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Attention: David Patterson
NatureScot
The Links, Golspie Business Park, Golspie, KW10 6UB

SLR Project No.: 413.058086.00001
Client Reference No.: ECU 05055 / CEA 179490

CONFIDENTIAL

RE: Balblair Wind Farm: Response to NatureScot — Additional Black Grouse
Information

Dear David,

Thank you for providing comments on the proposed Balblair Wind Farm (ECU ref.
ECU00005055), set out in NatureScot’s letter dated 4" July 2025.

This letter, prepared by SLR on behalf of the Applicant, addresses the request for provision
of additional information on black grouse, and evaluates the potential for impacts due to the
combined Balblair Wind Farm and the consented Garvary Wind Farm (ECU ref.
ECU00003251).

| trust that this correspondence is helpful in clarifying the situation for black grouse in relation
to the two projects.

Yours Sincerely,

SLR Consulting Limited

Sarah Sanders
Principal Ornithologist

Registered Office: SLR Consuiting Limited
!J , m!,a‘mw‘ 3rd Floor, Summit House, 12 Red Lion Square, London, United Kingdom, WC1R 4QH 93 South Woodside Road, Glasgow, G20 6NT
""""" gt plo:SER g Linitect Tel: +44 3300 886631 www.sirconsutting.com

he—— Incorporated in England and Wales



NatureScot
Balblair Wind Farm: Response to NatureScot — Additional Black Grouse 19 December 2025
Information SLR Project No.: 413.058086.00001

Review of Black Grouse Information

11 Combined Effects of Balblair and Garvary Wind Farms
The main comment provided by NatureScot relating to black grouse was as follows:

“We request a detailed assessment on the potential impacts to black grouse from this
development combined with that of Garvary Wind Farm. This should include a cumulative
assessment of lekking sites/habitats and foraging habitats from both developments”.

These points have been addressed below. It should be noted that in relation to the later
comment “jit would appear to us that bird survey data for [Garvary Wind Farm] (including the
Further Environmental Information) has not been fully sourced for this proposal, perhaps due
to the sensitive nature of the data”, we can confirm that this information has been sourced
and is referred to here.

Figure 1 below provides a summary of black grouse lek activity recorded during baseline
surveys for Balblair (2022 and 2023) and Garvary (2017, 2018 and 2022). It is evident that
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mitigation

in the Garvary Al chapter included pre-construction black grouse surveys and should any
leks be found within 750m of the turbines or access tracks, construction disturbance would
be mitigated by avoiding construction activities during peak lekking times (dawn and dusk,
March to May). Similar standard measures have been committed to by Balblair. Where
necessary, e.g. scheduled track repairs, these principles would continue to be implemented
during the operational phase of Balblair, to reduce the risk of lek disturbance. This would be
included in a final Bird Disturbance Management Plan.

Chapter 7 of the Balblair EIA Report took into consideration both the black grouse activity
recorded during surveys for Balblair Wind Farm as well as the surveys for Garvary Wind
Farm with paragraph 7.8.15 stating “The five lekking males present at BK_3 and additional
male recorded at a lek site to the northeast of turbine T3 during earlier surveys for the
Garvary Wind Farm, represents around 20% of the estimated NHZ 5 population estimate of

30 males (Wison et al. 2015).”

Consequently, it can be argued that the Balblair Wind Farm EIA Report’s estimate of six
lekking males potentially at risk of operational displacement is over-precautionary, and there
would continue to be at least three other lek locations that are over
500m from the proposed turbines As stated in Balblair Wind Farm EIA Report
Chapter 7, considering that there is likely to be mobility between these adjacent leks and that
there is not clear evidence that lekking black grouse are wholly displaced by operational
turbines, it is a precautionary worst-case scenario to assume that these lekking males would
be lost from the population. Additionally, the Outline Biodiversity Enhancement Management
Plan (OBEMP, provided as Balblair Wind Farm EIA Report Technical Appendix 8.6) includes
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measures to maintain/enhance habitats for black grouse

I (hereby reducing the risk of displacement and loss to
the Natural Heritage Zone (NHZ) 5 population.

Considering that the results of baseline surveys for both projects demonstrate that Garvary
Wind Farm would have no turbines within 500m of leks, the worst-case cumulative
operational displacement effect on the NHZ 5 population is considered to be the same as
that presented for Balblair Wind Farm.

The habitat management plans for both projects include measures to improve/retain habitats
suitable for black grouse through the removal of extensive self-seeded Sitka spruce (thereby
reversing ongoing encroachment and adverse impacts on bog and heath, and eventual
canopy closure — see photos in Appendix A), as well as other measures such as riparian
native woodland planting, and peatland restoration which would provide improved foraging
and breeding opportunities. This would lead to a combined/cumulative non-significant
residual effect on the NHZ 5 black grouse population.

