UPPER SMERRAL WIND CLUSTER

This assessment was undertaken with reference to a number of ‘best practice’
documents and in particular, the following publications and guidelines:
¢ ‘Guidelines on Environmental Impacts of Wind Farms and Small Scale Hydro
Electric Schemes’, Scottish Natural Heritage, 2001;
e ‘Survey methods for use in assessing the impacts of onshore windfarms on
bird communities’, Scottish Natural Heritage 2005.
e ‘Significance of impacts on birds outwith designated areas’, Scottish Natural
Heritage, 2006;
e ‘A review of Disturbance Distances in Selected Bird Species’, Scottish Natural
Heritage, 2007;
e ‘Monitoring the impact of onshore wind farms on birds in Scotland’, Scottish
Natural Heritage, 2009;
¢ ‘Guidance on methods for monitoring bird populations at onshore
windfarms’, January, 2009;
¢ ‘Bats and onshore wind turbines’, Natural England, 2009

3.3.3 Background

Context and Scope

The site of Upper Smerral is some 3km from the coast, west of the Hill of Leodebest
and Burn of Latheronwheel. It is east of the Burn of Houstry and NW of the Hill of
Lychrobbie (148m). Higher points within the site include Cnoc Breac and Cnoc
Sheangan.

The site is not designated for geological or natural heritage interest. However
Knockinnon Heath SSSI, a species rich lowland heath lies nearby to the south. The
Burn of Latheronwheel 5551 comes to within approximately 2km to the east. This
burn is unusual for one north of the Highland fault, for having eutrophic properties
and associated with these a rich invertebrate fauna. The site is more distant from
the East Caithness Cliffs SAC. It is southeast of Caithness Lochs SPA and largely south
of the Caithness and Sutherland Peatlands SPA that includes some 38 component
SSSI’'s and extends over 145,516 ha.

Qualifying interests for Caithness Lochs SPA (UK900171A) that is also a Ramsar site
(code 8413} include non breeding aggregations of waterfowl including whooper
swan, greylag goose and Greenland white-fronted goose. The Caithness and
Sutherland Peatlands SPA (UK9001151) is a large, relatively intact area of blanket
bog supporting a variety of breeding birds including internationally important
populations of raptors, wildfow! and waders.

The present report provides information on ornithological and ecological interest
and draws largely on observations made between September 2009 and mid July
2010.

The main components it addresses are:-
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¢ A programme of Vantage Point (VP) watches largely from two VPs. The main
target species looked for during these watches were birds of prey with
attention being paid particularly to hen harriers and short-eared owls.

e Other bird survey included recording use of the site by raptors and breeding
wading birds.

¢ Survey of mammals including investigating possible use of the site by bats
and other protected species.

e A general vegetation and hahitat survey, including searches for rare or
notable species of plants.

Scoping Surveys
A one day site visit was carried out initially in September 2009 to highlight any
potential ecological constraints at the Upper Smerral.

The survey comprised a brief walkover of the site to evaluate the likely presence of
protected species and/or habitats. No specific searching was carried out for
protected species, just an evaluation of the potential habitat.

Ornithological Interest

Raptors are considered to be particularly vulnerable to collision risk (see e.g. SNH
2005). In a walkover reconnaissance survey in September 2009 common buzzards
and kestrels were recorded using and hunting within and near the site.

Table 2.1 - Comments on rapters found or with some potential to be present at the site

Species Comments
White-tailed Recent information on the breeding distribution of white-tailed eagles in
eagle Scotland (see p. 453 in Love 2007) indicates that this species has not re-

established in Caithness. Plots of movements of selected wing-tagged
juvenile white-tailed eagles however do show some individuals have been
recorded in the northeast mainland. It is possible that during the lifetime
of the project this eagle may make more use of the north east coast but
such usage is probably unlikely to reach high levels or to involve many
breeding adults.

Golden Eagle The site supports both red grouse and mountain hares, eagle quarry. Open
areas in the uplands that are outside the home range of territorial eagles
may bhe more important than previously thought for immature eagles (see
p486 in Love and Watson 2007) and such areas may have greater
importance when prey densities are high. Compared with the West
Highlands however golden eagle pairs occupying home ranges are fewer in
Caithness (see p486 in Love and Watson 2007). Compared to some other
raptors golden eagles are more likely to avoid areas with high levels of
human disturbance. The amount of such disturbance in the relatively
densely settled and busy east coastal strip can be considered to he at a
level likely to deter use of ground near Latheronwheel by golden eagles.
Good habitat for nesting near the site also appears to be lacking.

