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23 April 2021 

 

RE: GRAHAMSTOWN PLAN8 WIND ENERGY FACILITY – 
AMENDMENT– AVIFAUNAL STATEMENT 
 

Background 

WildSkies Ecological Services (Pty) Ltd (hereafter WildSkies) was previously contracted by EOH-Coastal & 

Environmental Services (EOH-CES) to conduct the avifaunal impact assessment for the Grahamstown Plan8 

Wind Energy Facility (Smallie, 2011). Subsequent to that WildSkies also conducted 12 months of pre-

construction bird monitoring on the site under contract to Plan8 (Smallie, 2015).  

 

In August 2020 an amendment to the authorisation was presented for assessment. WildSkies was 

appointed by EOH-CES to determine the effect this amendment might have on the significance ratings for 

the impacts on avifauna as previously assessed.  

 

In April 2021 a new changed layout has been presented for assessment and WildSkies was again appointed 

to write a statement.   

 

WildSkies was asked by EOH-CES to compile a statement with regard to the effects that the proposed 

amendment may have on avifauna, as per the following terms of reference: 

 

» Undertake a review of the original specialist report with respect to the proposed changes.   

» Compile a short report / statement describing whether the proposed changes would result in a 

change to the impact significance ratings as contained in the original assessment, and if so, to 

update the impact assessment table by applying the assessment methodology used in the original 

EIA. 

» Where required provide any additional mitigation measures or recommendations for inclusion into 

the EMPr to address any concerns associated with the proposed changes.     

 

Figure 1 shows the location of the proposed facility (original layout pictured).  
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Figure 1. The location of the proposed wind farm. 
 

 

Proposed amendment 

The proposed amendment changes are summarised below   

 

» Amendment of the Facility Output (from 66 MW to 76 MW), 

» Amendment of the Number of Turbines (from 22 to 14 turbines), 

» Amendment of the Turbine Hub Height (from 91.5 m to ‘up to 125 m’), 

» Amendment of the Turbine Rotor Diameter (from 100 – 117 m to ‘up to 163 m’), 

» Amendment of the Hardstand Areas (from a total of 5.2 ha to 7.00 ha), 

» Amendment of the Roads (from 16.35 km in length to 12.0 km), 

» Amendment of the Development Footprint (from 13.7 ha to 11.5 ha), and 

» Amendment of the Substation Footprint (to 1.2 ha). 

 

The layout is pictured below: 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

New information considered 

Several new sources of information were considered below in order to evaluate their effect on the original 

findings: 

 

Changes to bird species conservation status 

One priority bird species has undergone conservation status changes on the IUCN Global Red List (2020) 

since the original assessment. The Black Harrier changed from Vulnerable to Endangered. This means that 

this species is considered to be more at risk of extinction than when the original avifaunal assessment was 

done for this project. This is described more in the section below. 

  

Best practice guidelines for wind energy & birds (updates)  

The ‘Best Practice Guidelines for Birds and Wind Energy’ have not been updated since the original 

monitoring (Jenkins et al, 2015).  

 

One new species specific guideline is relevant, the “Black Harriers and wind energy: guidelines for impact 

assessment, monitoring and mitigation” (Simmons et al, 2020). The main potential retrospective 

applicability of these guidelines would be if a Black Harrier nest site was present on or near the proposed 

site, which there is not. Black Harrier was recorded a few times during pre-construction bird monitoring, 

single birds in autumn and spring (Smallie, 2015).  However no indication of any breeding behaviour was 

recorded on or near site.  

 

Lessons learnt at operational wind farms in South Africa 

At the time of the original avifaunal assessment published literature on the impacts of operational South 

African wind farms on birds was not available. Such literature is now available. Ralston-Paton, Smallie, 

Pearson and Ramalho (2017) reviewed the results from one year of post-construction (operational-phase) 

monitoring of birds at seven wind farms constructed under the first phase of the REIPPPP. A summary of 

the reviews’ findings (those relevant to the Grahamstown Plan8 site) is as follows: 

 

Displacement, disturbance, avoidance of sites by birds 

No conclusive evidence of displacement of bird species once turbines were constructed was found. 

A similar finding was made for disturbance and avoidance. Although some species observed during 

pre-construction were not observed during the operational phase, and vice versa, there was little 

conclusive evidence for displacement of priority species from any sites. This is however a relatively 

simplistic and short term conclusion and may change with more in depth and longer term analysis.  

 

Turbine collision fatalities  

In the first year of operation, 271 bird fatalities were recorded at the seven wind farms (285 

turbines) that were regularly surveyed in accordance with the BirdLife South Africa/EWT Best 

Practice Guidelines. This represents an average of 0.95 birds per turbine per year (range 0.2 – 2 



 

 

birds per turbine per year. When adjusted for searcher efficiency and carcass persistence the 

estimated fatality rates ranged from 2.1 to 8.6 birds per turbine per year, with a mean of 4.1.  

