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Background
The Inspectors who carried out the Examination in Public of the draft NW Regional
Spatial Strategy (RSS) between December 06 to February 07, proposed that 'Maps of
broad areas where the development of particular types of renewable energy may be considered
appropriate should be produced as a matter of urgency and incorporated into an early review of
RSS'.
The Secretary of State's response is 'In line with PPS22, we consider that an evidence-based
map of broad locations for installation of renewable energy technologies would benefit planning
authorities and developers. We welcome NWRA commitment to commission such a map to
inform future review of the RSS.’
The RSPB and partners are supportive of UK renewable energy targets and this
Spatial Planning Guide is an attempt to help industry meet these targets by avoiding
conflict over ecologically damaging proposals.
This document has been produced to provide background information to underpin a
Renewable Energy Strategy for North West England. A web-link has been set up
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http://www.rspb.org.uk/northwestrenewables , which includes a link to this document
plus the following related documents:
1. Wind Turbines and Sensitive Bird Populations: A Spatial Planning Guide for on-shore
wind farm developments in Cumbria (see below). Document produced in late 07.
2. Wind Turbines and Peat Soils: A Spatial Planning Guide for on-shore wind farm
developments in Cumbria.
3. Wind turbines, Sensitive Bird Populations and Peat Soils: A Spatial Planning Guide for
on-shore wind farm developments in Lancashire, Cheshire, Greater Manchester and
Merseyside.
This ‘Biomass planting and Sensitive Bird Populations: A Spatial Planning Guide for biomass
energy crop planting in North West England’ document focuses on several important
breeding and wintering bird species that are vulnerable to the effects of renewable
developments, specifically biomass energy crop plantings1 and highlights the main
areas in which they are found in north west England.
Biomass energy crops are the focus of this report for several reasons:
•

•

•

•

Biomass energy crops are grant aided through the Rural Development Plan for
England (RDPE)2 and are being proposed/ consented across the whole NW
region in the wider countryside, supported through the Government’s UK
Biomass Strategy.3
Some biomass energy crops are being proposed on or to adjacent to sensitive
areas such as estuaries, lowland wet grassland sites and where high densities
of arable and/ or wetland birds of conservation concern occur.
Important populations of sensitive bird species could be impacted through
inappropriately located biomass plantings, which could effectively sterilise a
key feeding and/ or nesting area through direct habitat loss and displacement.
Cumulative or in-combination impacts need to be carefully considered.

Biomass willow plantings fall under the Environmental Impact Assessment (Forestry)
(England and Wales) Regulations 19994 (the EIA Forestry Regulations) and appear on
the new plantings register produced by the Forestry Commission, which stakeholders

1
2

Dedicated energy crops (short rotation coppice (SRC) willow and miscanthus)
http://www.naturalengland.org.uk/planning/grants-funding/energy-crops/default.htm
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The Government’s UK Biomass Strategy can be found at http://tinyurl.com/2hyau5
The strategy sets out the following target:
"One of the six core objectives of the Government’s UK Biomass Strategy is to realise a major expansion
in the supply and use of biomass and includes a target for increasing the amount of perennial energy
crops (such as SRC willow and miscanthus) produced in the UK by up to a further 350,000 hectares by
20203."
4

