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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 females3, 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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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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