It is hoped that a review of the extent, timing and methods of management can be
undertaken with Garvary Wind Farm to ensure benefits to black grouse are maximised
across the two sites, and that this is reflected in the final versions of the two projects’
Biodiversity & Enhancement Management Plans (BEMPs). Additional measures that would
benefit black grouse, such as enhanced predator control, would also be considered for the
final Balblair BEMP, and the Applicant would welcome any suggestions NatureScot could
provide.

Table 1: Summary of black grouse lek activity
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I Lek ID as detailed in Balblair Wind Farm EIA Report Chapter 7.
2 Lek ID as detailed in Garvary Wind Farm AIR Technical Appendix 5.2: Confidential Ornithology Appendix.
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1.2 Black Grouse Survey Methodology

NatureScot’s letter states that “the survey methods used to assess the number of black
grouse, which we understand included walking between observation points (during lek
surveys), has a higher potential to miss males, especially at small lek sites due to reduced
observation time and the potential for disturbing displaying males and prospecting females.
Therefore, we believe the survey results provided for black grouse are likely to under-
represent the potential impacts of this development to a small and therefore vulnerable NHZ
bird population.”

With regards to NatureScot’s concerns regarding surveys underestimating black grouse
lekking in the area, between Balblair and Garvary, baseline black grouse surveys were
undertaken in 2017, 2018, 2022 and 2023 and it is clear from Figure 1 that black grouse
have consistently been recorded in the same areas. During the survey programme for
Balblair, surveyors used their knowledge gained during other survey types on site to identify
suitable lekking areas prior to targeted dawn surveys for black grouse. Furthermore, any
observed black grouse activity was recorded during all survey types (e.g. including dawn
vantage point surveys) to help ensure an accurate picture of species distribution and lekking
numbers (this is evidenced in Technical Appendix 7.2 Annex D Table D-5 which shows that
black grouse activity was recorded across multiple surveys). It is therefore considered
unlikely that the numbers and distribution of black grouse have been materially
underestimated, based on the range of data available.

1.3 Displacement of Foraging or Breeding Black Grouse

Following on from NatureScot’s request for further information in Section 1.1, the letter
advises that “This assessment should include an estimation of the total suitable lek and
foraging habitat which could be potentially lost due to these new developments and how
much is left that will not be affected.”

As demonstrated above, no lek sites would be directly lost due to infrastructure, and any
impacts for lekking birds due to displacement would be minimal. For foraging black grouse or
breeding females, the evidence that birds would be displaced by turbines is unclear.
Goodship & Furness (2022) advise a buffer zone of 100-150m for nesting females?, and a
similar buffer for the non-breeding season, which is likely a good proxy for a general foraging
buffer zone.

Considering this buffer extent, any potential losses of foraging or nesting habitats as a result
of the Balblair and Garvary Wind Farms will be of relatively small in scale and unlikely to
result in significantly lower foraging or breeding opportunities. This can be demonstrated by
considering the wider habitat context within which Balblair and Garvary Wind Farms are
situated, both currently, and in the future should both wind farms become operational.

Figure 2 shows the habitats in the wider area (HabMos data taken from the Scotland’s
environment web database) with the bog and heath (brown and purple areas), marshy or
acid grassland (light yellow and green areas) and broadleaved woodland all suitable habitats
for black grouse. It is clear that the area in which the Garvary and Balblair Wind Farms are
located is a small part of a wider similar habitat mosaic, making it unlikely that black grouse
habitat in the area will be significantly limited by the presence of these wind farms.
Furthermore, the habitat management proposals of both Garvary and Balblair Wind Farms,
including removal of the widespread presence of encroaching self-seeded non-native
conifers (which, in the absence of these projects would likely continue unchecked and risk
canopy closure and loss of black grouse habitats — see Appendix A) will ensure black

3 https://www.nature.scot/doc/naturescot-research-report-1283-disturbance-distances-review-updated-literature-
review-disturbance#Black+grouse,+Tetrao+tetrix
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grouse habitats are safeguarded and continue to be present in better condition over the
long-term than may otherwise have been the case.

Image 2: HabMo$S habitat* around Garvary and Balblair Wind Farms

4 https://map.environment.qgov.scot/sewebmap/?layers=eunisLandCoverScotland&extent=-
298028.475191,719972,1268192
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Appendix A: Images of Sitka Spruce Encroachment

The below images were taken during habitat surveys at Balblair Wind Farm in 2023 which
show the extent of the Sitka spruce encroachment onto upland blanket bog habitats.
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