 

Bird species were divided into broad groups and the number affected by collisions in each group is 

summarised in Figure 1 (extracted from Ralston-Paton et al, 2017). Raptors and passerines are two 

groups most affected, echoing patterns observed elsewhere in the world (Rydell et al., 2012).  

 

 

Figure 2. Summary of turbine collision fatalities by family (from Ralston-Paton et al, 2017). 
 

Threatened species affected by collisions with wind turbines included Cape Cormorant 

(Phalacrocorax capensis, regionally Endangered), Blue Crane (Anthropoides paradiseus, Near 

Threatened), Martial Eagle (Polemaetus bellicosus, Endangered), Verreaux’s Eagle (Aquila 

verreauxii, Vulnerable), Lanner Falcon (Falco biarmicus, Vulnerable), Striped Flufftail (Sarothrura 

affinis, Vulnerable) and Black Harrier (Circus maurus, Endangered) (Taylor et al. 2015). Although not 

currently threatened, the high number of Jackal Buzzard (Buteo rufofuscus) fatalities is also of note. 

This species is near endemic to South Africa. 

 

Of these species, Martial Eagle, Lanner Falcon, Black Harrier and Jackal Buzzard were recorded on 

the Grahamstown Plan8 site and this new information on their real susceptibility to collision with 



 

 

operational turbines is useful for informing our assessment of the significance of the risk to these 

species.  

 

New projects proposed within 30km radius of site 

At the time of the original assessment no other wind farm applications were known within a 30km radius of 

the proposed site. Now we are aware of one other application near Grahamstown, the Albany Wind Farm 

(which has not yet been authorised), and one operational wind farm, the Waainek Wind Farm (8 turbines). 

This means that the cumulative impact of wind farms on avifauna in the area is slightly higher than when 

assessed previously. We judge the cumulative impact to be of MEDIUM significance pre-mitigation. If each 

of these wind farms implements their required mitigation measures the cumulative impact on birds can be 

reduced to LOW significance.    

 
 

Impact Significance Findings 

Habitat destruction  

Original finding: Habitat destruction during construction will be of LOW significance, both pre and post 

mitigation. The proposed amendment results in a decrease in ‘Development Footprint’ from 16.35ha to 

10.3 ha, a nett decrease of 6.25ha. This decrease in footprint will decrease the amount of habitat 

destruction. However, the significance rating was already at LOW, and we do not believe this should be 

reduced further. The rating therefore remains at LOW.     

 

Disturbance of birds during construction 

Original finding: Disturbance of birds during construction will be of LOW significance both pre and post 

mitigation. In general the proposed amendment will result in less disturbance as less roads and turbines will 

be constructed. However as above we not believe this warrants a reduction in significance from LOW.  The 

rating therefore remains at LOW.     

 

Disturbance & displacement during operations 

Original finding: Disturbance & displacement of birds during operations will be of LOW significance pre and 

post mitigation. In general the proposed amendment will result in less disturbance as less infrastructure will 

be operating. However as above we not believe this warrants a reduction in significance from LOW.  The 

rating therefore remains at LOW.     

 

Collision & electrocution of birds on overhead power line 

Original finding: Collision and electrocution of birds with and on the grid connection power line will be of 

MODERATE significance, but can be mitigated to LOW significance.  This is unchanged as the amount of 

overhead power line is unchanged. The rating therefore remains at MODERATE significance.  

 

Collision of birds with turbine blades 



 

 

Original finding: Collision of birds with turbine blades during operations will be of MODERATE significance, 

and remains of MODERATE significance post mitigation. The proposed amendment does not change this 

rating. The rating remains at MODERATE significance. This finding is explained more below: 

 

Two aspects of the proposed change are relevant: a. the change in rotor height above ground as a result of 

the change to turbine dimensions; and b. the change in overall collision risk area presented by the facility. 

 

Change in height above ground of rotor 

Smallie (2015) recorded 15 bird species flying on the site during the four seasons of pre-

construction bird monitoring. These are presented in Table 1 below. For each species the mean 

recorded flight height and % of recorded flight time spent at rotor height is presented along with a 

comment on the implications of the amendment.  

 

 

 

  



 

 

Table 1. Priority bird species recorded flying on site during pre-construction bird monitoring 
(Smallie 2015).  

Species Smallie, 2015 
Implications of proposed amendment 
(change in height of rotor zone only) 

Rotor 33m to 143m above ground 50 – 200m above ground 

Jackal Buzzard 
Mean flight height of 63.36m, 

96.5% of flight time at rotor height 
Mean flight height still within rotor height. No 

change. 

