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Dear Miriam,

I am very glad to see (from information Mark Duchamp sent me) that you are interested in the way Mark's advocacy on wind farms has been received in a forum on raptor biology.  I think he has also had problems when other organisations tire of his comments.

As you note, Mark has made many very articulate comments on wind farms, and has persistently raised this contentious issue.  It would be easy to get fatigued trying to oppose the juggernaut of government-subsidised wind farms, yet he fights on nonetheless.  I am sure his persistence will have lost him some friends and contacts, and it must take some effort of will for him to keep pressing in the face of hostile and depressing responses.

As a professional conservation biologist I have been communicating with Mark for several years, and I have greatly welcomed his efforts, communications and data on wind farms.  He is not only articulate, and makes vivid arguments, but has numerical abilities which have allowed him to make very original, interesting and thought-provoking estimates of wind farm related wildlife mortality.

There is good reason to believe that collecting accurate evidence about wind farms is very difficult.  Infrequent events are hard to sample, especially if scavengers or people remove victims of collisions with turbines.  Yet infrequent events could be very serious to species with low population density such as large raptors, or low fecundity such as bats.  This is especially so if something about a wind farm leads to it becoming a "population sink", repeatedly attracting birds or mammals to a high-risk area.  Many raptors are legally protected in some countries, and if mortality on a wind farm is reasonably predictable there should be more litigation against wind farm owners when it happens.  Mark's compilation of data helps make such predictions more robust.

We need to know much more about wind farms, and it may take many years to gather data which would satisfy some very quantitative ornithologists, or lawyers, or politicians, or "greens".  However, a precautionary approach is enshrined in the Convention on Biological Diversity (unfortunately the US is one of the very few non-signatories).  I would argue that the imperfect knowledge we have is already sufficient to be much more cautious than wind-farm planners have been so far.

One has only to look at the photographs and videos which Mark so diligently compiles and distributes to see that wind farms, as with some other renewable energy sources such as tidal barrages and dams, may be more detrimental to some species than climate change or other threats.  Wind farms built despite objections are causing predicted raptor mortality, as in Norway.  I have written objections to consultation exercises for patently ridiculous wind farm proposals, for example in Scottish islands, but even with the updates from Mark it is hard to keep informed and protest about even the largest and worst of them.  Proposals often re-surface in modified form after planning rejection, potentially grinding down and exhausting or evading opposition.

Mark has done conservation science a great service by drawing together material from around the world, much of it of general relevance to any proposed wind farm.  I frequently encounter people apparently in deep denial that wind turbines are a conservation issue.  Mark's organisation provides evidence that can not be ignored, even if the significance to local population trends is harder to assess and more easily debated.   The sparse but convincing data, such as photographic evidence of turbine impacts, highlights the urgent need for that monitoring and research to be improved to clarify the scale of the problem in many regions.  He has also distributed information on paved access roads and other alleged breaches of planning permission, detrimental to wildlife in other ways.

I found Mark's information and approach sufficiently compelling to cite his bird mortality estimates in my textbook (Hambler, C., 2004, 'Conservation', Cambridge University Press (page 66)).  I will certainly make future use in publication of valuable information he has sent me.  As with all research, some of his estimates and arguments will prove wrong, and some right.  I hope he continues to advance and stimulate the debate.   His efforts will help force people to defend points more carefully and encourage others to collect as much data as possible (which will be very hard for offshore wind farms!).

It is easy for environmental consultants (of which I am one) to be too confident that projects will have low impact or can simply be mitigated (which is often not the case, as I note in Chapter 8 of my book).  Clients such as large developers often have more funding to employ consultants and lawyers than do many environmental protection organisations.

It is a pity there are not more people like Mark, who attempt to quantify difficult problems and raise awareness.  His passion for eagles and other wildlife should certainly not be mistaken for lack of objectivity, or be suppressed, and is a tonic against complacency, compassion-fatigue and accepting too many compromises.  Professional ornithologists should consider his points carefully, particularly if they are unaware of the number and scale of proposals which are being advanced.  Given the increasingly dire state of global biodiversity, the onus should be on developers and scientists to prove him wrong.

Yours sincerely,

Clive Hambler
Lecturer in Biological and Human Sciences,
Hertford College,
University of Oxford, UK

cc. Mark Duchamp


