
 

0 

 

 

 

GUIDANCE ON DISTURBANCE TO BIRDS  

DURING FORESTRY OPERATIONS 

(FELLING AND REFORESTATION) 

 

For use in the Preparation of AA Screening Reports  

and Natura Impact Statements,  

in conjunction with  

“Guidance on the Assessment of SPA QIs on Coillte Sites”,  

a report produced in MS Excel format 

 

 

 

VERSION 1 – JULY 2020 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Prepared for  

 

Coillte   

 

by 

 

BioSphere Environmental Services 

29 La Touche Park, Greystones, Co. Wicklow 

Tel: 01-2875249 E-mail: maddenbio20@gmail.com 

 

 



 

1 

 

CONTENTS  

 

 

1.0 Background           2 

 

2.0 Disturbance and Birds – General        2 

 

3.0 Studies Reviewed           3 

3.1 Currie and Elliot (1997)        3 

3.2 Ruddock and Whitfield (2007)       3 

3.3 Disturbance from Wind Farm Construction and Operation     4 

3.4 Greenland White-fronted Geese at Cloosh Wind Farm, Connemara  5 

3.5 Recreation Activities         6 

 

4.0 Application of Present Review to preparation of AA Screening Reports   7 

 

5.0 Notes on Accompanying Spreadsheet       8 

5.1 Colour Coding          8 

5.2 Grouping of Species         9 

5.3 Note on Life Cycle of Species         12 

5.4 Note on ex-situ Annex I Species         12 

 

6.0 References           13 

 

  



 

2 

 

 

 

1.0 Background 

 

BioSphere Environmental Services (BES) was commissioned by Coillte to review the issue of 

forestry activities and the potential for disturbance to birds within Special Protection Areas 

(SPAs).  The occurrence of Annex I listed species on lands outside of SPAs, i.e. ex-situ 

occurrences, is also considered.   

Clear felling, replant of lands and thinning are the main forestry activities considered.    

Licences from the Forest Service are required for these activities.  

The assessment is based on published and unpublished information, as well as relevant 

experience by the author (Dr Brian Madden).  It is envisaged, however, that the document 

would be updated as more information on the issue of disturbance to birds becomes available.   

 

The present document is in support of an accompanying spreadsheet prepared by Coillte 

(specifically Dr Aileen O’Sullivan) and BES which is intended as guidance to assist in the 

carrying out of Appropriate Assessment Screening Reports and/or Natura Impact Statements.             

 

 

2.0 Disturbance and Birds – General  

 

Birds commonly move away from an approaching human or encroaching human activities and 

this response can have adverse influences on, for instance, their feeding success, range use and 

ultimately their reproduction and survival.  For nesting birds, time spent away from the nest 

due to disturbance can increase the potential for predation by crows, foxes, mink etc.   

A frequently used management tool when promoting co-existence of wildlife and 

humans/human activities is the creation of ‘buffer zones’ or ‘set-back distances’ around 

potentially sensitive loci of wildlife activity (such as nest sites or core winter areas) within 

which human activity is restricted or excluded with the objective of minimizing disturbance 

impacts (see for instance Richardson & Miller 1997).    An example is the use of Red Zones 

around hen harrier core territories within SPAs where Coillte activities are restricted from April 

to August.    

It is noted that research based quantitative information on the issue of disturbance distances is 

difficult to obtain and that given figures are usually estimates or ‘best expert opinion’.  Further, 

substantial variation in distances can be expected between different disturbance types,   

between different sites (dependent on local topography/landuse etc.), and of course between 

different bird species (for instance, in an estuarine site Brent Goose and Turnstone are far more 

tolerant of disturbance than say Redshank or Curlew).   Even within a species, some individuals 

tend to be more wary of approaching disturbance than others.  

Much of the published information on disturbance to birds relates to breeding birds rather than 

wintering birds.  This is on the basis that breeding birds would be more vulnerable due to the 

presence of the nest in a fixed location, whereas wintering birds can move temporarily to avoid 

the source of the disturbance.  
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3.0 Studies Reviewed  

There follows an overview of available studies and information on suggested disturbance 

distances for a range of bird species.  From this, tentative safe working distances for Coillte 

activities are recommended (within the accompanying spreadsheet) for the bird species 

associated with the SPA network.    

