspirations for the remaining woodland in 

the ES, are in our opinion in line with current forest policy. National and local policy 

and guidance strongly supports restoration of forest to bog in locations such as this.  

Moreover, where restoration will protect and enhance nationally important habitats 

and species, early removal of woodland before commercial maturity is encouraged.  

National and other policies which explicitly support this include: 

 The Scottish Government’s Scottish Forestry Strategy52,53 

 UK Woodland Assurance Standard (UKWAS)54 

 The UK Forestry Standard55 and Guidelines (including the Forests and Peatland 

Habitats Guidelines56, the Forests and Biodiversity Guidelines57 and the Forests and 

Water Guidelines58)  

 Scottish Government Policy: Control of Woodland Removal59 

 The Peatlands of Caithness and Sutherland Management Strategy60 

                                                
51

 Stroud, DA, Reed TM, Pienkowski MW & Lindsay RA,1987. Birds Bogs & Forestry. Nature Conservancy Council, 

Peterborough 
52

 Forestry Commission Scotland (2006) Scottish Forestry Strategy, Edinburgh: D and IS 
53

 Forestry Commission Scotland (2009) FCS Strategic Plan 2009-13, Edinburgh: D and IS 
54 UK Woodland Assurance Standard UKWAS 3.1.1st July 2012 
55 Forestry Commission (2011) The UK Forestry Standard. The governments approach to sustainable forest 

management. Edinburgh 
56Forestry Commission (2000) Forests and Peatland Habitats Guidance Note, Edinburgh: HMSO 
57 Forestry Commission (2011) Forests and Biodiversity UK Forestry Standard Guidelines, Edinburgh: HMSO 
58

Forestry Commission (2011) Forests and Water Guidelines, Edinburgh: HMSO 
59

Forestry Commission Scotland (2009) Control of Woodland Removal, Edinburgh: DandIS 
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 The Highland-wide Local Development Plan61 

 

The benefits identified include sustainably tackling climate change, enhancing 

priority habitats and their connectivity, enhancing populations of priority species, 

enhancing nationally important landscapes and improving conservation of water and 

soil resources.  The Peatlands of Caithness and Sutherland Management Strategy and the 

Highland-wide Local Development Plan go a step further in recognising the 

importance of the area in a global context and identify the ambition and benefits of 

having the Flows inscribed on UNESCO’s list of World Heritage Sites.  Replacing the 

forest with a wind farm at Strathy Wood, would in our opinion compromise all of 

these objectives. 

 

Losses of soil organic carbon would be unavoidable if this development proceeds and, 

in particular, the track network would negatively impact upon water catchment 

management and run-off associated with heavy rain events. Forestry practice has 

moved on significantly in the last 30 years and, in the vast majority of cases, the 

development of wind energy has avoided making similar mistakes. This proposal 

however would perpetuate the inappropriate land-use of an internationally important 

habitat. 

 

Forestry Commission Scotland (FCS) has accepted that the presence of designated 

sites adjacent to forestry is likely to require tree removal and forest to bog restoration 

to enhance and conserve the peatland habitats and species.  There is a significant 

desire to restore the priority habitats in the Flow Country and, following a joint study 

between FCS, SNH and RSPB Scotland38, FCS has been actively promoting the uptake 

of the available funding in the Scottish Rural Development Programme62 to encourage 

forest owners and their agents to remedy, by forest removal, the existing negative 

“edge effects” that these plantations are having on the designated sites. We have 

included an example letter in Appendix 4 to illustrate this.  We do not believe that 

replacing historically damaging forestry plantations with large scale wind farms is 

compatible with maintaining the interests of the Natura site, or with furthering the 

broader objectives of the Birds and Habitats Directives (as required by regulation 3 of 

the 1994 regulations, as amended).   