Rock Kestrel 
Mean flight height of 33.47m, 

89.4% of flight time at rotor height 

Mean flight height was previously within 
rotor but now below. Slight decrease in 

collision risk with amendment. 

Booted Eagle 
Mean flight height of 63.17m, 

89.5% of flight time at rotor height 
Mean flight height still within rotor height. No 

change. 

Martial Eagle 
Mean flight height of 120m, 18.7% 

of flight time at rotor height 
Mean flight height still within rotor height. No 

change. 

Peregrine Falcon 
 

Mean flight height of 50.5m, 95.2% 
of flight time at rotor height 

Mean flight height is now only on the edge of 
rotor zone, so slight decrease in collision risk. 

African Fish-Eagle 
Mean flight height of 147.14m, 

54.9% of flight time at rotor height 
Mean flight height still within rotor height. No 

change. 

Lanner Falcon 
Mean flight height of 80.71m, 

83.5% of flight time at rotor height 
Mean flight height still within rotor height. No 

change. 

Black Harrier 
Mean flight height of 19.67m, 

21.9% of flight time at rotor height 
Mean flight height still below rotor height. No 

change. 

African Crowned 
Eagle 

Mean flight height of 160m, 22.4% 
of flight time at rotor height 

Mean flight height now within rotor zone so 
slight increase in collision risk. 

Amur Falcon 
Mean flight height of 16.25m, 100% 

of flight time at rotor height 
Mean flight height still below rotor height. No 

change. 

African Harrier-
Hawk 

Mean flight height of 116.67m, 0% 
of flight time at rotor height 

Mean flight height still within rotor height. No 
change. 

Black-shouldered 
Kite 

Mean flight height of 36.67m, 0% of 
flight time at rotor height 

Mean flight height is now below rotor zone, 
so slight decrease in collision risk. 

Steppe Buzzard 
Mean flight height of 50m, 50% of 

flight time at rotor height 
Mean flight height is now only on the edge of 
rotor zone, so slight decrease in collision risk. 

Yellow-billed Kite 
Mean flight height of 56.67m, 0% of 

flight time at rotor height 
Mean flight height still within rotor height. No 

change. 

African Marsh-
Harrier 

Mean flight height of 10m, 100% of 
flight time at rotor height 

Mean flight height still below rotor height. No 
change. 

 

Of the fifteen priority species, no change in collision risk is expected for ten species, a slight 

increase in risk for one species (African Crowned Eagle) and a slight decrease in risk for four species 

(Rock Kestrel, Peregrine Falcon, Black-shouldered Kite, & Steppe Buzzard). We conclude that the 

change in turbine blade height above ground does not materially change the collision risk posed to 

birds, and hence would not affect our original findings (Smallie, 2011). It is positive that the lower 

blade tip will be higher above ground than previously (since most bird flight including that of small 

passerines not recorded by vantage point monitoring takes place relatively low over the ground), 

but this not sufficient for a rating change.  

 

Change in overall facility collision risk window  

The turbine envelope authorised originally had a 117m maximum rotor diameter and presented a 

collision risk window of 10 751.32m² per turbine. The full facility collision risk window was 

therefore 236 529.04m² (22 x 10 751.32m²). The proposed change to a maximum of 163m rotor 

diameter will increase the collision risk window presented by each turbine to 20 867.24. The full 



 

 

facility collision risk window would be 292 141.36m² (20 867.24m² x 14). This represents an 

increase in facility collision risk window of 23.5%. In our opinion, this increase in collision risk area 

will not be sufficient to warrant a change from MODERATE to HIGH significance.   

 

 

Sensitivity mapping 

The new layout is presented below with the avifaunal sensitivity mapping, in order to ensure that all 

sensitive areas are still respected and avoided where necessary. The new layout does not intrude into 

avifaunal sensitive areas.  

 

The new layout is actually slightly better for avifauna as it provides more clearance from the small gorges 

identified previously.  

 

 

 

Figure 3. New proposed layout overlaid on avifaunal sensitivity map. 
 
 

 

 

 



 

 

Conclusions 

We conclude that the proposed amendment does not substantially alter the risk to avifauna. Any slight 

change is towards less significant impacts on birds, which is positive. Fewer turbines, the raising of the rotor 

zone higher above ground level, and the greater clearance from gorges all have a beneficial effect for 

avifauna, but not sufficient to reduce the significance rating. This slight change does not change the 

significance of the impacts as previously assessed.  

 

All original impact significance findings remain unchanged.  

 

Please don’t hesitate to contact us if you require further clarity in this regard.  

 

Kind regards  

 

 

 

Jon Smallie 
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