Peregrine There is potential for peregrines to use the site in both winter and
summer. However there has been some decline of peregrines in the north
Highlands (see Hardey 2007 gquoting Banks et al 2003). Typical nesting
ledges are also apparently lacking. A pluck of a teal noted in September at
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0S grid reference ND 16733 34007 may have been a peregrine kill.

Merlin Merlins can be considered likely to use parts of the site or its vicinity at
least in summer, Small bird prey present includes both meadow pipit and
skylark. It has been found that the distance between neighbouring merlin
pairs is greater in the north than the south of Britain (Hardey et al 2007).
When hunting, merlin, that often hunt quite low to the ground can be
considered to be at rather low collision risk compared with some other
raptors with different flight styles.

Osprey The osprey population in Scotland has been growing in recent decades and
individuals of this migratory species can wander widely. Ospreys may be
most likely to appear in the area in the vicinity of water bodies supporting
high fish populations and where there are potential nesting sites.
Circumstances in which ospreys are theoretically most likely to be at risk
from adverse impact are arguably most likely to occur where masts or
turhines are located on flightlines between feeding grounds and a nest.
Such circumstances do not appear to be, or do not appear likely in the
foreseeable future to become, a relevant concern at this site.

Short-eared This owl can be considered to be likely to use the site in summer but

owl further observations are needed to establish whether short eared owls are
currently breeding in the area.

Hen Harrier On the basis of the presence of potential habitat and recent distribution

maps (see Etheridge 2007 p461) hen harriers can be considered likely to
use parts of the site in both summer and winter. Small bird prey present
includes both meadow pipit and skylark.

The September visit was late in the season for observing breeding waders, although
golden plover were recorded on the site. Other waders that may breed on the site
include snipe, curlew and oystercatcher that are on the birds of conservation
concern amber list. The site is also within the recorded breeding distribution in
Scotland of some other waders - dunlin, lapwing (recently added to the red list) and
redshank. In Caithness, greenshank are recorded to breed somewhat further inland.

Currently there appears to be an absence of evidence to suggest the site is on any
significant flightways for whooper swans or geese such as pinkfooted geese, greylag
geese or other waterfowl. Ravens were observed in September 2009 and can be
anticipated to visit the site year round. Other birds using the site include skylark
which is on the red list of UK species of conservation concern, meadow pipits that
are amber listed and summer visitors like wheatear. It is likely that starlings and
twite that are red listed species use parts of the site. In summer cuckoos which are
amber listed are likely to be present.

Survey Proposals

It is suggested that an ornithological survey is targeted principally at improving
knowledge of the use of the site by diurnal raptors and waders considering in
particular the potential for collision risks.

Viewpoint (VP) Watches

A programme of Vantage Point watches devoting particular attention raptors and
waders is advised. Target species would include short eared owls and hen harriers.
Given constraints imposed by the topography of the site it is proposed that two
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Vantage point locations would be most appropriate. A northern one at OS grid
reference ND 16551 34284 and a southern one at ND 16641 33525. It is proposed
to undertake this programme for a twelve-month period with a total of 5 hours of
watches per month thus providing a total of 30 hours of watches from each VP. In
the event of hen harriers being noted in the area consideration will be given to
increasing VP effort.

Breeding Raptors

To supplement information from vantage point watches additional visits are
proposed to check for occupancy of territories and evidence, of breeding of raptors,
including buzzard kestrel short eared owl and merlin. Such survey will be largely
within or in close proximity to the site and such visits will be timed as far as possible
to coincide with fine weather. These visits will be undertaken between late March
and mid July following standard methods (see Hardey et al 2007).

Other Ornithological Survey Work

To provide information on breeding birds primarily waders, a survey based on the
methods used by Brown and Shepherd (1993) is proposed for 2010. With reference
to this extensive approach SNH guidelines suggest it is sensible to plan three survey
visits spread between April and July and that such survey should be within a 500m
envelope of the proposed site. It is not proposed to undertake any dusk counts of
red grouse.

Other Vertebrates Survey

Some limited dusk transect surveys with a hand held bat detector are proposed to
investigate use of the site by bats in the summer. Survey should also be undertaken
for other protected mammals such as otters, water voles badgers and attention paid
to any indications of the presence of wildcats. As opportunity arises, information
should be collected on use of the site and surrounding area by, mountain hares. It is
not considered necessary to undertake any recording of other mammals such as
deer. Similarly given the low likelihood of significant adverse impacts from the
proposals no survey of other vertebrates like amphibians or reptiles is proposed.