http://www.forestry.gov.uk/forestry/INFD-6DFKBC
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can comment on. Usually, a farmer/landowner will have made an application for energy
crop planting grants under the new Energy Crops Scheme in England5.
Miscanthus plantings fall under the Environmental Impact Assessment (Agriculture)
(England) (No.2) Regulations 2006 (the EIA Agriculture Regulations). Natural England
(NE) Regulations and guidance is available from http://tinyurl.com/2ybxkv that
includes a guidance note to download. The EIA Agriculture regulations apply to
projects that increase the productivity for agriculture of uncultivated land or seminatural areas (ULSNA).
Inappropriately sited biomass plantings may also trigger the Habitats Regulations
Assessment, under the Conservation (Natural Habitat &c.) Regulations 1994 (the
Habitats Regulations) as they may constitute a ‘plan or project.’
Defra have produced a set of regional maps identifying opportunities and optimum
sitings for energy crops (short rotation coppice- SRC and
miscanthus).http://www.defra.gov.uk/farm/crops/industrial/energy/opportunities/nw.htm
Wildlife and Countryside Link have produced a ‘Bioenergy: Environmental Impact and Best
Practice’ report http://www.wcl.org.uk/downloads/2007/Bioenergy_Final_Report_Jan07.pdf
published in January 07.
There are clearly other renewables that can also be potentially damaging to nature
conservation interests (where inappropriately sited), including onshore wind farms.
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http://www.naturalengland.org.uk/planning/grants-funding/energy-crops/default.htm
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How to use the ‘alert’ maps
Alert maps illustrating bird sensitive areas have been produced for north west England.
These have been split into wintering birds and breeding birds, by broad geographical
area:
1. Summary maps:
• Map 1 (Cumbria)
• Map 2 (Lancashire, Cheshire, Greater Manchester and Merseyside)
2. Breeding birds:
• Map 3 (Cumbria)
• Map 4 (Lancashire, Cheshire, Greater Manchester and Merseyside)
3. Wintering birds:
• Map 5 (Cumbria)
• Map 6 (Lancashire, Cheshire, Greater Manchester and Merseyside)
These alert maps have been developed to trigger detailed consultations between energy
crop companies, local authorities, statutory agencies (Forestry Commission and Natural
England) and other agencies. The document helps to highlight areas (to be considered in
the Opinion and Screening process of the EIA Forestry Regulations and the EIA
Agriculture Regulations) where detailed ecological survey work (through both EIA
Regulations) will be necessary, on a site-by-site basis, to determine whether or not a site
could be appropriate for biomass energy crops.
Two levels of sensitivity have been identified:
1. White areas - lowest risk of impacts on nationally/ county important ornithological
interests, although detailed investigation may be necessary.6
2. Mapped Sensitive bird areas - highlights alert areas where there is a higher risk of
impacts on nationally/ county important ornithological interests.
It is NOT intended that this document in any way negates the need to carry out
thorough ecological surveys on a site-by-site basis, following the best available guidance
and consultation with the relevant nature conservation organisations.
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It is important to remember that unmapped areas for sensitive bird populations may contain important
other habitats and species (eg. bats)
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Introduction
Biomass energy crop planting has the potential to cause harm to bird species through
direct habitat loss or damage (leading to loss of food sources etc.), disturbance and
displacement of species from feeding, nesting and migration.
The overall impact of growing biomass for bio-energy will depend on a combination of
factors:
The intrinsic biodiversity value of the crop itself – not all bio-energy crops are
conventional arable crops that are already grown in the UK. The large scale cultivation
of new crops, including woody crops and perennial grasses, represents a large ecological
shift from the conventional farmland habitats, e.g. Miscanthus is unlikely to provide
good habitat for ground-nesting species such as skylark and lapwing, but may provide
an opportunity for species such as reed bunting.
The land-use replaced – where intensive farmland is put into energy crop production the
biodiversity value may be similar or even improved. However there is a risk that
important habitats or land important for declining open farmland species could be
replaced. Marginal land, scrub or wet grassland, for example, may be put into biomass
energy crop production. Such land would fall under the Environmental Impact
Assessment (Agriculture) (England) (No.2) Regulations 2006.
The scale and spatial distribution of crops – economies of scale and transport costs
encourage crops to be grown in (or imported to) close proximity to where they are
processed. This is reflected by UK grant funding for bioenergy crops, which specifies
that they should be grown as close as possible to the end user, usually within 25 miles.
Large-scale generation is therefore likely to result in significant simplification of the
landscape in terms of habitats and vegetation structure as large uniform areas of
bioenergy crop are produced in the area surrounding the processing facility. Smallscale, local bioenergy developments would minimise these risks and provide
opportunities for enhancing local biodiversity, landscape character, as well as public
engagement and understanding.
Impacts can occur to both wintering and breeding bird species. Particularly for
wintering birds, species maybe qualifying species of a Special Protection Area (SPA)- see
Annex 1. In this instance, companies/ individuals promoting and planting biomass
energy crops need to determine whether or not there would be a likely significant effect,
alone or cumulatively with other developments, to the species identified (and any other
relevant species not identified in this document) in accordance with the Habitats
Regulations Assessment- see page 12.
Impacts of biomass energy crop planting can be reduced if best practice guidelines are
followed- see http://www.wcl.org.uk/downloads/2007/Bioenergy_Final_Report_Jan07.pdf
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Key findings- Summary
A detailed ‘methodology and definitions’ section starts on page 16.
Bird sensitive areas- see map 1 to 6.
Areas of sensitivity have been mapped (bird sensitivity maps) which highlight the areas
known to support important populations of sensitive species. The maps are designed to
be used as a guide and a trigger for consultations through the screening7 process (ie.
through the EIA Regulations8) to highlight specific areas that have been mapped to
indicate areas, which are potentially ‘bird sensitive areas’ in terms of biomass energy
crops.
The RSPB have identified bird sensitive areas, which support important populations9 of
sensitive bird species10 of conservation importance.
The bird species that meet these criteria (for the purposes of this study) are:
Breeding birds (map 3 and 4):
The breeding bird species that meet the criteria (for the purposes of this study) are:
• Arable bird assemblage: Lapwing, yellow wagtail, corn bunting, grey partridge
and tree sparrow.
• Wetland bird assemblage: Lapwing, yellow wagtail, curlew, snipe and
redshank.
Wintering birds (map 5 and 6):
The wintering bird species that meet the criteria (for the purposes of this study) are:
• Pink-Footed Goose
• Whooper Swan
• Bewick’s swan
• Hen harrier (Cumbria)
These breeding and wintering species may occur both within and outwith land
designated for high nature conservation or landscape value (ie. SSSI, SAC, SPA, Ramsar,
NNR, AONB, National Park). The focus of this guide is land outwith designated sites.

