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Introduction 
 
All species of wild bird are protected are protected by law. They are particularly vulnerable to 
impacts while breeding therefore where the loss of nesting habitat or buildings takes place, 
the impact on birds needs to be considered. Some bird species are affected by development 
more than others. This advice note is to aid decision making in non-EIA developments where 
birds may be present.  
 

Typical Habitat/Features Used 
 
Wild birds are found in a wide variety of habitats. Some bird species have very limited 
distributions as they are restricted by the habitats they use. Others, although they may be 
more widespread, have undergone such significant declines, that they are now Northern 
Ireland priority species (see Appendix 1). This list represents which birds are the most 
sensitive to population losses. However it does not indicate their relative vulnerability to 
development. 
 
Habitat and tree loss can impact on a range of birds. Even the demolition of buildings, 
particularly derelict ones, may result in a loss of nesting sites. This is a particularly important 
consideration for some species that return to the same nesting sites, such as swifts or barn 
owls. Quarries and sand pits provide nesting sites for peregrines and sand martins 
respectively. 
 
 Some birds of prey and waders are particularly susceptible to disturbance, displacement 
and collision associated with wind energy developments. Curlew appears to be particularly 
sensitive to such disturbance. Wintering waders can be susceptible to disturbance and the 
loss of traditional high-tide roosting sites as well as intertidal feeding areas. The impacts of a 
development depend on the nature of the proposal and the bird assemblages present.   
 

Legislation 
 
Under the Wildlife (Northern Ireland) Order 1985 (as amended) all wild birds are protected, 
particularly during the bird breeding season while nesting. It is an offence to intentionally or 
recklessly: 
 kill, injure or take any wild bird; or 
 take, damage or destroy the nest of any wild bird while that nest is in use or being 

built; or 
 at any other time take, damage or destroy the nest of any wild bird included in 

Schedule A1; or 
  take or destroy an egg of any wild bird; or  
 disturb any wild bird while it is building a nest or is in, on or near a nest containing 

eggs or young; or 
  disturb dependent young of such a bird. 

 
Additionally any person who knowingly causes or permits to be done an act which is 
made unlawful by any of these provisions shall also be guilty of an offence.  
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Most bird species return to the same general nesting location each year and build a 
new nest. However some species return to the same nest sites year after year, re-
using old nests. Some of these species which have been deemed as particularly 
vulnerable to decline are given additional protection and are listed on Schedule A1 of 
the Wildlife Order (see Table 1). For these species it is an offence to damage or 
destroy their nests at any time of the year, even when they are not in use.    
 
Table 1: Schedule A1 species 
 

Common name Scientific Name 
Eagle, Golden Aquila chrysaetos 
Eagle, White-tailed Haliaetus albicilla 
Osprey Pandion haliaetus 
Owl, Barn Tyto alba 
Peregrine Falco peregrines 
Kite, Red Milvus milvus 

 
The Wildlife and Natural Environment Act (Northern Ireland) 2011 (known as the WANE Act) 
introduced a biodiversity duty on public bodies in Northern Ireland. It states that ‘it is the duty 
of every public body, in exercising any functions, to further the conservation of biodiversity 
so far as is consistent with the proper exercise of those functions’.   
 
The WANE Act also requires that the Department of the Environment maintains a list of 
species requiring special attention when delivering this duty. These are Northern Ireland 
priority species and specific actions for these have been addressed in a range of 
Government policies and activities. Many bird species are also priority species – see 
Appendix 1. 
 
All wild birds are also subject to conservation measures under the Birds Directive 
(2009/147/EC). This requires European Member States to take conservation measures to 
maintain populations of all naturally occurring wild birds. Additionally some bird species, 
which are particularly rare or vulnerable, are listed on Annex I of the Directive. These 
species are subject to special conservation measures and have additional legal protection as 
features of designated sites, such as Special Protection Areas (SPAs). 
 