Rare Plants and Vegetation Communities

Plant communities will be mapped up to NVC level within 500m of the site proposed
for turbines with target notes on notable species. When details of access routes are
agreed these will be walked with a view to identifying any sensitive vegetation or
botanical interest in the vicinity of the route.

Invertebrate Survey and Incidental Observations

The large heath butterfly that is a Scottish Biodiversity List and UK Priority species
has the potential to be present on the site and it appears there are at least in nearby
historic records (Asher et al 2001 p284 and Barbour et al 2007). It is considered
unlikely that the proposals have the potential to have significant adverse impacts on
invertebrates. However on an opportunistic basis in parallel with other work it is
suggested information on notable species of invertebrates such as the large heath
butterfly are recorded to add to baseline information about species distribution and
ecology of the site.
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Scoping Responses
Scottish Natural Heritage (SNH) provided a scoping response for the project on the
20" April 2010. The key comments made are summarized below:
¢ There is a ‘high likelihood of connectivity’ between the bird interests of the
nearby Caithness & Sutherland Peatlands SPA and Ramsar site, and the
proposed wind cluster site. On this hasis there ‘could be a likely significant
effect from collision mortality’.
e ‘Advice for otter and wildcat is that surveys should be carried out’ including
buffer zones around the various site elements.
e ‘Should any suitable habitat or roosts be found, then site surveys [for bats]
will be required’.
¢ SNH recommended a badger survey and, if suitable habitat exists, a water
vole survey should be carried out.
e Wider countryside hirds should be considered (other than those referred to
in relation to the SPA and Ramsar site).
e SNH identified 4 issues to be addressed for the proposed ornithological
assessment work:
o The proposed bird target species should include all Annex 1, Schedule
1 and/or Red list species relevant to the area.
o The vantage point locations chosen were identified as being too close
to the proposed turbine locations.
o The amount of VP survey hours proposed was less than the SNH
guidance recommended minimum.
o More clarity was sought on the area over which raptor nest sites
would be searched, with reference made to distances provided in the
SNH guidance.
¢ |t was recommended that habitats should be surveyed to NVC level.

3.3.4 Potential Impacts

Ornithological interest and bird communities.

Methodology

The ornithological survey, bhased primarily on some 20 visits between January and
July 13 2010, has been targeted principally at improving knowledge of the use of the
site by diurnal raptors of particular conservation concern. Improved information on
breeding wading birds was also identified as relevant to assessing potential adverse
impacts.

Since 2009 a particular objective has been to investigate if, and in what manner,
hen harrier and short-eared owl are using any part of the area proposed for
development, and in particular if they are breeding nearby. An allied priority has
heen seeking to detect occupied home ranges of all birds of prey in and near the site
of the proposed development. Observations made both on foot and from a vehicle
on public roads near and within approximately e6km of the study area have been
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taken into consideration in assessing raptor activity in the general area. The
observations from vehicles were of an opportunistic nature. They vyielded
observations of buzzards, as well as some other non-raptor species (including for
example an arctic skua flying seaward near the Burn of Houstry on 3 July, and flocks
of fieldfares in winter).

The decision to treat hen harrier and short-eared owl as the main target species,
informed by an initial September 2009 site visit, took into account a range of
considerations and reflects recognition that both these raptors breed in the
Caithness and Sutherland Peatlands SPA.

Anecdotal evidence and the degree of human disturbance evident in and around the
study area supported the assessment that the area proposed for development is one
unlikely to be much utilised by golden eagles at any time of year. It is also an area
that can be considered remote from probable risky flight lines of divers or from
typical existing potential nesting habitat for tree nesting raptors of conservation
interest such as red kite that can hunt across open habitat. Merlins were considered
less at risk than some other raptors, given their usually low flight height and
manoeuvrability. There was little to indicate the area provides important habitat for
peregrines. However the potential for peregrines and kestrels to use the study area
was recognized.

With respect to wading birds, it was not considered that the site was likely to be
significantly used by greenshank associated with the Caithness and Sutherland
Peatlands SPA, or to have significance as a breeding area for dunlin that are also part
of the assemblage of wading birds for which the Caithness and Sutherland Peatlands
SPA is recognized. Observations to date have not required revision of this
assessment and further indicate a lack of golden plover territories within the
proposed development area in 2010 (although a golden plover was heard in the
study area on 12 September 2009).