7

The England and Scotland EIA regulations use the threshold approach (set out in Schedule 1 of
both sets of regulations) to determine if a project needs screening (using the screening criteria set
out in Sch 2 of both sets of regulations).
8 Natural England (NE) Regulations and guidance available from http://tinyurl.com/2ybxkv The
regulations apply to projects that increase the productivity for agriculture of uncultivated land or
semi-natural areas (ULSNA).
9
‘Criteria for defining important populations of bird species’ are outlined on page 16.
10 Refer to the ‘Criteria for defining sensitive bird species’ section on page 17.
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Map 1: Summary map (Cumbria)

8

Map 2: Summary map (Lancashire, Cheshire, Greater Manchester and Merseyside)
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Map 3: Breeding bird map (Cumbria)
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Map 4: Breeding bird map (Lancashire, Cheshire, Greater Manchester and
Merseyside)
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Map 5: Summary map showing important populations of sensitive wintering bird species in Cumbria
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Map 6 : Summary map showing important populations of sensitive wintering bird
species in Lancashire, Cheshire, Greater Manchester and Merseyside
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Legal protection for birds and habitats within the ‘bird sensitivity’ mapped areas
Many of the wintering sensitive bird species11 identified may be a qualifying interest
feature of a Special Protection Area (SPA). These birds are also protected when they
occur (ie. feed, roost, fly through) in areas that are ‘functionally linked’ to a SPA. In
many situations, a proposed development within a ‘bird sensitive area’ will need to be
considered under the Conservation (Natural Habitats, &c.) Regulations 1994 (the
Habitats Regulations). If there is a likelihood of a significant effect on the SPA (within or
out with the designated area), an Appropriate Assessment will need to be undertaken in
view of that site’s conservation objectives. The impact of the plan or project must be
assessed in-combination with other plans or projects in the area.

The role of the NERC Act
It should be noted that under the Natural Environment and Rural Communities Act
(NERC) 2006, Section 40, Part 3, “Every public authority must, in exercising its functions,
have regard, so far as is consistent with the proper exercise of those functions, to the purpose of
conserving biodiversity.”