It is stressed that in all cases the distances which are recommended within the spreadsheet are 

conservative, i.e. precautionary principle is followed.  

 

3.1 Currie and Elliot (1997) 

Currie and Elliot carried out a review of ‘safe working distances’ for forestry workers to 

sensitive bird species (RSPB: Forests and Birds – A Guide to Managing Forests for Rare 

Birds).  While this review was focused on forest operation activities, it was the first main review 

which produced figures for distances (though the basis for their figures is not fully apparent).  

Three stages of the breeding cycle are distinguished in order of vulnerability: nest building, 

egg laying, nestling.  For all 31 species (many not relevant to Ireland), suggested disturbance 

distances range from 50 m (various passerines) to 1,000 m (hen harrier, peregrine, osprey, black 

grouse), with distance for golden eagle given at 1,500 m.    A summary of species relevant to 

Ireland is as follows:  

Species   Provisional Safe Working Distance (for forestry) 

Red-throated diver    900 m 

Common scoter     800 m 

Red kite      600 m 

Hen harrier      1,000 m 

Merlin      400 m 

Peregrine      1,000 m  

Barn owl     250 m  

Short-eared owl     600 m   

Nightjar     250 m 

 

3.2 Ruddock and Whitfield (2007) 

A comprehensive and rigorous review of disturbance distances in bird species was carried out 

by Ruddock and Whitfield (2007) on behalf of Scottish Natural Heritage.   In this broad review, 

carried out by an extensive literature search and through correspondence with selected experts, 

the authors suggested a maximum buffer zone for each species in the context of a single 

pedestrian walking in full view towards an active nest or bird(s) with chicks.  In the calculation 

of the ‘minimum approaching distance’ and hence the extent of a buffer zone, one or two 

metrics are recorded: alert distance (AD), the distance between the disturbance source and the 

animal at the point where the animal changes its behaviour in response to the approaching 

disturbance source (specifically, in birds, when the head is raised in an alert position), and/or 

flight initiation distance (FID), the point at which the animal flushes or otherwise moves away 

from the approaching disturbance source. 
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A summary of the recommended distances for species relevant to Ireland is as follows (Wood 

Sandpiper is included below as an example of a breeding wader):  

 

Species   Provisional Safe Working Distance  

Red-throated diver    500-750 m 

Common scoter     300-500 m 

Hen harrier      500-750 m 

Merlin      300-500 m 

Peregrine      500-750 m  

Wood Sandpiper     150-300 m 

Barn Owl     50-100 m 

Short-eared Owl    300-500 m 

Nightjar      50-100 m  

 

 

3.3 Disturbance from Wind Farm Construction and Operation   

It is considered worthwhile citing some examples from wind farm projects as at least in the 

construction phase there is a high level of focused activity involving machinery, traffic 

movement and many personnel.   

Pearce-Higgins et al. (2009) 

Pearce-Higgins et al. (2009) evaluated the effects of the presence of operational wind farms on 

breeding birds from a range of sites in the UK.  Seven of the 12 species studied exhibited 

significantly lower frequencies of occurrence close to the turbines, after accounting for habitat 

variation.      

 

Levels of turbines avoidance suggest breeding bird densities may be reduced within a 500 m 

buffer of the turbines by 15-53%, with buzzard, hen harrier, golden plover, snipe and 

curlew most affected.  The data suggested that curlew was particularly sensitive, with an 800 

m range of avoidance.   

 

Pearce-Higgins et al. (2012) 

Pearce-Higgins et al. (2012) considered the effects of the construction phase of wind farms 

(which would be somewhat comparable to forest activities) in the UK concluding that for some 

species the construction phase had a greater disturbing effect than the operation phase.  Species 

identified as particularly sensitive to construction works were red grouse, snipe and curlew.   

 

Oweninny Wind Farm Phase 1 Construction  

At the Oweninny Phase 1 Wind Farm in Co. Mayo (29 turbines), planning required that 

mitigation was required to minimise disturbance to breeding birds during the construction 

phase 2017-2019.   Prior to commence of construction, BioSphere Environmental Services 

prepared a document based on the literature outlining buffer zones where construction works 

would need to be excluded whilst the birds were breeding.   For some species, such as Common 
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Sandpiper, data in the literature could not be located and a best guesstimate was given based 

on similar species and a knowledge of the species habitat and ecology.  It was noted that local 

conditions would also be considered at the time and that distances in some locations may vary 

slightly from those listed – for instance, a natural ridge may provide adequate screening to 

nesting birds in terms of at least visual disturbance and may allow a lower restrictive zone  than 

would otherwise be needed.    