In line with published SNH guidelines, it was recognized as important to allow
flexibility and the capability to respond rapidly to any unforeseen findings once
fieldwork was underway.

In particular it was anticipated that if hen harriers were discovered to be breeding in
the area a more intensive programme of VP watches would need to be instigated. In
the event, although two observations involving different parts of the site have
provided isolated hen harrier records (one of these an observation during a VP watch
in April and the other of an adult male entering the study area from the west on the
21 May 2010), no definite evidence of hen harriers breeding in the vicinity of the
study area was found. It is however accepted (in line with Hardey et al 2007) that a
single bird seen in the breeding season in possible breeding habitat requires to be
viewed as evidence of possible breeding. It is also appreciated that activity
associated especially with failed nesters is likely to be limited and thus more readily
overlooked. It is also likely that individuals unattached to breeding areas may
wander over comparatively long distances, making only temporary appearances.
Given the lack of other observations or any observations involving two individuals
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together, the two 2010 sitings could simply reflect infrequent use of the site,
possibly by non- breeding or failed-breeding individuals.

It was not appreciated in 2009 that transformational land use treatments with
considerable implications for the ornithological interests at the site for years to come
were planned for the area in 2010. Over the 25 year estimated lifetime of the
project, these treatments are likely to reduce the importance of the site as an area
providing habitat for both open country waders and raptors.

The ways in which this is likely, apart from direct habhitat loss, include the kinds of
edge effects discussed by Balker 2010 who referred to effects that may operate by
visual avoidance, vegetation change, predator increase, fragmentation of
populations and habhitat, and changed grazing patterns. In a shorter time frame,
different effects are also possible at least if for example vole populations that
provide prey for short-eared owls dramatically increase in response to reduced
grazing pressure associated with new fencing and relaxed grazing by deer and
livestock. It is also possible that muir burn in 2010 has improved hunting
opportunities for kestrels that are reported as tending to avoid large, dense forests,
treeless wetlands and montane areas (see Hardey et al 2006) and may have found
prey more visible in July in areas subjected to muir burn earlier in the year where
much cover concealing insect prey on the ground has been removed.

Methods for surveying raptor nest sites followed the approaches detailed by Gilbert
et al 1998 and Hardey et al 2007. To increase the probability of recording raptor
activity, including risky flights, some visits to undertake VP watches and other visits
to the study area were scheduled as far as possible to coincide with times when
weather conditions were conducive to raptor flight activity. With short-eared owl,
one of the main target species, VP watches were scheduled towards dusk, given in
particular the crepuscular habits of short-eared owls that can lead to them being
easily overlooked at times when they are inactive (pers obs and see Hardey et al
2006).

Waders were surveyed using a standard breeding bird approach based on methods
described by Brown and Shepherd (1993). This involved visits at different dates in
the breeding season. Supplementary information on the use of the site by waders
was also acquired through opportunistic observations during the course of other
visits. These other visits provided a record of a dunlin on the periphery of the site
after dark (during the course of a bat transect on 24 June) and flocks of curlew to the
south of the study area on 30 June.
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Justification of VP Locations

As noted earlier, it was recognized that the topography of the site imposed
constraints with respect to selecting Vantage Points. This prompted the decision to
opt for two relatively well concealed sites closer to the proposed turbine locations
than usually considered appropriate.
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Figure 3.3.1 — Theoretical viewsheds to 30m height (bottom of blade sweep) and 2km for a) & ¢
VP1 and b) & d) VP2, based on a) & b) the originally propesed turbine locations and ¢) & d) the
currently planned turbine locations.

At the initial stage when environmental survey work was proposed, it was envisaged
that raptor and wader interests merited survey attention from viewpoint or vantage
point watches. Considering habitat features available and disturbance factors
operating, it was further assessed that attention should be concentrated on raptors,
particularly hen harriers and short-eared owls.

The hen harrier, which often preys on small birds, and the short-eared owl, that
specialises in small mammals, can forage close to the ground and have the potential
to be overlooked in certain circumstance as a result of this. (When it comes to
display flights in the breeding season both these species can fly higher and be more

obvious.) An aspect of the foraging strategy of these raptors, especially hen harrier,
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can be viewed as exploiting the element of surprise that concealment provided by
the topography allows. There is rather limited tall heather breeding habitat in the
study area (especially as this year there has been extensive muir burn apparently
associated with the afforestation work) so usage of the site by harriers is most likely
to be from wandering foraging birds.

