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Basis of Report

This document has been prepared by SLR Consulting Limited (SLR) with reasonable skill,
care and diligence, and taking account of the timescales and resources devoted to it by
agreement with Force 9 (the Client) as part or all of the services it has been appointed by the
Client to carry out. It is subject to the terms and conditions of that appointment.

SLR shall not be liable for the use of or reliance on any information, advice,
recommendations and opinions in this document for any purpose by any person other than
the Client. Reliance may be granted to a third party only in the event that SLR and the third
party have executed a reliance agreement or collateral warranty.

Information reported herein may be based on the interpretation of public domain data
collected by SLR, and/or information supplied by the Client and/or its other advisors and
associates. These data have been accepted in good faith as being accurate and valid. SLR
may have used Al in the preparation of this document

The copyright and intellectual property in all drawings, reports, specifications, bills of
quantities, calculations and other information set out in this report remain vested in SLR
unless the terms of appointment state otherwise.

This document may contain information of a specialised and/or highly technical nature and
the Client is advised to seek clarification on any elements which may be unclear to it.

Information, advice, recommendations and opinions in this document should only be relied
upon in the context of the whole document and any documents referenced explicitly herein
and should then only be used within the context of the appointment.
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1.0 Introduction

This Outline Black Grouse Management and Monitoring Plan (hereafter ‘this Plan’) has been
prepared in support of the Balblair Wind Farm S36 Application (the Proposed Development),
and in response to consultation comments received from NatureScot regarding the potential
for adverse effects on black grouse.

Whilst direct habitat loss associated with the Proposed Development is limited, NatureScot
within its consultation response dated 17" February 2026 has advised that due to
uncertainty regarding the displacement response of black grouse to wind farm infrastructure
(post-construction), and the potential sensitivity of the small ‘edge of range’ population
thought to be present within Natural Heritage Zone (NHZ) 5, a precautionary approach to
mitigation is required.

In particular, NatureScot has highlighted the potential for lek displacement within 500 m of
turbine locations as set out with its current guidance (NatureScot 2025). NatureScot has also
further noted that black grouse nesting, foraging and roosting habitats also generally occurs
within proximity to lek locations and that where such habitats overlap with potential areas of
turbine displacement, there is similar uncertainty around the extent of displacement to both
male and female birds.

This Plan therefore seeks to adopt a precautionary, although targeted and adaptive
management approach, recognising both the current uncertainty in the evidence relating to
black grouse displacement impacts from onshore wind farms in Scotland and the importance
of maintaining the conservation status of the local and thus wider NHZ 5 black grouse
population.

1:1 Site and Black Grouse Information Summary

The Proposed Development application boundary (red line) is comprised of typical upland
habitats including, blanket bog/modified bog, wet heath, dry heath, flush and patches of
upland acid grassland. Small patches of Scots pine woodland are present in the southwest
of the application boundary, and commercial coniferous plantations are found abutting the
west and northwest of the application boundary.

The most common and prevalent habitat types within the application boundary are blanket
bog and wet heath (see Technical Appendix 8.1 and Figure 8.3 of the EIA Report). Much
of the blanket bog and wet heath areas, as well as other typical upland mosaic habitats
present such as dry heath within the application boundary, are subject to invasion and
encroachment from non-native self-seeded conifers (Sitka spruce) (see Technical
Appendix 8.1 of the EIA Report).

Baseline surveys undertaken in 2022 and 2023 to inform the design and assessment of the
Proposed Development, identified black grouse lek activity within

I  /ditionally, baseline
surveys for the adjacent consented Garvary Wind Farm recorded |
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1.2 Purpose and Aims

The purpose of this Plan is to set out a framework for habitat management and monitoring
intended to reduce the risk of adverse effects on black grouse associated with Proposed
Development, over its operational lifetime.

The proposed broad aims of this Plan are to:

e Support the conservation and resilience of the local (and therefore wider NHZ 5)
black grouse population over the operational lifetime of the Proposed Development;

e Minimise the potential for adverse effects on black grouse associated with the
operation of the Proposed Development;

e Maintain and improve habitat suitability for nesting, brood rearing and foraging black
grouse within proximity to lek locations;

e Reduce avoidable mortality pressures upon black grouse (where relevant and
practical);

e Monitor black grouse responses to the Proposed Development and adapt habitat
management measures where necessary, as appropriate.