The document was circulated to NPWS and subsequently implemented and monitored by Dr 

Brian Madden and Dr Derek McLoughlin during the breeding seasons 2018 and 2019.   

 

The following restrictive zone distances for sensitive species were followed for breeding birds:  

___________________________________________________________________________ 

Species    Restrictive zone 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

Golden plover    300 m 

Dunlin     500 m 

*Greenshank     300 m 

Common sandpiper   150 m  

Ringed plover    100 m 

Snipe     400 m  

Red grouse    100 m (from edge of high bog) 

Merlin     300 m  

Kestrel     100 m  

Teal & Little Grebe    100-200 m  

Common Gull    200-300 m 

 Greenshank bred at Oweninny Wind Farm, the only known instance in Ireland since an 

occurrence elsewhere in Mayo in the 1970s. 

 

The surveyors (BM & DMcL) considered that the buffer zones created (where required) were 

successful in preventing disturbance from nearby construction works, with fledged young 

observed in many instances.  

 

 

3.4 Greenland White-fronted Geese at Cloosh Wind Farm 

As part of an assignment in relation to the Cloosh Wind Farm in Connemara, the following text 

was prepared by Mr Oscar Merne (in association with BES) based on his own observations on 

Greenland white-fronted geese, as well as research work carried out at the Wexford Slobs by 

Mr Alyn Walsh (1994).   The text was included in a contract awarded to BES to advise on 

potential impacts on GWFG by the construction and operation of the Cloosh Valley Wind 

Energy Project.   The text was included as part of section 5.0 of that project report (Assessment 

of Risk of Disturbance, Displacement, Desertion by Greenland White-fronted Geese). 

 

Unlike Light-bellied Brent Geese, which have become habituated to a range of human 

activities in many parts of their Irish range, Greenland White-fronted Geese are naturally 

very wary and are easily disturbed by human activities, even at long range.  Studies at 

the Wexford North Slob, where the main Irish flock of c.6,000 geese spends the winter, 

and also experience elsewhere, indicate that the White-fronted Geese do not tolerate 

people approaching closer to than 600-800 metres (Walsh 1994, O. Merne own 
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observations).   The small flocks remaining in remote areas such as the bogs of 

Connemara, appear to be particularly sensitive to human activities.  

 

For the specific Cloosh Valley Wind Energy Project, it was recommended that:  

(i) without mitigation the construction or upgrading of approach roads through open (bog) 

landscape is likely to disturb geese up to 2 km either side of the construction works; 

(ii) within the plantation forest, much of the construction work at ground level is likely 

to be visually screened from geese using bogland areas outside of the forest, but noise 

might be a disturbing factor, especially if emanating from the forest close to the goose 

sites.  

The above is included within the present review as an example of a ‘highly-sensitive’ bird 

species in an open, flat, bog environment.  

 

 

 

3.5 Recreation Activities  

 

Marion and Wimpey (2007) carried out a major review for the International Mountain 

Bicycling Association (IMBA) entitled “Environmental Impacts of Mountain Biking: Science 

Review and Best Practice”.   They considered that the impacts of mountain biking on wildlife 

are similar to those of hikers and other non motorised trail users.   They refer to investigations 

by Taylor and Knight (2003) on the interactions of wildlife (mammal species) and trail users 

(hikers and mountain bikers) at Antelope Island State Park in Utah.  The study revealed that 

70% of animals located within 100 m of a trail were likely to flee when a trail user passed, 

and the wildlife exhibited statistically similar responses to mountain biking and hiking.   They 

noted that wildlife reacted more strongly to off-trail recreationists, suggesting that visitors 

should stay on trails to reduce wildlife disturbance.   A further study cited was that by Spahr 

(1990) which examined flushing distances of bald eagles when exposed to walkers, joggers, 

fishermen, bicyclists and vehicles.   The highest frequency of eagle flushing was associated 

with walkers, followed by fishermen, bicyclists, joggers and vehicles.  However, bicyclists 

caused eagles to flush at the greatest distance (mean = 148 m).   The study also found that 

eagles were most likely to flush when recreationists approached slowly or stopped to observe 

them, and were less alarmed when bicyclists or vehicles passed quickly at constant speeds.  