Given that hen harrier and short-eared owl had been identified as potentially more
relevant than some other raptor species, this was incorporated into the process of
selecting the most appropriate possible VP locations in the circumstances. Thus,
while the northern VP in particular violates usual practice for reasons that may he
less than obvious to anyone not familiar with what is visible on the ground at the
site, it was found that the VP locations chosen gave better coverage of low flights
across the site while still allowing a high level of concealment of the surveyor. Had
it been considered likely that eagles would be hunting in the area, a more distant
viewpoint would have been sought, perhaps looking up to the site from a vantage
nearer the coast. It is, however, relevant even with respect to shyer species like
eagles that both the VP locations selected offer a significant degree of concealment,
especially from the north. Furthermore, the decision to use two VPs rather than one
in itself reflected the problems dictated by the topography of this site that any VP
position offers unsatisfactorily, incomplete site coverage especially for low flying
species working through the concealed lower ground.

Following subsequent field observations (and information gleaned from casual
conversation with regular users of the area), no evidence of any kind has so far come
to light to indicate that short-eared owls were using the site in the breeding season.
It is, of course, recognized that this represents one season’s observations and the
map of breeding distribution of short-eared owls provided by Knowler (2007) was
based on previous seasons.

Two observations were made of hen harrier. One (ringtail) from VP2 on 7 April
(demonstrating its utility in securing information on flights of hen harrier), and
another on 21 May of an adult male during a walkover survey (demonstrating the
utility at this site in undertaking walking survey to improve coverage of ohservations
across the site). Although no prey captures were observed, the behaviour of these
individuals was considered to be hunting. Subsequent observations have not yielded
further hen harrier sitings. It is highly unlikely that the April observation would have
been made from a more distant VP location and during the observation it was flying
very low to the ground in the area relevant to the proposed development. The male
observed on 21 May (although it flew up to clear the new deer fence) was also flying
low and apparently foraging.

VP Watches and Observations of Breeding Raptors

Table 3.3.1 provides a summary of VP observation effort from these two VPs and a
third more distant VP used for one of the watches, while tables 3.3.2 — 3.3.17
(Appendix 3.3) provide details of observations made and figures 3.3.2 — 3.3.8
(Appendix 3.3) show flightlines of target species ohserved.
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Date VP 1 VP2 VP 3 Hours
ND 16641 33525 ND 16550 34275 ND 17055 32326

18.1.10 12.55-15.55 3.0
8.2.10 10.31-13.31 3.0
8.2.10 14,00-17.00 3.0
9.2.10 13.30-16.30 3.0
8.3.10 14.33-17.33 11.02-14.02 3.0

3.0
7.4.10 14.12-17.12 10.47-13.47 3.0

3.0
14.4.10 12.00-15.0 0 3.0
14.4.10 15.30-18.30 3.0
15.5.10 13.30-16.30 3.0
15.5.10 17.00-20.00 3.0
30.6.10 16.00-18.00 2.0
3.7.10 18.45-21.45 3.0
4.7.10 14.30-17.30 3.0
10.7.10 16.00-19.00 3.0
TOTAL a7

Table 3.3.1 — Vantage point effortlanuary — July 2010

Between late March and the end of June (dates being 15 March, 28 April, 19 and 27
June) 4 visits were made, primarily to investigate the use of the study area by
breeding raptors. Maps of breeding activity are given in figures 3.3.9 — 3.3.14
(Appendix 3.3).

No observations were made of short-eared owls or any signs of them (such as owl
pellets or moulted feathers) either within or outwith the vicinity of the study area. It
is noteworthy in this context that observation effort on the site included watches
close to sunset when short-eared owls tend to be at their most visible.

Details of a flight path of a hen harrier (ringtail) observed from VP 2 on the 7 April
2010 is provided in figure 3.3.3 (Appendix 3.3). This was the only hen harrier
observed in 24 hours from this particular VP (and 47 hours of VP watches altogether
bhetween January and July 2010). General ohservations and searching targeted to
suitable heathland did not reveal any old ground nests attributable to hen harriers,
or more than an isolated observation of a single adult hen harrier (a male on 21
May).