The detailed plan also recognises the opportunity identified by NatureScot for the Proposed
Development to contribute to the wider evidence base regarding black grouse interactions
with onshore wind farms in Scotland.

1.3 Relationship with the Outline Biodiversity Enhancement
Management Plan
An Outline Biodiversity Enhancement Management Plan (OBEMP) has also been prepared

to support the Proposed Development and is presented as Technical Appendix 8.6 of the
EIA Report.

The OBEMP presents measures relating to peatland and wet heath habitat restoration and
riparian corridor creation and enhancement. Such measures are expected to provide

1 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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secondary benefits for black grouse, through the maintenance and enhancement of
moorland habitats used for nesting and foraging birds.

This Plan does therefore not seek to duplicate the detailed prescriptions contained within the
OBEMP. Instead, it identifies those habitat management measures that are considered of
primary relevance to local black grouse conservation and establishes how such measures
will be prioritised spatially and adaptively, with regards to the potential for adverse
displacement that may arise from the Proposed Development.

For the purposes of this Plan, a distinction is therefore made between:

e Targeted mitigation and adaptive management measures intended specifically to
address potential black grouse effects associated with the Proposed Development;
and

o Wider habitat restoration and biodiversity enhancement measures that will be
delivered through the OBEMP, and which provide broader ecological benefits beyond
those for black grouse.

Measures identified as black grouse mitigation within this Plan would therefore be prioritised
within:

e Potential connectivity to lek locations (e.g., within 1.5 km of lek locations);

o Outwith areas of potential operational displacement (e.g., outwith 500 m of turbine
locations); and

o Within appropriate land within the application boundary.

Enhancement measures to be delivered as part of the Proposed Development will include
wider peatland restoration measures and riparian planting (as detailed within the OBEMP),
which will deliver broader biodiversity benefits.

1.4 Detailed Plan Development and Advisory Group

This Plan is intended to provide an outline framework for black grouse management,
monitoring. Prior to commencement of construction of the Proposed Development, a detailed
Black Grouse Management and Monitoring Plan will be prepared by an independent suitably
qualified ornithologist in consultation with relevant stakeholders and submitted to the
Highland Council (THC) for approval.

To inform the development, implementation and periodic review of the detailed plan, an
Advisory Group will be established comprising representatives of NatureScot, RSPB
Scotland, the Game and Wildlife Conservation Trust (GWCT), relevant landowners, estate
managers and gamekeepers, together with representatives of local crofting interests where
appropriate. Additional specialists may also be invited to participate where considered
beneficial.

The role of the Advisory Group will be to provide technical advice on the implementation of
management prescriptions, review monitoring results, consider the need for adaptive
management measures and contribute to the ongoing refinement of the detailed plan. The
Advisory Group will operate in an advisory capacity only and will not have responsibility for
approving management decisions or directing the implementation of the detailed plan.

The detailed plan will take account of baseline information (to be updated the lekking season
prior to construction commencing), the final layout of the Proposed Development, habitat
management opportunities within the application boundary, monitoring requirements and any
recommendations arising from stakeholder consultation.
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The implementation of the detailed plan will be the responsibility of the Applicant (or
subsequent Operator of the Proposed Development) and who may appoint an independent
suitably qualified ornithologist to oversee such.

The detailed plan will be reviewed periodically in light of monitoring results and updated as
necessary to ensure that its aims and objectives continue to be met.

2.0 Objectives

The proposed objectives of this Plan have been developed to support the proposed aims of
this Plan set out above (see Section 1.2) and provide a framework for the implementation of
management prescriptions, monitoring and adaptive management measures.

Together they are intended to maintain, improve habitat suitability for black grouse within the
application boundary, reduce avoidable mortality pressures, and ensure that any changes in
black grouse habitat use (or productivity) during operation of the Proposed Development can
be identified and responded to.

The proposed objectives of this Plan are therefore to:

¢ Obijective 1: Maintain and improve the suitability of habitats used by black grouse
within the habitat management area;

o Obijective 2: Reduce avoidable mortality risks to black grouse;

¢ Obijective 3: Monitor black grouse populations and habitat use during the operation of
the Proposed Development;

o Obijective 4: Apply adaptive management measures where monitoring identifies
potential adverse effects associated with the Proposed Development.

3.0 Management Prescriptions

The management prescriptions set out below describe the measures that will be
implemented to achieve the proposed objectives of this Plan as set our above (Section 2.0).
These measures have been developed with regard to broad habitat requirements of black
grouse and recommendations provided by NatureScot.