Policy  
 
Planning Policy Statement 2, Natural Heritage, NH2 and NH5 and the Strategic Planning 
Policy Statement provides that a development proposal shall not harm a protected species 
or have an unacceptable adverse impact on a priority species.  
 

Survey Requirements 
 
The Northern Ireland Biodiversity Checklist (see https://www.daera-
ni.gov.uk/topics/environmental-advice-planners ) should be referred to when deciding if a 
bird survey is required for a complete application. In addition where a proposal occurs within 
the Northern Ireland Environment Agency (NIEA) Biodiversity Hazard mapping or CEDaR 
Priority Species dataset, NIEA Priority Species Standing Advice should be considered to 

https://www.daera-ni.gov.uk/topics/environmental-advice-planners
https://www.daera-ni.gov.uk/topics/environmental-advice-planners
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establish if a priority bird species is likely to be present and has the potential to be impacted 
by the proposal.  
 
Where a turbine is located within the NIEA Biodiversity Hazard mapping, surveys and an 
assessment of the impact on birds should be undertaken. 
 
Where a bird survey is required, these should be undertaken by a suitably experienced 
ecologist. There are a number of types of bird survey and the exact methodology is 
dependent on the type of development, the species likely to be present, the habitat on site 
and the time of year. Applicants may wish to discuss survey specifications through the pre-
application process.  
 
The types of bird surveys most commonly required for development purposes: 
 territory mapping of breeding birds based around the Common Bird Census (CBC) 

methodology; 
 transect based surveys for larger areas and open habitat based around the Breeding 

Birds Survey (BBS) methodology; 
http://www.bto.org/sites/default/files/u16/downloads/forms_instructions/BBS-
Instructions-2015-online.pdf_.pdf (PDF; 600KB). 

 moorland bird survey (Brown, A. F. and Shepherd, K. B. (1993) A method for 
censusing upland breeding waders, Bird Study, 40: 3, 189 -195). This can be adapted 
for use in a transect-based survey; 

 vantage point raptor or swan/goose survey or other targeted species surveys. 
 
Further information on the above methods and good practice can be found at: 

 
General – 
 Gilbert, G., Gibbons, D.W., and Evans, J. (1998) Bird Monitoring methods, a 

manual for techniques for key UK species. Royal Society for the Protection of Birds 
in association with the British Trust for Ornithology, The Wildfowl and Wetlands 
Trust, Joint Nature Conservation Committee, Institute of Terrestrial Ecology and 
The Seabird Group. 

 Bibby, C.J., Burgess, N.D., Hill, D.A. and Mustoe. S.H. (2000) Bird Census 
Techniques (2nd Edition). Academic Press, London 

 
Birds of Prey – 
 Hardey, J., Crick, H., Wernham, C., Riley, H., Etheridge, B. and Thompson, D. 

(2009) Raptors: A Field Guide for Surveys and Monitoring (2nd Edition). TSO 
 
Wind Energy Developments – 
 Scottish Natural Heritage (2014) Guidance: Recommended bird survey methods to 

inform impact assessment of onshore wind farms. May 2014. 
http://www.snh.gov.uk/docs/C278917.pdf (PDF; 359KB) 

 Scottish Natural Heritage (2000) Windfarms and Birds: Calculating a theoretical 
collision risk assuming no avoiding action. http://www.snh.gov.uk/docs/C205425.pdf 
(PDF; 89KB). 

 Scottish Natural Heritage (2000) Calculation of collision risk for bird passing through 
rotor area. http://www.snh.gov.uk/docs/C234672.xls 

http://www.bto.org/sites/default/files/u16/downloads/forms_instructions/BBS-Instructions-2015-online.pdf_.pdf
http://www.bto.org/sites/default/files/u16/downloads/forms_instructions/BBS-Instructions-2015-online.pdf_.pdf
http://www.snh.gov.uk/docs/C278917.pdf
http://www.snh.gov.uk/docs/C205425.pdf
http://www.snh.gov.uk/docs/C234672.xls
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 Additional material on collision risk estimation is available at: 
http://www.snh.gov.uk/planning-and-development/renewable-energy/onshore-
wind/bird-collision-risks-guidance/  

 
Power Lines - 
 http://www.eirgridgroup.com/site-files/library/EirGrid/EirGrid-Ecology-Guidelines-for-

Electricity-Transmission-Projects.pdf (PDF; 2.87MB). 
 