A single 50 second observation was made of red kite (figure 3.3.6, Appendix 3.3).
This was from VP1 on 4 July. Red kites are expanding their range across much of the
UK and, as with some other birds of prey, sometimes range quite widely. When
foraging near turbines they can be considered to be at some degree of risk from
collision mortality. However, incidents of suspected kite collision mortality
associated with wind turbines in the UK to date have been few. Any sighting of this
species was somewhat unexpected and typical breeding habitat for kites appears to
be in rather short supply in the Upper Smerral area. The red kite is on the UK amber
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list of birds of conservation concern and, unlike hen harrier or short-eared owl, is not
a species for which designated sites in Caithness or Sutherland are considered
important.

Other target species noted flying within or near the study area included greylag
goose and kestrel. The greylag goose is on the amber list of birds of moderate
conservation concern because of an important and localized non-breeding
population. There is some evidence to indicate that some greylag goose activity near
and within the study area involves birds that are part of a breeding population. In
particular on 28 April 2010 a greylag goose with goslings was observed on the Burn
of Houstry (at Ordnance Survey grid reference ND 15438 33141).

The breeding status of kestrel within the study area was not established despite
observations that (in July 2010) included up to two foraging individuals. It is
reported that kestrels often fail to breed in years following harsh winters (see
Hardey et al 2007). As the 2009/10 winter was unusually harsh this could explain
why no evidence of an occupied kestrel breeding territory was found earlier in the
season - as kestrels usually alarm call or interact with other birds of prey close to an
occupied breeding site, occupied territories can often be identified even where
actual nests are not located. However, kestrels can nest in a great range of sites
including, for example, down rabbit holes (see Hardey et al 2007). It is, thus, also
possible a nest within or near the study area could have been overlooked. Being
relatively small and manouverable it is probable that they are less vulnerable to
collision mortality than some larger raptors.

The kestrel is a species of European concern. It is currently on the UK amber list of
birds of moderate concern and is considered to be declining in the UK, possibly
suffering in competition with larger raptors like buzzards.

No merlins or signs of merlins (such as plucks or dragonfly remains) were observed
during any visit and it is possible this species rarely uses the study area, being
replaced by kestrels.

Two buzzard nests, both outwith the study area, were found to be occupied, with
one of these unusually late, having 2 eggs on 25 June 2010 at ND 16853 34734,
while the other on 27 June near ND 1535 3333 had chicks close to the point of
fledging. It was considered that the home ranges of both these pairs overlapped the
study area. Most buzzard foraging activity observed from VP watches was to the
south of the study area (probably reflecting where such prey as rabbits was
concentrated).

Conclusions

No signs of short-eared owl were detected during VP watches or during walkover
surveys. The development is expected to result in a negligible level of impact on this
species. The ongoing survey effort is anticipated to add further weight to this.

A hen harrier was sited during a VP watch flying well below potential collision risk
height and a further adult male was observed during walkover surveys of the site
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and surrounding area, again flying low to the ground. The potential risk from
collision with turbine blades is assessed to be negligible given the height of flights
observed and the lack of such flights. The lack of evidence of nest sites within the
immediate area around the turbines and access track suggest a limited risk of
disturbance during construction. Again the additional survey effort at the site will
increase knowledge of hen harrier activity within the site area.

Other observations of birds of conservation concern did not suggest any species at
unacceptable risk of collision, however, further observation would be useful to prove
this conclusion. The flights of greylag geese observed were both to the south-east of
the electricity pylons and not in an area at risk from collision with the proposed
turbines. Again the the additional surveys are anticipated to give further data on
Kestral usage of the site and, therefore, allow a collision risk model to be run. In the
longer term, depending on the development of woodland habitat over currently
open ground, it is likely kestrels will find reduced foraging opportunities within the
study area.

The breeding sites of hirds of conservation concern were located away from the
turbine locations and proposed access track, however, pre-contruction survey is
recommended to ensure no direct impacts and minimal disruption or displacement
during construction.

Mammal interest

Introduction

Reflecting the perceived low likelihood of significant adverse impacts on mammals it
was not considered appropriate to undertake a detailed field programme of mammal
survey. In view of somewhat limited information available on mammals in the
vicinity of the study area, the present section collates some of what is now available,
including a few recent observations. It identifies that some pre-construction survey
could be considered appropriate to ensure avoidance of inadvertent disturbance to
some protected species.