11

Please refer to the ‘Criteria for defining sensitive species’ section on page 17
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Methodology and definitions
1.
Sensitive bird populations
This section sets out the criteria for defining important populations of sensitive species
of birds (‘bird sensitive areas’) in terms of biomass energy crop planting in North West
England.
Breeding birds: criteria for defining ‘important populations’
Using the criteria used in Defra’s Higher Level Stewardship for phase 2 targeting as a
guide (which looks to map the priority areas for arable and wetland birds of
conservation concern, through the Bird Conservation Targeting Project12), the following
criteria have been used to identify important populations of birds, in relation to biomass
plantings:
•

•

Areas supporting an arable bird assemblage of 4 of more species out of the
following list: Corn bunting, grey partridge, lapwing, yellow wagtail and
tree sparrow
AND/ OR
Areas supporting a wetland bird assemblage of 3 or more species out of
the following list: Lapwing, yellow wagtail, snipe, curlew, redshank

Wintering birds: criteria for defining ‘important populations’
Birds are highly mobile and are recorded over a wide area, so the threshold for inclusion
for an ‘important population’ is taken to be a complex of fields or a discreet area of land
which regularly supports (ie. recorded several times a year during the period when the
birds are present):
•
•
•

1% of the relevant SPA population (ie. to which a population is functionally
linked) based on the 5 year mean figure OR
If this is not applicable, then a 1% of the national population threshold
(nationally important) is used OR
If this is not applicable, a regularly (ie. recorded several times a year during
the period when the birds are present) occurring population present in a
notable concentration (ie. of county importance, taken as 10% of the County
population) figure is used.

See Annex 1. It should be noted that the data used for defining important populations is
updated annually, so this exercise is based upon current knowledge and distributions
and this maybe subject to change. Many of these species occur in areas that straddle the
protected area network (SPA, SAC, Ramsar, SSSI). Areas out with the protected area
network may well be ‘functionally linked’ to an SPA. An example of this is the situation
12

http://www.rspb.org.uk/ourwork/conservation/projects/targeting/index.asp
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whereby birds spend part of their time within a SPA and part of their time feeding in
outlying areas. In many cases, such species are also qualifying species of the SPA.

Criteria for defining ‘sensitive species’
Breeding birds
A breeding bird assemblage of birds of conservation concern (amber or red listed13) has
been used to identify sensitive bird species, which would be impacted through
inappropriately located biomass plantings, through:
•

•

Direct habitat loss of breeding sites for important assemblages of birds of
conservation concern, ie. ground nesting wetland and arable birds requiring
open fields to nest in.
Displacement of important assemblages of wetland and/ or arable birds, as an
area of land becomes unsuitable for breeding/ feeding, for example due to loss
of winter stubbles providing winter seed food.

Wintering birds
The sensitive areas for wintering bird populations identified for on-shore wind farm
developments have also been adopted as sensitive areas for biomass energy crop
planting. This is because wintering waterfowl require large, open areas of suitable
habitat for feeding and complexes of optimal feeding fields can support internationally
important numbers of birds. Displacement from important feeding areas is, therefore,
the key consideration.
The criteria used to determine sensitivity to biomass energy crop developments has been
based on the ornithological assessment methodology that has been developed by
Scottish Natural Heritage (SNH) and the Scottish Branch of the British Wind Energy
Association (BWEA). See Annex 2. Important populations have been defined in Annex 1.
Using these criteria, the following list of bird species has been drawn up:
• Whooper swan
• Bewick’s swan
• Pink-footed goose
Note that these species are qualifying species of the following SPA’s in the North West:
Ribble and Alt estuaries; Martin Mere, Morecambe Bay and the Upper Solway Flats and
Marshes. See (http://www.jncc.gov.uk/page-1419) for more information. Some species

13

http://www.rspb.org.uk/wildlife/birdguide/status_explained.asp
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fall under Annex 1 of the EU Birds Directive14 or Schedule 1 of the Wildlife and
Countryside Act, 1981 (as amended)- see Annex 2.
Referring to the ornithological assessment methodology set out above, these species are
defined as having a high sensitivity to biomass energy crop planting for several reasons:
•
•
•

They are a cited interest of SPA’s and SSSI’s.
They feed in the area and are vulnerable to the effects of displacement.
They occur in discrete, nationally important populations in the area.

