COMMENTS ON THE BBC STORY ABOUT A DANISH STUDY ON BIRDS AND WINDFARMS                     (see story down the page)

 

 




         By Mark Duchamp

The BBC said the following: " David Gibbons, head of conservation science at the Royal Society for the Protection of Birds (RSPB), told the BBC News website that this study suggested the risks to birds were smaller than had been feared. "It's a nice, clear picture of research; there's always been concern about turbines as 'mincers', but this study is suggesting that the birds fly around or go through. "
 

Such a statement must be a great comfort to those who support the wind industry for one reason (global warming and the supposed corrective effect wind turbines will have on that) or another (consultancy for avian impact studies, monitoring contracts, research grants, donations, whatever).

 

Here are a few comments of my own on this research, for what they are worth:

 

 

Business worth many billions of dollars, and the future of the wind turbine manufacturing industry, hinge upon the conclusions of this study. The report is therefore a hot potato, politically and financially. - Objective, then, you think?

 

The BBC (fervent supporters of windpower) said about it: "the results clearly show that most of the birds just fly around the Nysted farm; most of those that go through appear to thread a path between the turbines."
 

And also: "For the industry, the finding could mean a relaxation of regulations on offshore wind farms, perhaps enabling them to be built routinely along migration routes."
I find this statement particularly worrying. - What if the report had been edited by the sponsors to fit their goal? - It happened before: look at the Lekuona report, showing 132 casualties where there has been 7,150... - see: 

www.iberica2000.org/Es/Articulo.asp?Id=1223     
 

 
Now then, the BBC said: "most of the birds". I have no problem with that. It is quite logical that most birds would go around, or between the turbines. The problem is the percentage of them that fly in the danger zone, within reach of the blades. Less than 1% says the study. - Mmm! - Don't forget who is sponsoring the report (the wind industry, the Danish government, or both). - But let's give the researchers the benefit of the doubt.

However, and this is very important, what about the days with strong winds, or with poor visibility, when the birds won't be able to go round the turbines? Plenty of these days on the North Sea! Yet, the 3 days per week chosen for observing the birds were selected in relation to the weather: observers went to work on days when visibility was reasonably good and the platform accessible. - This leaves out the days when the birds are at risk!  West winds, acting laterally, would deviate their course into the turbines. As for poor visibility, it makes avoidance unlikely. - And just imagine a combination of both... (not rare on the North Sea). 

Anyway, most migrating bird populations are already on the decline from other causes. Even a small attrition rate of 2% per year (1% at each migration) would have a significant effect, accelerating the population decline. And what if they come across several windfarms during their long journey? (quite likely if windfarms are "built routinely along migration routes", as is being suggested.). - You would have to add:  2% + 2% + 2% + etc. each year.
As for the birds that "go round", there is additional energy loss for them. If they have to do it several times during their migration, the weakest of the birds will never make it to their breeding grounds. Others may lose their bearings. Some may lose their lifetime companions, and fail to breed... (or go back to search for them, as geese are known to do - only this time in a minefield of flailing blades) - We obviously haven't looked at all the possible consequences yet, direct or indirect.

And what about migrating songbirds? These travel at night... Seeing and avoiding the turbines is all the more difficult in the dark... Worse: in overcast nights, the turbines' navigation safety lights are likely to attract them, as the birds lose their stellar bearings. We could have massacres on such nights, which are pretty much the norm in the North Sea. 

 

But only ducks and geese were studied. Which brings up another question: what about other daylight flyers?  It does seem a bit strange that, if you are paying for 2 chaps to stay all day watching bird behaviour, you'd publish results for 2 types of birds only: ducks and geese. - Did the observers note too many other-bird casualties, or risk situations, to fit their sponsors' objective? - I don't know, I'm just asking. - Remember, with stakes that high, anything is possible.

 

 

So, according to the BBC, David Gibbons, of the RSPB, would have said: "this study is suggesting that the birds fly around or go through. "
 

1) But we are only talking about ducks and geese.

 

2) In good weather.

 

3) Even then, a 1% attrition at each passage would mean 2% p.a. multiplied by the number of windfarms "routinely built" on migration routes. That, added to other causes of population attrition, would precipitate the current decline in biodiversity.

 

 

Unless some of you think of wind turbines as a means of protecting us from the bird flu? - I surely hope no one does. But some are surely acting as if they did.