Sources of Information 
 
 Centre for Environmental Data and Recording (CEDaR) is the Local Records 

Centre for Northern Ireland, and facilitates the collection, collation, management and 
dissemination of biodiversity and geodiversity information for Northern Ireland and its 
coastal waters. They can provide records of species on sites or within the nearby area 
of an application on request. See http://www.nmni.com/cedar  

 National Biodiversity Network (NBN) Gateway can be checked for each site for 
priority species records. It should be noted that this is a subset of the CEDaR records 
and not all records from Northern Ireland are currently included. This will be at 
resolutions from 100m to 1km dependent on species records. See 
https://data.nbn.org.uk/Site_Datasets      

 Spatial information 
o NIEA Biodiversity Hazard Mappings  showing areas likely to be of 

significance for priority species and priority habitats containing 
 Local Wildlife sites 
 Mapped priority habitats 
 Some sensitive birds sites (often displayed as 1km² area grids) 

o CEDaR Priority Species dataset showing areas where priority species most 
sensitive to development are recorded on CEDaR (displayed as 1km² area 
grids).  

o NIEA Biodiversity Protected Sites 
 Designated sites 

o Landscape Character Area (LCA)  biodiversity summaries indicating 
significance for priority species on a landscape-scale 

 

Mitigation 
 
One of the main mitigation measures to reduce harm to breeding birds during development 
is to avoid the clearance or destruction of vegetation or structures during the bird breeding 
season that may be used as a nesting site.  
 
Birds may also be sensitive to general disturbance associated with development works 
during the breeding season or close to wintering roosts. Such effects may be mitigated by 
restrictions to the timing of those operations most likely to cause disturbance to species of 
conservation concern and creation of an appropriate buffer zone around any nest or roost 
sites. 
 

http://www.snh.gov.uk/planning-and-development/renewable-energy/onshore-wind/bird-collision-risks-guidance/
http://www.snh.gov.uk/planning-and-development/renewable-energy/onshore-wind/bird-collision-risks-guidance/
http://www.eirgridgroup.com/site-files/library/EirGrid/EirGrid-Ecology-Guidelines-for-Electricity-Transmission-Projects.pdf
http://www.eirgridgroup.com/site-files/library/EirGrid/EirGrid-Ecology-Guidelines-for-Electricity-Transmission-Projects.pdf
http://www.nmni.com/cedar
https://data.nbn.org.uk/Site_Datasets
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The bird breeding season is dependent on species, weather conditions and altitude, and will 
vary from year to year, but Is generally considered to run from 1st march to 31st August.  
 
Should a development proposal result in a permanent loss of existing nesting sites, 
developers should provide alternative nesting opportunities for birds as compensation. This 
could be achieved by the provision of artificial nest sites for specific species, or through 
restoration or compensatory habitat creation, as part of the landscaping strategy. Mitigation 
through habitat creation should also include a management plan to ensure the maintenance 
of the habitat created throughout the lifetime of the development. This type of mitigation is 
very useful in maintaining the local biodiversity of more common bird species.  
 

Wind Turbines 
 
Wind turbine developments can impact on birds through habitat loss, displacement or 
collision. Some bird species are more significantly impacted than others. For example 
Curlew, a wader, appears to be highly sensitive to the construction of wind turbines. The 
following research papers provide the most up to date analysis of the sensitivity of some bird 
species to wind farm development: 
 
 Pearce-Higgins, J.W., Stephen, L., Langston, R.H.W., Bainbridge, I.P. & Bullman, R. 