Wildcat

Wildcat are European Protected Species that potentially could use the study area
and can range over considerable distances. It is considered that in Scotland wildcats
are critically endangered and in unfavourable conservation status, with perhaps as
few as 400 individuals remaining. This species was added to the UK Biodiversity list
of priority species in 2007. It does not yet have its own UK Action Plan. Rabbit and
other wildcat prey exist within and around the study area. The degree to which
feral cats are being shot at night in the area is unknown, but evidence of fox snaring
was noted in 2010 (eg a snare at ND 16136 33361 on 15 March). It is understood
predator control in the vicinity includes an ongoing programme of shooting foxes.
The degree to which predator control extends to control of feral cats is unclear but
there is a risk that shooting feral cats at night can lead to inadvertent killing of
wildcats (see Davis and Gray 2010).
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No signs that could be considered with any confidence to be of wildcats were
encountered within or in the vicinity of the site. No recent anecdotal records of
wildcats were gathered in the course of conversations with people with local
knowledge. Amongst the areas where cat signs were looked for were some old
stone piles and disused ruins. Walkover survey included inspection of clumps of
willow and gorse cover within the study area (for example in September 2009 and on
15 March 2010). Subsequently, however, the gorse clumps were altered by machine
operation relating to a tree planting programme.

In 2010, disturbance could have reduced use of the study area by wildcats given the
scale of muir burn, machine ground preparation, fencing and tree planting work.
Within the lifetime of the project however the new fencing and tree planting work
has the potential to increase the amount of cover for wildcat within the study area.

Absence of recent records on the National Biodiversity Network in the area should
not necessarily be taken as evidence of absence, given that a low population of
wildcats could be easily overlooked. The NBN indicates that published records
(based on taxidermy records) provide evidence of former wildcat presence in the
general area, including the 10km square that incorporates the study area, between
1913 and 1939 (see http://www.searchnbn.net/interactive/info.jsp?srchSp=139911).
The NBN provides no more recent records for this 10km square. However, the NBN
does have records for all 4 adjoining squares, with the most recent dating back to
1985 (the other records are prior to 1985).

A map on the Scottish Wildcats Association website, presenting sightings submitted
since March 2007, shows a number of possible sightings in Caithness, the nearest to
the study area being just north of Latheronwheel (see
http://www.scottishwildcats.co.uk/sightings.html ).

In a report for SNH on the status of wildcats in Scotland between 2006 and 2008,
Davis and Gray (2010} noted very few possible records of wildcat in the ND 100km
square. They also reported that a majority of their interviewees considered there
has been a decline in wildcats in this square (along with the adjacent NC square).
The nearest cat sighting to the present study area they provide were considered by
them as unlikely to be wildcat. Phone conversations with SNH and Highland Council
Ranger Service (in July 2010) did not yield mention of reliable reports more recent
than the 2008 cut off date of the 2010 SNH report. While apparent absence of
evidence could be indicative of a contemporary absence of wildcats in the area it is
of course quite possible that wildcats are present at least in low numbers in the area
but are being overlooked.

Otter

The European otter can be assumed to be currently using suitable habitat in the
general area, including water courses such as the Burn of Houstry. The most recent
records of otter in the general area available on the NBN relate to 1991 (Allt
Bhuailteach and Burn of Latheronwheel near the coast). Earlier records however
indicate that the Burn of Houstry, Burn of Latheronwheel and Dunbeath Water are
watercourses sometimes used. An anecdotal report relating to a few years ago
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referred to an otter visiting a small artificial pond in the Smerral area east of the
study area and west of the Burn of Latheronwheel. An area by this pond was
searched on 15 March 2010, when amphibian prey remains were being found near
the study area, but no spraints or other otter signs were found.

A reliable report referred to otter spraint in 2008 on the lower reaches of Dunbeath
Water (Dieter Tuerlinckz pers comm 2010). SNH has confirmed evidence of otter
using Latheronwheel Strath (Tom Kellett communication 23 July 2010). A survey
was recently undertaken on a relatively small site west of Latheronwheel at ND185
326 that looked for otter (and badger) but found no evidence of either, as referred
to in the SNH planning response to Highland Council (Tom Kellett communication
23rd July 2010).

The absence of fresh finds of signs of otters during the present survey may reflect
limited foraging opportunities for otters on the study area. Possibly the most likely
main use for foraging within the study area by otters is foraging for frogs. However,
although frogs were recorded within the study area on a few occasions, no areas
where amphibians concentrate to spawn were identified. Mating frogs were
encountered not very distant from the study area on 28 April, by the Burn of Houstry
at Ordnance Survey grid reference ND 15447 33216.

