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: The importance of sensitivity mapping.
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The best way to ensure that wind farms do not have a detrimental impact on bird
populations is to site them away from sensitive areas. However, by the time that an
Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) has been concluded, plans for a wind farm are
often well advanced. Developers then face a stark choice between persevering with a
project that may be environmentally unsound or abandoning the location and starting over,
a financially costly option. It is therefore essential that developers, funders and planning
authorities undertake biodiversity evaluation “upstream ” whilst preliminary site selection is
still underway.

Sensitivity maps have emerged as a key instrument for aiding bird-safe wind farm site
selection. BirdLife International is a world authority on the development of such tools. The
first sensitivity maps were developed for Scotland and England by the RSPB, BirdLife’s
Partner organisation in the UK. Subsequently, a number of other BirdLife Partners around
the world developed similar national tools, including in Bulgaria, Greece, South Africa,
Slovenia and Ireland. Working with its extensive network of national partners across
Southern Europe, the Middle East and North Africa, BirdLife’s Soaring Bird Sensitivity
Mapping Tool is the first regional tool of its kind.
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Climate change poses a significant threat to people as well as to biodiversity and
developing renewable energy technologies, such as wind power, is an important part of the
response required to reduce greenhouse gas emissions. Expansion in the renewable
energy sector must be accompanied by safeguards that avoid impacts on biodiversity and
address environmental objectives as well as energy objectives. Ireland has commitments
to protect its avifauna and their habitats through the national and international law. This
protection is not restricted to protected areas such as important areas for birds but also
includes the wider countryside.

By assessing the characteristics of a selected number of the most-sensitive bird species,
a simple mapping tool has been developed as a pre-planning tool for industry, government,
conservation practitioners and communities. Using trusted distribution data for each
species and using GIS, a combined picture of bird sensitivity to wind energy was
developed for mainland Republic of Ireland. The map, at a 1-km2 resolution, uses a
graduated colour scheme based on species sensitivity and species richness. The map is
accompanied by introductory information on individual species ecology and characteristics
which increase their sensitivity to wind energy, as well as a full Guidance Document
outlining the project justification, details on the mapping process and detailed species-level
literature reviews. The project does not create ‘no go’ areas, but rather flags early in the
decision-making process where additional sensitivities may lie in the context of wind
energy infrastructure.
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IBird sensitivity maps and wind farm development in Bulgaria
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Vast development of wind farms in Bulgaria, especially in Dobrudzha region, just in four
years posed serious threat to thousands of migratory, wintering and breeding birds. Some
of the recorded impacts are large scale displacement of red-breasted goose from its
foraging areas; documented bird collisions — griffon vulture, white pelican, common crane,
etc.; barrier effect on flaying migratory storks and wintering geese. These impacts cannot
be avoided if the wind farms are placed in wrong places. Thus advance planning is of
crucial importance.

The case has long history, started in 2003, when we tried to stop harmful developments
using EIA procedures and access to justice, including on the level of European
Commission. In 2016 the European Court of Justice ruled that Bulgaria is in breach of the
EU legislation in regard to wind farm development in Kaliakra Natura 2000 site. The wind
farm development was uncontrolled until 2010 when the European Bank for
Reconstruction and Development decided to finance elaboration of biodiversity sensitivity
map, where birds were just part of it. Later on other actions were implemented on a
national level in order to guide wind farm development — Strategic Environmental
Assessment, National sensitivity map and sensitivity map for a single species - Red-
breasted Goose. The National sensitivity map was elaborated according to the risk for
birds taking into account also the technical capacity for wind farm development, which is
very specific innovative approach. It showed that enough space for wind farm development
is available out of highly sensitive areas for birds.
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