(2009) The distribution of breeding birds around upland wind farms Journal of Applied 
Ecology 46: 1323-1331 and 

 Pearce-Higgins, J.W., Stephen, L., Douse, A. & Langston, R.H.W. (2012) Greater 
impacts of wind farms on bird populations during construction than subsequent 
operation: results of a multi-site and multi-species analysis. Journal of Applied Ecology 
49: 386-394. 

 
Where a turbine proposal is located within the NI Biodiversity Hazard mapping, an 
assessment of impact to birds should be requested. The type of bird survey(s) will depend 
on the habitat and bird nesting features present in the local area. All will require breeding 
bird surveys near the turbine (normally 500m) and some may require vantage point surveys. 
Some will also require wader surveys to a distance of 800m if wet grassland/peatland habitat 
is present within this radius of the turbine. In addition a wintering bird survey would be 
required if a turbine is located near (within 1km) Brent Geese coastal feeding sites, Whooper 
Swan foraging sites or roosts, water bodies holding large numbers of wintering waterbirds, 
inter-tidal mudflats and areas where birds of prey, particularly Hen Harrier, Merlin and 
Peregrine, are likely to be active in winter. NIEA should be consulted on all turbine 
applications with bird surveys.  
 

Licensing Requirements 
 
NIEA can issue some licences for works which may impact on birds, which if carried out 
would otherwise result in a breach of the Wildlife Order. Where a proposal may impact on 
the nest of a Schedule A1 species a licence for works will always be required. All licence 
applications must be accompanied by an appropriate bird survey and a mitigation plan to 
ensure there is no long term harm to the species. Justification for the necessity of the 
proposal will also be required. 
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Licence applications should be made to the Wildlife Team, Northern Ireland Environment 
Agency, Klondyke Building, Cromac Avenue, Gasworks Business Park, Belfast BT7 2JA.  
Tel. 028 905 69605 
 

Bird Informatives for Decision Notices 
 
Where a proposal requires removal of vegetation the following informative should be 
attached to a decision notice after the impact on birds has been considered and mitigated: 
 
All birds 
The applicant's attention is drawn to Article 4 of the Wildlife (Northern Ireland) Order 1985 
(as amended) under which it is an offence to intentionally or recklessly:  
 kill, injure or take any wild bird; or 
 take, damage or destroy the nest of any wild bird while that nest is in use or being 

built; or 
 at any other time take, damage or destroy the nest of any wild bird included in 

Schedule A1; or 
 obstruct or prevent any wild bird from using its nest; or 
 take or destroy an egg of any wild bird; or   
 disturb any wild bird while it is building a nest or is in, on or near a nest containing 

eggs or young; or  
 disturb dependent young of such a bird. 

 
Any person who knowingly causes or permits to be done an act which is made 
unlawful by any of these provisions shall also be guilty of an offence.  
It is therefore advised that tree and hedge loss or vegetation clearance should be kept to a 
minimum and removal should not be carried out during the bird breeding season between 1st 
March and 31st August.  
 
To add when a licence will be required to destroy a nest: 
Any works requiring the destruction of any active bird nest will require a wildlife 
licence to be obtained from the NIEA Wildlife Team. Licence applications should be 
made to the Wildlife Team, Northern Ireland Environment Agency, Klondyke Building, 
Cromac Avenue, Gasworks Business Park, Belfast BT7 2JA.  Tel. 028 905 69605 
 
To add when a licence will be required to destroy a traditional nest site of a 
Schedule A1: 
Any works requiring the destruction of a bird nest of a Schedule A1 species will 
require a wildlife licence to be obtained from the NIEA Wildlife Team. Licence 
applications should be made to the Wildlife Team, Northern Ireland Environment 
Agency, Klondyke Building, Cromac Avenue, Gasworks Business Park, Belfast BT7 
2JA.  Tel. 028 905 69605 
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Process to consider when dealing with wild birds within an application  

Yes 

Yes 

Yes 

(a) Are priority or protected birds likely 
to be on or adjacent to the site (use 
the Northern Ireland Biodiversity 
Checklist, NIEA Biodiversity Hazard 
mapping and CEDaR Priority 
Species dataset) and impacted by 
the development (use priority 
species standing advice)?  