Badger

Badgers enjoy special legal protection and SNH are aware of unconfirmed reports of
badgers wusing both Latheronwheel and Dunbeath Straths (Tom Kellett
communication July 2010). Despite suitable habitat, badger appear to be rarely
reported in the Dunbeath area (Dieter Tuerlinckz pers comm July 2010). The
National Biodiversity Network indicates badger have been reported to the Highland
Biological Recording Group in 2009 in the Dunbeath area. Some of the richer grazed
grassland (especially the close-cropped calcareous grassland within the study area)
probably offers feeding sites for badgers in addition to those present on lower
ground. However, no signs attributable to badgers were found in walkover survey of
this area in 2010.

Bats

Bats of all species are European Protected Species. Occasional use of parts of the
study area by some species of bats, such as pipistrelles, is considered possible,
despite the negative results of searches within the study area itself on two evenings
in 2010. Two evening bat transects were walked in warm weather following
different routes, show below in figure 3.3.15.

@ Green Cat Renewables Ltd ¥i\projects\C0113-084 Latheron
Pa ge 60 of 223 Prajecss\Planning\Envirenmental StatementiES
Final.doc



LIPFER SMERRAL WIND CLUSTER

Figure 3.3.15

Route of bat transects, June 2010

24 8.10 Weather W force 3, 8/8, drizzle started 01,10

— 27.6.10 Weather WNW force 2, 6/8-8/8, light rain started 23.28

The first and longest of these transects (walked on 24 June 2010) vielded no bat
detections. The transect route followed in large measure a fence line that bats might
have used as a landscape feature (although this fence was for much of its length not
a long established landscape feature). The route of the second transect, that also
yielded no bat finds (but covered the post dusk peak of foraging activity) was walked
on 27 June. It followed a sheltered area of wetter ground but was stopped due to
rain. Departing the site in a lull in the rain (at 23:38 at OS Grid reference ND 18191
33341) on lower ground sheltered by woodland along the public road, a bat
(probably a pipistrelle, detected at 50 kHz) was seen and registered feeding with a
bat detector. This observation provided evidence that bats are present at least in
sheltered habitat in the wider area. Limited shelter and tree cover are probably
features currently deterring bats from using the study area.
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Bat roosts have heen reported to SNH prior to 2000 approximately 4km south of the
study area (Tom Kellett pers comms July 2010). In early September 2009 pipistrelles
were found to be abundant near the Mill of Dunbeath at the first bat walk organised
by Highland Council Ranger Service in this area (Dieter Tuerlinckz pers com July
2010). A new project is seeking to encourage more reporting of bats in the Caithness
area and is being supported by Highland Council and the Caithness Biodiversity
Partnership.

Hare

The Brown hare is a UK Priority Species and local reports (anon pers comm. March
2010) suggest that it is less abundant than formerly in the Latheronwheel area,
perhaps reflecting changes in agricultural practices in recent decades. One was
observed in the study area, within the fenced area, on 7 June 2010.

Mountain hares and their signs were frequently encountered in the study area on
different dates in 2010, for example on 4 July a mountain hare was flushed at ND
16583 33374.

Rabbits were most evident on the more lowland grassy fringes. Despite the newly
erected tree protection fencing, rabbits flushed from within the enclosure were
observed penetrating the fence and probably hares will be able to leave and enter
the enclosed area in a few places where there are openings beneath the wire.

Water Vole

The water vole is a UK Priority Species which has a relatively flourishing population in
Caithness, where for example in 2009 it was found at the Burn of Tacher
(approximately ND 180 464) by Tom Kellett. No signs of recent water vole activity
were noted on 10 July 2010 near ND 1795 3593 at one site where water voles have
historically been reported. It is known that water voles can disperse distances of a
few kilometres in Scotland.

Other Mammals
Both red and roe deer were observed, but given the completion of a new deer fence
they are likely to be largely absent from the study area.

Foxes, signs of which were observed near the study area, may be able to penetrate
the fence as rabbit were observed doing.

Conclusions

Given current understanding of the status of wildcats in the area it is considered
unlikely that the proposals have significant risk of adversely impacting on wildcats,
with the exception of disturbance to dens during the construction phase. Such
disturbance can be regarded as unlikely and avoidable. Nonetheless, pre-
construction survey work aimed at ensuring avoidance of inadvertent disturbance to
resting places would be appropriate.
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