 

 

9 The Peatlands of Caithness & Sutherland Management Strategy 

 

The Peatlands of Caithness & Sutherland Management Strategy sets out a vision of a 

revitalised landscape with extensive sweeps of hill and bog, with the overall aim 

being to enhance and promote the special values of the peatlands. The strategy 

objectives include the promotion and carrying out of land management that benefits 

                                                                                                                                        
60 The Peatlands of Caithness and Sutherland, Management Strategy 2005-2015 (SNH) 
61 The Highland Council. Highland Wide Local Development Plan April 2012 
62 

http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Topics/farmingrural/SRDP/RuralPriorities/Options/WoodlandImprovementGran/NonW

oodHab 

http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Topics/farmingrural/SRDP/RuralPriorities/Options/WoodlandImprovementGran/NonWoodHab
http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Topics/farmingrural/SRDP/RuralPriorities/Options/WoodlandImprovementGran/NonWoodHab
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nationally and internationally important areas of peatland, which includes forest to 

bog restoration.  The implementation of this strategy is being facilitated by the 

Peatlands Partnership4. RSPB considers that a windfarm at Strathy Wood would 

prejudice the aims of this strategy.  

 

 

10 Potential World Heritage Site 

 

The site lies within the very heart of the internationally-acclaimed Flow Country, 

which is on the UK Tentative List for inscription on UNESCO’s list of World Heritage 

Sites1. In its recent Assessment of Technical Evaluations63 (TE’s), the expert panel 

tasked with vetting the World Heritage Site nominations expressed serious concerns 

about the Flow Country’s site integrity, in particular to the incursion of forest 

plantations. In our view this emphasises the need to reverse the incursion of these 

inappropriate forestry plantations into the Flow Country, the undamaged remnants of 

which are protected by the SPA and SAC.  A failure to do so could potentially 

jeopardise World Heritage Site status for the Flows. Replacing inappropriate forestry 

with large scale wind farms will simply perpetuate these negative effects. In our view, 

the positive steps being made in terms of peatland restoration should not be undone 

by such development; and consequences of consent for long-term ambitions to restore 

and secure World Heritage Site status for the Flow Country should also be taken into 

consideration in the determination of this Application. 

 

 

11 Planning Background 

 

Policies of the Highland-wide Local Development Plan64 (adopted by Highland 

Council in April 2012) (the “LDP”) apply to development at this site and suggest 

sufficient reason for refusal of the application.  Policy 57 (in part) reads 

 

“3. For features of international importance developments likely to have a significant effect on 

a site, either alone or in combination with other plans or projects, and which are not directly 

connected with or necessary to the management of the site for nature conservation will be 

subject to an appropriate assessment. Where we are unable to ascertain that a proposal will not 

adversely affect the integrity of a site, we will only allow development if there is no alternative 

solution and there are imperative reasons of overriding public interest, including those of a 

social or economic nature. Where a priority habitat or species (as defined in Annex 1 of the 

Habitats Directive) would be affected, development in such circumstances will only be allowed 

if the reasons for overriding public interest relate to human health, public safety, beneficial 

consequences of primary importance for the environment, or other reasons subject to the 

opinion of the European Commission (via Scottish Ministers). Where we are unable to 

ascertain that a proposal will not adversely affect the integrity of a site, the proposal will not be 

                                                
63 Future World Heritage Nominations: Assessment of Technical Evaluations by the Expert Group 22nd November 

2013 
64 http://www.highland.gov.uk/NR/rdonlyres/93148364-903F-48D3-AA7C-81468BC05C95/0/HwLDP_WEB.pdf  

http://www.highland.gov.uk/NR/rdonlyres/93148364-903F-48D3-AA7C-81468BC05C95/0/HwLDP_WEB.pdf
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in accordance with the development plan within the meaning of Section 25(1) of the Town and 

Country Planning (Scotland) Act 1997.” 