This latter finding may be due either to the shorter time of disturbance and/or the additional 

time the eagle has to “decide” to fly.     

 

Various studies have been undertaken that appraised disturbance from a range of activities to 

water birds in Dublin Bay (two SPAs): 

 

 Crowe (2005) noted that Dublin Bay is exposed to a considerable degree of activity as 

a result of its location beside the capital city. She highlighted the use of both Dollymount 

and Sandymount strands for recreational activities such as walking, kite-surfing and 

sailing, as well as bait collecting.  She noted that the significance of this disturbance to 

waterbirds appears minimal. 

 

 Phalan and Nairn (2007) studied disturbance to waterbirds in South Dublin Bay. The 

study area was used by a variety of waders, gulls and wildfowl, including internationally 
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important numbers of Brent Geese. It was also heavily used for recreation, especially 

walking, jogging and dog-walking. The study found that birds were largely habituated 

to people and dogs moving predictably along paths, and these caused very little 

disturbance. Most of the disturbance events were caused by dogs and people leaving 

paths to go onto the beach or fields used by birds. Dogs were implicated in 69% of all 

disturbance events. The study concluded that waterbirds in Dublin Bay are managing to 

co-exist alongside high levels of human activity, but are exposed to levels of disturbance 

likely to affect their survival during periods of stress, such as in mid to late winter.  

 

Whilst distances from source of disturbance to feeding/roosting birds are not given, the 

physical attributes of Dublin Bay would indicate that distances are less than 100 m or in low 

hundreds of metres at most.   

 

 

 

4.0 Application of Present Review to Preparation of AA Screening Reports  

 

From the present review it is apparent that the evaluation of ‘disturbance distances’ between 

works and birds is an approximate science.    There is general agreement that some species are 

more vulnerable than others, notably breeding red-throated diver, breeding curlew, hen harrier 

and peregrine (on natural cliff sites), as well as wintering Greenland white-fronted geese.  

 

For specific cases, local conditions can make a substantial difference in an assessment of what 

is a ‘safe zone’.  For instance, a ridge providing natural screening  between the works and the 

relevant bird population could  significantly reduce the extent of the required buffer zone.   

Also, works deep inside the forest would be far less potentially disturbing than works at or near 

the edge of the forest.   

 

As Coillte may not have access to detailed or even approximate information on the whereabouts 

of the relevant bird species or Special Conservation Interest (SCI) within the SPA in question 

(which may be several thousands of hectares in size), a precautionary approach may need to be 

taken with the assumption that the SCI may well be at or close to the boundary of the SPA.  

The more detailed that the assessment is for any particular screening report, the more 

confidence can be given to the size of the buffer zone necessary.  Two examples are given:  

 

Lough Oughter SPA  – proposed works are c.200 m above shoreline of a section of the 

lake (shoreline is boundary of SPA), with Whooper Swan, Wigeon; Great Crested Grebe 

the SCIs (all as wintering species).   Ecologist has no specific information on the 

distribution of these species within the SPA (and such may not be available from NPWS 

or other sources).   As the lake below the work area in the forest can potentially support 

these species, it has to be assumed that they could be there and hence 200 m is the distance 

from works (Source) to SCI species (Receptor) to be considered.  Taking precautionary  

disturbance distances of 500 m to 750 m for these species (see Spreadsheet), the proposed 

works potentially could cause disturbance.  In advancing the assessment, the ecologist 

would need to consider the local topography and contouring, as well as the use of the land 

between the works and the lake edge – is there a ridge screening the works from the lake 

shore? does the forest continue to the lake shore?   Should it be obvious that the works 

would indeed be visible to feeding and/or roosting birds which may be on the lake below 
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the forest, and could cause them to take flight or at least move away, seasonal mitigation 

may be recommended (works to only take place outside of the winter period).     