 

Mark

Mark Duchamp
save.the.eagles@gmail.com
www.iberica2000.org/Es/Articulo.asp?Id=1228  
www.iberica2000.org/documents/EOLICA/PHOTOS  


Wind farms pose low risk to birds
Richard Black
BBC News Environmental Correspondent

Story from BBC NEWS:
http://news.bbc.co.uk/go/pr/fr/-/1/hi/sci/tech/4072756.stm
Published: 2005/06/08 10:13:42 GMT
--------------------------------------------
Migrating birds are unlikely to be seriously affected by offshore wind farms, according to a study.

Scientists found that birds simply fly around the farm, or between the turbines; less than 1% are in danger of colliding with the giant structures.
------------------------------------------------------------------
Writing in the Royal Society's journal Biology Letters, the researchers say previous estimates of collision risk have been "over-inflated". However, conservationists warn that turbines pose other risks to birdlife.

The research project involved one of Denmark's two large offshore wind farms, Nysted in the Baltic Sea, which contains 72 turbines each measuring 69m to the top of the nacelle or hub. It started operating in 2003.
"This is the first such study involving a large-scale offshore wind farm," researcher Mark Desholm, from the Environmental Research Institute in Ronde told the BBC News website.  "There has been other data from farms with fewer than 10 turbines, but we thought this issue was so important because the potential for offshore wind power is so huge."

Globally, offshore projects currently generate around 600 MW, less than 2% of the overall total for wind.
But the potential is huge, because there is less competition for space at sea, turbines are less visible, and the wind there is often more reliable.

Threading a path

From a conservation point of view, the two options present different issues. Land-based turbines may affect birds when they are nesting; whereas at sea, blocking migration routes could be a bigger problem.
Mark Desholm and his colleague Johnny Kahlert began their study in 1999, before building at Nysted began; so they have been able to compile a long-term picture of how turbines have affected the flight-paths of migrating ducks and geese.

"We need a stable platform for the radar, which is usually used for detecting ships," said Mr Desholm. "We have an 8m-high tower which rests on the sea bed - the little cabin at the top is just 2.5m by 2.5m - and during the migration season we spend three days out there every week, so you have to like each other."

The radar plots the paths of ducks and geese as they migrate to the Arctic each Spring to breed, and again in the Autumn when they return with their young to feeding grounds largely around northern Germany and Holland.
The results clearly show that most of the birds just fly around the Nysted farm; most of those that go through appear to thread a path between the turbines.

Relaxed regulation

Desholm calculates that less than 1% of the birds fly close enough to the turbines to be at risk of collision.
"And these are heavy birds; they're not easily manoeuvrable, so we were quite a bit afraid that they would not be able to avoid a collision," he said.

For the industry, the finding could mean a relaxation of regulations on offshore wind farms, perhaps enabling them to be built routinely along migration routes.

"Offshore wind power is only two or three years old, so there's lots to be learned," according to Gordon Edge, head of offshore wind at the British Wind Energy Association. "There's been a precautionary approach so far. As experience grows, the current stringent conditions may relax, and we'll find that some of the anticipated problems aren't so serious," he told the BBC News website.

Wind power is sometimes a tricky issue for conservation groups, who have to pit the consequences for wildlife of constructing huge structures in pristine areas against the likely extra impacts of climate change if those turbines are not built and fossil fuels are used instead.

Further research

David Gibbons, head of conservation science at the Royal Society for the Protection of Birds (RSPB), told the BBC News website that this study suggested the risks to birds were smaller than had been feared.
"It's a nice, clear picture of research; there's always been concern about turbines as 'mincers', but this study is suggesting that the birds fly around or go through. "So on the face of it, this is pretty good news for wind farms; but there are other issues when you look at the much larger farms which are coming, and different ways in which they could affect birds. "The proposed London Array farm in the Thames Estuary would, for example, cover more than 200 sq km. This is a very important feeding area for the red-throated diver, which could suffer from being displaced."

Dr Gibbons says that further research is the key, and that view is endorsed by Mark Desholm.
"For example, we presume that the birds are avoiding the turbines by seeing them - in the night they have red lights on," he said. "But are they more scared off by flashing or still lights? Can they sense turbulence of the wind? Will they become habituated to the wind farm?" The current study continues for one more migration season, and may provide answers to some of these outstanding questions.