 

Policy 58 (in part) reads  

“Development that is likely to have an adverse effect, individually and/or cumulatively, on 

protected bird species (see Glossary) will only be permitted where: 

• There is no other satisfactory solution; and 

• The development is required in the interests of public health or public safety. This will 

include but is not limited to avoiding adverse effects, individually and/or cumulatively, on the 

populations of the following priority protected bird species: 

• Species listed in Annex 1 of the EC Birds Directive; 

• Regularly occurring migratory species listed in Annex II of the Birds Directive; 

• Species listed in Schedule 1 of the Wildlife and Countryside Act 1981 as amended; 

• Birds of conservation concern.” 

 

Policy 67 reads 

“Subject to balancing with these considerations and taking into account any mitigation 

measures to be included, the Council will support proposals where it is satisfied that they are 

located, sited and designed such that they will not be significantly detrimental overall, either 

individually or cumulatively with other developments (see Glossary), having regard in 

particular to any significant effects on the following: 

• natural, built and cultural heritage features; 

• species and habitats;” 

 

As described above, it cannot be ascertained that the development proposal would 

not have an adverse impact on the neighbouring SPA, thus failing the test of Policy 

57.  The development is likely to have an adverse effect on protected bird species and 

is not required in the interests of public health or public safety, thus fails the test of 

Policy 58 (the test of whether there is no other satisfactory solution is therefore 

immaterial).  The proposed development is also likely to be significantly detrimental 

overall and have significant effects on natural features, species and habitats, therefore 

failing the test of Policy 67. 

 

Paragraph 6.2 of the LDP states that by 2030 Caithness and Sutherland will be “a place 

of outstanding heritage: safe in the custody of local people” and “The Flow Country will have 

been inscribed on the World Heritage Site list and enjoys the support of local communities, 

land managers and visitors alike.” If consented, the proposed development would 

seriously compromise the outstanding heritage of the area and jeopardise the 

inscription of the Flow Country on the World Heritage Site list. 

 

Further planning guidance is provided in Interim Supplementary Guidance: 

Onshore Wind Energy65, approved by Highland Council in March 2012.  Although 

this identifies Strathy Wood as within the Area of Search for large windfarm 

proposals, the immediately surrounding area is identified as an area requiring 

                                                
65 http://www.highland.gov.uk/NR/rdonlyres/9FDEE9C8-0E51-48C2-9656-

8959011D1219/0/OnshoreWindEnergySG_ForWebPostCtteeMarch2012.pdf  

http://www.highland.gov.uk/NR/rdonlyres/9FDEE9C8-0E51-48C2-9656-8959011D1219/0/OnshoreWindEnergySG_ForWebPostCtteeMarch2012.pdf
http://www.highland.gov.uk/NR/rdonlyres/9FDEE9C8-0E51-48C2-9656-8959011D1219/0/OnshoreWindEnergySG_ForWebPostCtteeMarch2012.pdf
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significant protection. Scottish Government requires that guidance on wind energy 

development does not identify buffer zones around designated sites but Para 2.16 of 

this Guidance notes that “effects and impacts may still occur even if the development is 

outwith the boundary of any designated feature or interest.” This guidance does not, 

therefore, provide support for this proposal.  

 

Scottish Planning Policy66 (SPP) in paragraphs 187-188 indicates support for wind 

farms in locations where environmental and cumulative impacts can be satisfactorily 

addressed and outlines the scope of policies to be included in development plans. 

This includes taking into account existing and committed windfarms in the area, as 

well as proposals for others at the planning stage.  

 

Even if Scottish Ministers disagree with RSPB Scotland’s assessment of this proposal 

and decide that the Habitats Regulations tests can be met, they should consider 

whether it offers an appropriate level of public benefit.  If the proposal is found 

acceptable, Ministers should then assess whether other wind farm development 

proposals are likely to offer equal or greater energy contributions for the equivalent or 

lesser environmental harm.  We note that, as of June 201367, Scottish Renewables 

estimated that there was 3,914MW of onshore wind and 5,047MW of offshore wind in 

planning.  It is clear that other windfarm developments are being brought forward 

which could offer alternative means of generating renewable electricity. 