        

  

Killarney National Park SPA  – proposed works are c.400 m from boundary of the SPA, 

with Greenland White-fronted Geese & Merlin the SCIs.   The conifer plantation is 

contiguous with deciduous oak woodland which extends from the SPA boundary into  the 

SPA for at least 500 m.   Ecologist has specific and reliable information on the range of 

the GWFG (both feeding and roost sites) – the nearest bog feeding site is c.2 km away 

while the roost sites are all to the north (away from the works area).  While no information 

is available on Merlin distribution, it can be assumed that this species would not be 

breeding within deciduous oak woodland and the conifer plantation does not adjoin open 

bog/heath.    Therefore, despite the high sensitivity of GWFG and to a lesser extent 

Merlin, it can be assumed (based on habitats and specific information on one species) 

with a high degree of scientific certainty that the proposed forest works would not have 

an impact on the two SCIs by way of disturbance.   

 

As noted, of particular importance in determining whether works could have an impact on the 

bird species in question is the line of sight or how the generated noise might travel.  A review 

of baseline mapping will tell a lot in this respect.  As already noted, analysis of contours will 

assist in interpreting the local conditions and whether the works are visible to the birds or not.  

Also, if there is a relatively short distance between the works and the SPA but that this 

comprises farmland with roads, residences etc, then the chances of the birds being disturbed 

are much less as they will be habituated to human activities and background noise.   Without 

carrying out a detailed examination of local topography as above, a precautionary approach 

would be expected to be followed.   

 

It is noted that the spreadsheet that has been prepared is mere guidance which has erred on the 

side of caution.   It is of course stressed that the disturbance distances recommended for any 

species are only part of the information needed to prepare an AA Screening report  (or NIS), 

i.e. because a project location is greater than a suggested ‘disturbance distance’ for a species, 

does not  infer that the SPA can be automatically screened out.  

 

 

5.0 Notes on Accompanying Spreadsheet 

 

5.1 Colour Coding of Species 

 

To assist the user, the species in the Spreadsheet have been assigned a colour code to reflect 

their perceived sensitivity to disturbance from forest works.    This is a crude system of Green 

(least sensitive), Amber, Red (most sensitive). 

 

Green species   

We’d consider that these species are not particularly prone to disturbance, due to the ecology 

and normal distribution of the species.   Examples include wintering sea duck and divers, 

breeding seabirds of coastline and islands, corncrake etc.   In vast majority of cases, these 

would not be expected to be prone to disturbance from forest works.  
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Amber species 

We’d consider that these species could be prone to disturbance and that the ecologist needs to 

look at the information with some care before coming to a conclusion.   Examples include 

wintering swans and geese (flocking birds can be easily spooked and may take flight), breeding 

gulls & ducks on inland sites (may leave the nesting area and even short periods away from 

nest can lead to risk of predation).        

 

Red species 

The few Red listed species in the spreadsheet should be given especial attention by the 

ecologist.    These are mostly species which are rare and/or especially prone to disturbance.   

Some background research on distribution etc. may be necessary with these species and 

perhaps some consultation with relevant experts.      

 

 

5.2 Grouping of Species  

 

An attempt has been made to group the species which are listed for SPAs according to their 

broad ecology (while accepting each species occupies a specific niche) and sensitivity to 

disturbance.   So, if assessing say works near Cork Harbour SPA, the same assessment would 

be expected to be valid for all of the wintering coastal waders (grey plover, knot, sanderling, 

bar-tailed godwit, redshank etc…).     Eight main groups are distinguished:   

 

Group 1. Seabirds, breeding - marine 

These are species that are strictly coastal and marine and do not come inland for any ecological 

reason.  Breed on cliffs and islands, feed entirely at sea.   Mostly summer visitors from 

March/April to August/September.   Examples range from extreme marine species such as 

Storm Petrel and Manx Shearwater to more widespread coastal species such as Shag and 

Kittiwake.     

 

As the birds will always be on sea cliffs facing seawards and/or at sea, disturbance from forest 

works is not expected to arise in virtually any circumstance.  A precautionary distance of 200 

m from SPA is suggested.  

 

All are considered in the Green category.  However, if works are closer to SPA than 200 m, 

user should check map detail etc. before ruling out potential disturbance. 

 

 

Group 2. Waterbirds, breeding – coastal/inland  

These are species that may breed both in coastal/marine and inland locations.  The latter 

locations are generally lakes but can include bogs, marshes and other wetlands (such as black-

headed gull, common gull).  The coastal breeders are generally as in Group 1, i.e. spend most 

of their time on cliffs facing sea or on islands but may come a little inland to feed (as in gulls).    