Where relevant, prescriptions draw upon habitat management measures already included
within the OBEMP, with implementation prioritised within areas considered most likely to
benefit black grouse (i.e. within 1.5 km of lek sites, but outwith 500 m of turbine locations).

The prescriptions will be reviewed periodically in light of monitoring results and may be
adapted where necessary in accordance with the proposed adaptive management
framework (Section 5.0).

3.1 Objective 1

Maintain and enhance the suitability of habitats used by black grouse within the
habitat management area.

¢ Removal of self-seeded Sitka spruce (and other woodland encroachment as
necessary) in accordance with the OBEMP, to maintain open habitat conditions;

e Peatland restoration measures, including drain blocking, in accordance with the
OBEMP;

o Creation of wet features (e.g. scrapes and wet flushes) where appropriate to increase
the availability of invertebrate rich brood rearing habitat;

e Grazing management to prevent overgrazing and maintain suitable habitat condition;
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e Vegetation management (e.g. swiping/cutting) to promote a mosaic of vegetation
structures and heights suitable for nesting, brood-rearing and foraging.

3.2 Objective 2

Reduce avoidable mortality risks to black grouse.
o Identification and removal of redundant fencing where feasible.

e Marking of any retained or essential fencing in areas where collision risk may occur.

3.3 Objective 3

Monitor black grouse populations and habitat use during the operation of the
Proposed Development.

¢ Annual lek surveys to monitor lek occupancy and location — proposed to undertake
surveys for years 1 to five of operation, after which point any future monitoring
requirements will be reviewed and agreed in consultation with the Advisory Group;

e Monitoring of breeding productivity, where feasible;
e Monitoring of habitat condition within management areas;

¢ Recording the spatial distribution of black grouse within the habitat management area
and wider application boundary; and

e Collision fatality searches of fencing and other infrastructure.

3.4 Objective 4

Apply adaptive management measures where monitoring identified potential adverse
effects associated with the Proposed Development.

The need for additional measures will be reviewed where monitoring (under Objective 3)
identified changes that may indicate adverse effects on black grouse as a result of the
operation of the Proposed Development such as:

e Reduction in lek attendance;
e |Lek abandonment;
e Reductions in breeding productivity;
¢ Reduced use of managed habitats; and/or
e Fencelinfrastructure fatalities.
Potential adaptive measures may include:
¢ Modification or intensification of habitat management prescriptions;

e Targeted legal predator management where monitoring indicates that predation may
be limiting productivity;

¢ Diversionary feeding, where appropriate and subject to agreement with NatureScot
and any relevant licensing requirements;

e Turbine base marking; and

¢ Implementation of additional monitoring measures (including telemetry or thermal
imagery surveys) to better understand black grouse responses to the Proposed
Development and inform management decisions.
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4.0 Monitoring

Monitoring will be undertaken to assess the response of black grouse to the Proposed
Development and to evaluate the effectiveness of management measures implemented
through the detailed Plan. Given the uncertainty surrounding the magnitude of potential
displacement effects, monitoring will focus on changed in black grouse distribution, lek
occupancy, breeding productivity and habitat use within the habitat management area and
wider application boundary.

The proposed monitoring programme will adopt a Before-After-Control-Impact (BACI)
approach, insofar as is practicable, through comparison of post-construction monitoring
results with baseline survey data collected prior to the commencement of the Proposed
Development and, where feasible, comparison with a suitable reference area beyond the
predicted zone of potential impact of the Proposed Development.

This approach will assist in distinguishing changes potentially associated with the Proposed
Development from wider population fluctuations and other environmental factors affecting
black grouse locally and within the wider NHZ 5.

The monitoring programme set out below has been developed to provide a proportionate
assessment of black grouse response to the Proposed Development, while also informing
the adaptive management framework set out in this Plan (Section 5.0). Monitoring methods
may be refined during the operational period in consultation with the Advisory Group, should
additional information become available or if monitoring identifies changes requiring further
understanding.

The monitoring programme will also contribute to the wider evidence base regarding black
grouse behavioural responses to onshore wind farm developments in Scotland and the
effectiveness of management and mitigation measures (and good practice) in similar
habitats.