 

 

12 Suggested conditions 

 

If, despite RSPB Scotland’s objection, Ministers are minded to consent this proposal 

we recommend that a suitable monitoring condition be imposed. The standard bird 

monitoring condition, with which we are broadly content, reads: 

 

“The Company shall undertake the following ornithological monitoring from 

the date of this consent. Monitoring of breeding birds on the wind farm site 

will be commenced prior to construction, and shall be continued in the 1st, 

2nd, 3rd, 5th, 10th and 15th years following the final Commissioning of the 

Development. Identical monitoring of breeding birds will also be carried out 

on an agreed control or reference site, close to the wind farm and comprising 

similar habitats to the development site. The monitoring is to be carried out in 

accordance with detailed proposals as submitted by the Company to the 

Scottish Ministers and approved by the Scottish Ministers after consultation 

with the Planning Authority, SNH and such other parties as the Scottish 

Ministers see fit including RSPB. The findings of these surveys shall be 

collated into two reports following the monitoring activities in the 6th and 

15th years and shall contain all of the original data (in formats agreed by the 

Scottish Ministers after consultation with SNH). They shall be submitted to the 

Scottish Ministers, the Planning Authority and SNH within 12 months of the 

                                                
66 http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Resource/Doc/300760/0093908.pdf  
67 http://www.scottishrenewables.com/scottish-renewable-energy-statistics-glance/#chart3  

http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Resource/Doc/300760/0093908.pdf
http://www.scottishrenewables.com/scottish-renewable-energy-statistics-glance/#chart3
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end of the period to which they relate, unless the Scottish Ministers agree to an 

extension. All ornithological monitoring and research will be managed and 

agreed with an Ornithological Steering Group, which will be serviced by the 

Company, whose independent chair will be selected by Scottish Ministers, and 

comprising such other parties as the Scottish Ministers see fit. The Scottish 

Ministers may decide, following consultation with the Steering Group, SNH 

and the Planning Authority, that further mitigation measures are required. 

Any mitigation measures shall be implemented by the Company in full within 

the timescale specified by the Scottish Ministers.” 

 

Reason: to inform the understanding of the impact of wind farms on breeding birds, 

and to inform the understanding and provide management feedback on the 

effectiveness of the mitigation measures undertaken to benefit bird populations and 

maintain the integrity of the SPA.” 

 

A condition must be imposed to prevent working during the breeding season, to 

prevent disturbance or destruction of nests, eggs or dependent young of protected 

birds. 

 

 “No construction work (including preparatory work) is to take place during 

the main bird breeding season 1st April – 15th August inclusive. Monitoring, to 

a programme agreed by SNH and a steering group, will be undertaken to 

ascertain if important bird species (those listed under Schedule 1 of the 

Wildlife & Countryside Act (1981) as amended, and those on Annex 1 Birds 

Directive) are breeding beyond this period. Should birds be discovered 

breeding out-with this period, but within recognised disturbance distances to 

be defined in the construction management plan, suitable mitigation measures 

are to be agreed with SNH and any relevant steering group to mitigate the 

impacts prior to any further construction works taking place.” 

 

  Reason: To ensure that the effects of wind farm construction activity on protected 

species and nationally important breeding bird assemblages are minimised. 
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Appendix 2 
 

Copy of Strathy Wood contract map delineating the forest to bog restoration felling 

undertaken through the LIFE Peatlands project 
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Appendix 3 

 

Figure 4.7 Extent and quality of habitat for breeding moorland waders on the Caithness and Sutherland 

peatlands, shown as the land form categories of table 4.3 (extracted from Birds Bogs and Forestry51) 

with the Caithness and Sutherlands Peatlands SPA boundary overlain. 
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Appendix 4 

 

FCS letter to RSPB as an example of those sent out to owners and agents. 

 