Inland breeders are potentially more susceptible to disturbance, especially species such as 

common scoter, cormorant and breeding gulls.  

Green category species – these are the terns where a precautionary distance of 500 m from SPA 

is suggested.   Four of the five species are almost entirely coastal (Arctic, Roseate, Little, 

Sandwich), with Common Tern nesting also on some of the large western/midland lakes (here 

a precautionary disturbance distance of up to 750 m is advised).  Herring Gull included here as 

almost entirely coastal.  Breeding Eider is very much confined to marine islands and islets and 
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not expected to be prone to disturbance (a precautionary distance of 200 m from SPA is 

suggested). 

Amber category species – these are the nesting gulls (esp. inland), duck, and cormorant, where 

a precautionary distance of up to 750 m from SPA is suggested.  While kingfisher is given an 

Amber category (due to its Annex I status and importance in the two SPAs where it is selected), 

a distance of 500 m is considered adequate due to the expected riparian cover along the river 

corridor.    Main concern for these species is predation of nest should adults arise from nest or 

colony.   

Red category species – this is Red-throated Diver – localised to Donegal, Annex I listed and 

exceptionally rare in Ireland.   Advise that an opinion from a bird expert is sought if dealing 

with this species.  A precautionary distance of up to 1,000 m from SPA is suggested.   

 

Group 3. Waterbirds, wintering - marine 

These are species that are strictly coastal and marine during the winter and do not come inland 

for any ecological reason (occasional blown in by storms).  These winter in the marine 

environment from estuaries and shallow bays to deep marine waters up to 10 km offshore.  

Examples range from extreme marine species such as eider to more widespread coastal species 

such as divers and red-breasted merganser.     

 

As the birds will always be at sea and relatively mobile in their daily cycle, disturbance from 

forest works is not expected to arise in virtually any circumstance.  A precautionary distance 

of 200 m from SPA is suggested.  

 

All are considered in the Green category.  However, if closer to SPA than 200 m, user should 

check map detail for local topography etc. before ruling out potential for disturbance. 

 

 

Group 4. Waterbirds, wintering – coastal  

These are species that are strictly coastal during the winter and do not come inland for any 

ecological reason.   Winter in estuaries, shallow bays, sandy beaches and rocky shores.  

Examples include the high arctic waders such as knot, sanderling and bar-tailed godwit, as well 

as Brent Goose and Shelduck.  

 

As the birds will always be on the coastal fringe and relatively mobile in their daily cycle 

(moving in relation to the tide), disturbance from forest works is not expected to arise in most  

circumstances.  A precautionary distance of 500 m from SPA is suggested, with a lower 

distance of 200 m for Purple Sandpiper due to the rocky shore surf zone occupied.  For Barnacle 

Goose a higher distance of 750 m is given due to the flighty nature of goose flocks.     

 

All (apart from Barnacle Goose) are considered in the Green category.  However, if closer to 

SPA than 500 m, user should check map detail for local topography etc. before ruling out 

potential for disturbance.   Barnacle Goose is given an Amber category. 

 

 

Group 5. Waterbirds, winter – coastal/inland  

These are species that may winter both in coastal/marine and inland locations.  The latter are 

generally lakes but can include large rivers/callow grassland, marshes and other wetlands.  The 

coastal populations are generally as in Group 4, i.e. spend most of their time on estuaries/bays 
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but can switch to inland locations for feeding and during severe weather etc.     Wintering gulls 

are particularly mobile.  

Green category species – these include the gulls where a precautionary distance of 200 m from 

SPA is suggested.     Also, Green listed are a range of wader and duck species, such as Lapwing, 

Dunlin (scarce inland), Mallard, Teal, Coot etc, where a precautionary distance of 500 m from 

SPA is suggested.    For Grey Heron, which occurs often in channels and marginal areas and 

would be fairly tolerant of disturbance, a distance of 200 m is suggested.     

Amber category species – these are the swans and geese (other than Brent & GWFG) where a 

precautionary distance of up to 750 m from SPA is suggested due to the flocking nature and 

flighty behaviour of wild goose and swan flocks.  Main concern for these species is having to 

move between feeding areas due to disturbance and hence expend energy.  