Hen harriers have been included for the following (additional) reasons:
• Hen harriers winter in a discrete area of West Cumbria (see map 3) in
internationally important numbers- see Annex 1. The West Cumbria
foothills roost complex is the third biggest roost site in northern England;
• The roost complex and associated foraging areas are vulnerable to change.
This exercise focuses on areas in which qualifying species are functionally linked to an
SPA because, in spatial planning terms, it is these areas which are most vulnerable to
change due to the comparative strength of the planning/ regulatory system in statutory
designated areas compared to those out with such areas. However there are some
exceptions to this.
Icelandic greylag geese have also been included for Cumbria and are defined as having a
‘medium’ sensitivity to windfarm developments in Annex 2, due to their lower nature
conservation status than whooper swan, bewick’s swan or pink-footed goose.
There could be other notable populations of sensitive species that are not covered by this
guide.
Methods of producing the maps
The North West has been divided into areas that are known to support important
populations of sensitive species known to be vulnerable to biomass energy crop
production.
Each area has been defined by using the best available data. Breeding bird data is
available through the Bird Conservation Targeting Project (which illustrates each
breeding bird record with a 2 kilometre buffer) and wintering bird data has been
obtained through consulting with expert bird recorders active in each area. Typically,
such bird recorders are surveying the areas in question through monitoring schemes
such as the Wetland Bird Survey (WeBS) and therefore have intimate knowledge of how
birds use the area.
14

Council Directive 79/409/EEC on the Conservation of Wild Birds
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Caveats and notes
1.
The mapped areas are not definitive.
2.
All areas covered by existing landscape (AONB, National Park) or nature
conservation designations (SSSI, SPA, SAC, Ramsar) have not been illustrated on
the maps.
3.
Breeding bird species:
• Important populations of sensitive breeding bird species have been defined
using the criteria adopted through the Bird Conservation Targeting Project
(BCTP) by Natural England for Higher Level Stewardship targeting in North
West England. This is on the basis that there is extensive up-to-date data
available and by using bird assemblages of species of conservation concern,
sensitive areas can be defined.
4.
Wintering bird species:
• The maps identify only the most sensitive species (defined as being ‘very
high,’ ‘high’ or ‘medium’ sensitivity- see Annex 2) occurring in important
numbers (see Annex 1) have been included in this exercise.
• If the species are known to occur wholly within the protected area network
(eg. SPA) and/ or an area designated as an AONB or National Park, these
species have been excluded (for the purposes of this study) because the
species largely occur within areas subject to statutory nature conservation
designations.
• Criteria used (see Annex 1) are: >1% international population=
internationally important; >1% national population= nationally important
(note that if an Annex 1 species is present in nationally important numbers, it
would qualify as being internationally important under Article 4 (1) of the
Directive ie. it would qualify for designation as a SPA)
• The number and species of bird flying through the North West especially
during periods of migration (for example geese) are not accurately known, so
it cannot be assumed that important populations of birds will only occur
within the mapped areas.
5.
The Wildlife and Countryside Act 1981 (as amended) makes it an offence (with
exception to species listed in Schedule 2) to intentionally kill, injure, or take any
wild bird or their eggs or nests. Special penalties are available for offences related
to birds listed on Schedule 1 (for example peregrine falcon), for which there are
additional offences of disturbing these birds at their nests, or their dependent
young.
6.
Note that the data used for defining important populations is updated annually, so
that this exercise is based upon current knowledge and distributions and this
maybe subject to change
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Annex 1: Thresholds for ‘important populations’ (of sensitive species) for the purposes of this guidance.
An ‘important population’ has been defined as exceeding (blue shading) one of more of the following threshold criteria for the purposes of this
study: 1% of the relevant SPA population (to which the population is functionally linked) based on the 5 year mean figure OR if this is not
applicable then a 1% of the national population threshold is used OR if this is not applicable then a regularly (ie. recorded several times a year
during the period when the birds are present) occurring notable population (10% of the County population).
Species