(b) Is a wind turbine proposed within the 
NI Biodiversity Hazard mapping? 

Has a bird survey been received? 

All bird surveys for wind turbines should 
be sent to NIEA  

Does the bird survey indicate that priority 
or protected species are present and 
require mitigation? 

Consult NIEA if concerned with mitigation 
or accuracy of the survey or if a 
Schedule A1 species is present or if the 
proposal is for wind turbine development 
or meets priority species standing advice 
sheet 

 

 

Request bird survey - methodology is dependent on the species present and 
type of development 

  

No 

No 

No 

Proposal could be 
contrary to policy 
from lack of 
information and 
potential to cause 
harm to a priority or 
protected species 

Ensure the 
development plans 
or conditions 
provide any 
mitigation required 
from the bird 
survey to ensure 
no harm to local 
bird biodiversity 
and include bird 
informative on 
decision notice 

No further action 
required. Use bird 
informative and 
ensure there is no 
tree felling or 
vegetation clearance 
in the bird breeding 
season. Retain 
hedgerows and trees 
where possible 
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Appendix 1: Priority bird species  
Species in bold have specific advice detailed below 
 
Accipiter gentilis Goshawk 
Alauda arvensis Skylark 
Anas acuta Pintail 
Anas clypeata Shoveler 
Anas querquedula Garganey 
Anser albifrons flavirostris Greenland White-Fronted Goose 
Anthus trivialis Tree Pipit 
Apus apus Common Swift 
Aquila chrysaetos Golden Eagle 
Asio flammeus Short-Eared Owl 
Aythya ferina Pochard 
Aythya fuligula Tufted Duck 
Aythya marila Scaup 
Botaurus stellaris Bittern 
Branta bernicla hrota Pale-Bellied Brent Goose 
Bucephala clangula Goldeneye 
Calidris alpina Dunlin 
Calidris canutus Knot 
Caprimulgus europaeus Nightjar 
Carduelis cabaret Lesser Redpoll 
Carduelis cannabina Linnet 
Carduelis flavirostris Twite 
Circus cyaneus Hen Harrier 
Coccothraustes coccothraustes Hawfinch 
Coturnix coturnix Quail 
Crex crex Corncrake 
Cuculus canorus Cuckoo 
Cygnus columbianus Bewick's Swan 
Cygnus cygnus Whooper Swan 
Emberiza citrinella Yellowhammer 
Emberiza schoeniclus Reed Bunting 
Gavia arctica Black-Throated Diver 
Haliaeetus albicilla White-Tailed Eagle 
Lagopus lagopus Red Grouse 
Larus argentatus Herring Gull 
Larus ridibundus Black-Headed Gull 
Limosa limosa Black-Tailed Godwit 
Locustella naevia Grasshopper Warbler 
Melanitta nigra Common Scoter 
Motacilla flava Yellow Wagtail 
Muscicapa striata Spotted Flycatcher 
Numenius arquata Curlew 
Numenius phaeopus Whimbrel 
Passer domesticus House Sparrow 
Passer montanus Tree Sparrow 
Phalaropus lobatus Red-Necked Phalarope 
Phylloscopus sibilatrix Wood Warbler 
Pluvialis apricaria Golden Plover 
Podiceps nigricollis Black-Necked Grebe 
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Prunella modularis  Hedge Accentor/Dunnock 
Puffinus griseus Sooty Shearwater 
Puffinus mauretanicus Balearic Shearwater 
Pyrrhocorax pyrrhocorax Chough 
Pyrrhula pyrrhula Bullfinch 
Stercorarius parasiticus Arctic Skua 
Sterna albifrons Little Tern 
Sterna dougallii Roseate Tern 
Streptopelia turtur Turtle Dove 
Sturnus vulgaris Starling 
Tringa totanus Redshank 
Turdus iliacus Redwing 
Turdus philomelos Song Thrush 
Turdus pilaris Fieldfare 
Turdus torquatus Ring Ouzel 
Tyto alba Barn Owl 
Vanellus vanellus Lapwing 
  