Red category species – this is Greenland White-fronted Goose where a precautionary distance 

of possibly up to 2 km is given for birds on flat open blanket bog sites.   A lot depends on the 

elevation and aspect of the works in relation to the goose habitat.   As GWFG may be the most 

sensitive of our wintering birds and in long-term decline, it is recommended that an expert 

opinion may need to be sought when dealing with this species.  

      

Group 6. Waders – breeding 

This category includes just three species: Curlew, Dunlin & Golden Plover.  All breed on bogs 

and open habitats so are prone to disturbance from considerable distances.     

Of the waders Curlew may be the most sensitive species, with disturbance distance of up to 

800 m estimated for wind farm developments.   Red-listed and in a dramatic decline over last 

10-20 years.  

Dunlin and Golden Plover are both Annex I listed and hence of high conservation importance.   

The breeding populations of both are small and in decline.     A conservative figure of 750 m 

is given.    

All 3 species are in Red category.  

 

Group 7.  Raptors – breeding 

This category includes just three species: Hen Harrier, Merlin & Peregrine.   All are naturally 

upland species of bog and moorland, with forestry often present.    However, Peregrine also 

nests on the coast and increasing in quarries and man-made structures. 

All 3 species can nest within Coillte owned lands.   

While Coillte are currently obliged to operate a 1.2 km radius exclusion zone for Hen Harrier, 

the literature suggests a distance of 1 km at most.   

The literature suggests a buffer zone of up to 500 m for Merlin. 

A wide range of distances are cited for Peregrine, with 1 km considered a conservative figure.   

For Peregrine, the elevation of the works in relation to the nesting site is critical (works on 

higher ground especially disturbing) 

All 3 species are in Red category.  
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Group 8. Dispersed species  

This category includes just two species, Chough and Corncrake.  

 

While Chough is not considered prone to disturbance, a screening distance of 500 m is given 

for breeding birds and a distance of 200 m for wintering birds.  

The ecology of Corncrake would indicate that it is not prone to disturbance from forest works.  

A distance of 200 m is suggested.  

Both species are in Green category.  

 

5.3 Note on Life Cycle of Species   

The ecologist should be aware that the same species can be listed as a SCI for either the 

breeding population or/and the wintering population (and occasionally passage populations).  

Usually the actual populations are separate, i.e. the breeding birds are not necessarily the same 

birds that one finds on the site in winter (and vice-versa).    

Examples include: 

Golden Plover – the nominate race Pluvialis apricaria apricaria breeds scarcely in Ireland & 

Britain and most of these move south/southwest to winter.   The race P. apricaria altifrons is 

the race which comprises the majority of wintering birds in Ireland (where it is widespread).   

While both are Annex I listed, the breeding birds are considerably more sensitive to disturbance 

than the wintering birds.   

Dunlin – the subspecies Calidris alpina schinzii breeds rarely in Ireland & Britain and most 

move south to winter.   The subspecies Calidris alpina alpina winters commonly in Ireland.   

As with Golden Plover, the breeding birds are considerably more sensitive to disturbance than 

the wintering birds.   

Common Scoter – this is a relatively common wintering species of bays and offshore waters 

and is listed for several SPAs.  During winter, it would not be sensitive to disturbance.   In 

summer, common scoter breeds on several of the large western lakes but is in long term decline.  

Potentially, it is sensitive to disturbance as a nesting species but not as a wintering species.   

 

5.4 Note on ex-situ Annex I Species   

The issue arises that Annex I listed species do occur outside of SPAs and technically need to 

be addressed in AA Screening reports.    Often, areas adjoining the SPA (inc. lands of the 

Coillte estate) support suitable habitats which can attract the SCI associated with a nearby SPA.   

Examples of species are Hen Harrier and Merlin but also swan and goose flocks.  Nowadays, 

reintroduced White-tailed Eagle, Golden Eagle and Red Kite may need to be considered.  

My understanding is that the occurrence of these ex-situ species may need to be treated with 

the same status as if within the SPA (though there may be different legal opinions on this).   

This is something that the ecologist  should be aware of as it has cropped up in some recent  

development cases (notably the St. Pauls, Raheny residential proposal where Brent Goose from 

Dublin Bay feeding in St. Anne’s Park was the issue).   
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