Whooper
Swan
Areas
which
exceed the
threshold20

1% of
Upper
Solway
Flats and
Marshes
SPA
population,
(threshold
number15 )

1% of
Morecambe
Bay SPA
population,
(threshold
number16 )

1% of the
Ribble &
Alt
Estuaries
and Martin
Mere SPAs
population
(threshold
number)

1% of
National
Population16
(threshold
number16 )

Notable
populationCumbria17
(threshold
number16 )

Notable
populationLancs. & N.
Merseyside18
(threshold
number16 )

Notable
populationCheshire19
(threshold
number16 )

4

2

17

57

36

200

7

Inner
Solway
Middle
Solway
Outer
Solway

North
Fylde and
Lune
Estuary

South Fylde,
Ribble & Alt
Estuaries,
Martin Mere
&
surrounding

1% of Dee
Estuary
SPA
population,
(threshold
number16 )

Middle Eden
Floodplain
Lower Eden
Floodplain

15

Dee estuary

The threshold number is defined as the number above which an area of land is a ‘bird sensitive area.’
WeBS Waterbirds in the UK 2004/05 BTO/WWT/RSPB/JNCC
17
10% of the Cumbrian population is one of the criteria chosen to define a County Wildlife Site and is described as a ‘notable’ population.
18
10% of the Lancashire and North Merseyside population is the criteria chosen and is described as a ‘notable’ population.
19
10% of the Cheshire population is one of the criteria chosen and is described as a ‘notable’ population.
20
Subsequent areas exceeding the threshold number are then not listed
16

19

areas

Pinkfooted
Goose
Areas
which
exceed the
threshold21

Bewick’s
Swan
Areas
which
exceed the
threshold21
Greylag
Goose
(Icelandic
race)
Areas
which
exceed the
threshold21

153

200

200

Lower Esk
Valley
Lower Eden
Floodplain
Inner
Solway
Middle
Solway
Outer
Solway

North
Fylde and
Lune
Estuary

South Fylde,
Ribble & Alt
Estuaries,
Martin Mere
&
surrounding
areas

2400

1

1537

81

8

Dee estuary

819

70

Middle Eden
Floodplain

20

3800

Hen
Harrier
Areas
which
exceed the
threshold21

7
West
Cumbria
Foothills

21

1

Annex 2: Definition of terms relating to ‘sensitive species’ of bird (wintering)
This table has been based on the ornithological assessment methodology that has been developed
by Scottish Natural Heritage (SNH) and the Scottish Branch of the British Wind Energy
Association (BWEA) 21. A column has been added listing types of sensitivity for each group of
species.
Sensitivity

Definition

VERY
HIGH

Cited interest of SPA’s, SAC’s and
SSSI’s. Cited means mentioned in the
citation text for the site as a species for
which the site is designated
(SPA’s/SAC’s) or notified (SSSI’s)

HIGH

MEDIUM

LOW

21

Other species that contribute to the
integrity of an SPA or SSSI.
A local population of more than 1% of
the national population of a species.
Ecologically sensitive species, eg. large
birds of prey or rare birds (<300
breeding pairs in the UK).
EU Birds Directive Annex 1, EU
Habitats Directive priority habitat/
species and/or W&C Act 1981 (as
amended) Schedule 1 species (if not
covered above).
Regionally important population of a
species, either because of population
size or distributional context.
UK BAP priority species (if not
covered above)
Any other species of conservation
interest, eg. species listed on the Birds
of Conservation Concern not listed
above

Example
species
Whooper swan,
bewick’s swan
and pink-footed
goose

Hen harrier

Greylag goose
(Icelandic race)

Langston and Pullan, ‘Windfarms and birds’ Birdlife International, 2003
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Type of
sensitivity
Disturbance/
displacement
Collision