Specific Advice for Species in Bold 
There are some priority species that are less likely to be impacted by development within 
most of their life cycle. For the species below the advice detailed within this section can be 
followed when these priority species are found on an application site. It is also highlighted 
where greater impacts must be considered and where NIEA consultation would be required. 
This advice cannot be applied to wind turbine applications.  
 
Urban Wildlife  
 
Starling/Song Thrush/House Sparrow 
 retention of trees and hedgerows where possible  
 retention of some grass areas on site 
 ensure compensatory replanting of any trees or hedgerows removed so no overall loss 
 no vegetation clearance to take place between 01st March to 31st August 
 provide replacement nest boxes for House Sparrow on buildings where present 
 consult NIEA if a large wintering starling roost on site 

 
Herring Gull 
 No demolition of buildings between 01st March to 31st August 

 
Farmland Wildlife  
 
Starling 
 retention of trees and hedgerows where possible  
 ensure compensatory replanting of trees and hedgerows so no overall loss 
 no vegetation clearance to take place between 01st March to 31st August 
 consult NIEA if a large wintering roost on site 

 
Skylark 
 no clearance works to take place between 01st March to 31st August 
 retain grassland management 
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Tree Pipit/Lesser Redpoll/Spotted Flycatcher/Bullfinch/Wood Warbler 
 retain woodland areas with favourable management 
 retention of trees, hedgerows and scrub where possible 
 no vegetation clearance to take place between 01st March to 31st August 

 
Tufted Duck/Common Scoter 
 retention of wetland habitats with favourable management 
 no vegetation clearance to take place between 01st March to 31st August 
 consult NIEA if Common Scoter breeding site - a breeding bird survey will be required. 

 
Cuckoo/Reed Bunting/Grasshopper Warbler/Yellow Wagtail 
 retention of wetland habitat in area 
 retention of trees, hedgerows and scrub where possible 
 ensure compensatory replanting of trees and hedgerows so no overall loss 
 no vegetation clearance to take place between 01st March to 31st August  

 
Linnet/Dunnock (Hedge Accentor)/Tree Sparrow 
 retention of trees, hedgerows and scrub where possible  
 ensure compensatory replanting of trees and hedgerows so no overall loss 
 no vegetation clearance to take place between 01st March to 31st August 

 
Nightjar/Lapwing/Curlew/RedShank/Little Tern/Turtle Dove/ Chough/Yellowhammer 
 NIEA consultation only required if found on site during the breeding season. A 

breeding bird survey will be required.  
 
Potential Colonising Species 
 
Golden Eagle/White-Tailed Eagle/Bittern/ Hawfinch/Quail/Whimbrel/Red-Necked 
Phalarope/Black-Necked Grebe/ Corncrake/ Redwing/Field Fare 
 NIEA consultation only required if found on site during the breeding season. A 

breeding bird survey will be required.  
 
Wintering waders and waterbirds at coastal sites (Lapwing, Golden Plover, Knot, Dunlin, 
Black-tailed Godwit, Whimbrel, Curlew, Redshank, ducks, geese, gulls) 
 retain intertidal habitats 
 avoid disturbance to traditional high-tide roost sites 
 no works in feeding habitat between 1st November and 28th/29th February 

 
Brent Geese 
 NIEA only require consultation if the proposal is for a wind turbine within 1km of a 

Brent Goose feeding site (coastal site) or the species is present on farmland near the 
proposal in the winter period. A wintering bird survey will be required.  

 
Seabirds 
 
Black-Throated Diver/Sooty Shearwater/Balearic Shearwater/Arctic Skua 
 terrestrial planning is unlikely to affect these species 
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