Monitoring measures proposed are set out below:
Lek Monitoring

¢ Annual spring lek surveys - proposed to undertake surveys for years 1 to five of
operation, after which point any future monitoring requirements will be reviewed and
agreed in consultation with the Advisory Group.

e Counts of displaying males and females present.

o Mapping of lek locations.
Productivity Monitoring

e Late summer productivity surveys where practicable.

e Recording of females, nests and broods.
Habitat Monitoring

o Management compliance review.

e Monitoring of habitat condition.

o Assessment of vegetation structure, wet features and Sitka spruce regeneration.
Black Grouse Distribution and Habitat Use

¢ Recording of incidental observations during monitoring.

e Mapping of black grouse locations relative to turbines and habitat management
areas.
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Adaptive Monitoring
e Thermal imaging surveys.
o GPS/satellite tagging.

e Other agreed monitoring techniques.

5.0 Adaptive Management Framework

Recognising the uncertainty regarding the nature and extent of potential black grouse
behavioural responses to the Proposed Development, an adaptive management approach
will be adopted over the operational lifetime of the Proposed Development.

The adaptive management framework will provide a mechanism for reviewing monitoring
results and considering whether modifications to management measures are required (and
warranted) during the operational lifetime of the Proposed Development. The purpose of the
framework will be to improve understanding of black grouse responses to the Proposed
Development and to optimise the effectiveness of management measures as informed by
the evidence obtained through monitoring.

Where monitoring identifies changes in black grouse distribution, habitat use, lek occupancy
and/or breeding productivity that may indicate adverse effects, the results will be reviewed
and discussed with the Advisory Group. Any observed changes will be considered in the
context of wider environmental conditions, regional population trends and other factors that
may have or be influencing black grouse populations at a local or wider regional (NHZ 5) and
national (Scottish) level.

Where appropriate, adaptive management responses may be identified and evaluated
having regard to their likely effectiveness, technical feasibility, proportionality and
consistency with the objectives of the detailed plan. Such responses may include refinement
of existing habitat management measures, implementation of additional monitoring or other
targeted management interventions.

The adaptive management framework is therefore intended to support evidence based
decision making and continuous improvement on the delivery of the detailed plans aims and
objectives. It does not assume that all observed changes in the local black grouse population
are attributable to the Proposed Development.

In some circumstances additional monitoring may be undertaken to further determine the
likely causes of observed changes before any requirement for additional management
measures is considered (and warranted).

Example adaptive management decisions are set out in Table 5-1.

Table 5-1: Adaptive management responses (examples)

M Review Criterion Potential Response

Lek occupancy Abandonment of monitored lek Review monitoring data, habitat
condition and evidence of displacement.

Consider additional targeted habitat
management / creation or further
behavioural surveys.

Lek attendance Reduction in displaying males Review potential causes and determine
whether additional management or
monitoring is warranted.
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Indicator Review Criterion | Potential Response

Productivity Reduced productivity Review habitat condition, predator
pressures and potential management
responses to address.

Habitat condition | Failure to achieve habitat Review management prescriptions and
management targets implementation regime (compliance).
Habitat use Avoidance of managed habitats Review habitat suitability and consider

other targeted habitat management /
creation measures.

6.0 Reporting

The findings of monitoring undertaken as part of the detailed Plan will be documented
through periodic reporting, the frequency of which will be governed by the Advisory Group,
which is anticipated to be considered alongside the detailed BEMP monitoring and reporting.

Reports will summarise the results of black grouse monitoring, progress with implementation
of management prescriptions, habitat condition monitoring and any adaptive management
measures undertaken during the reporting period.

The reporting process will provide a mechanism for reviewing the effectiveness of the
detailed plan, identifying emerging issues and informing future management decisions.

Reports will be provided to THC, the Advisory Board and other relevant stakeholders.

Where practicable, the findings of the monitoring programme will be disseminated more
widely to contribute to the evidence base relating to black grouse behavioural responses to
onshore wind farms in Scotland and the effectiveness of mitigation measures in similar
environments. This may include the sharing of monitoring results and lessons learned
through technical reports, industry forums, professional conferences or other appropriate
platforms. This would be subject to any requirements relating to data sensitivity, landowner
confidentially and commercial interests.

7.0 Summary

This outline Black Grouse Management and Monitoring Plan provides a framework for
habitat management, monitoring and adaptive management measures intended to support
the conservation of black grouse within the application boundary of the proposed Balblair
Wind Farm and minimise the potential for adverse effects associated with operation of the
development.

The plan adopts a precautionary and evidence-led approach, with management and
monitoring measures to be refined and implemented through the preparation of a detail plan
in consultation with an appointed Advisory Group.
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