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Dr Nancy Harrison and Mick Whitehouse are local naturalists based in Laurieston, passionate about birds and their conservation. Nancy is a retired university lecturer and conservation biologist with research experience studying the impacts of habitat fragmentation and urbanisation on bird populations.
Threats to Birds
No doubt the overhead power cables and pylons represent a threat to wildlife, notably birds.  Historically there have been tragic consequences of electrocution and collision, with eagles highly vulnerable; changes in technology and design mean that electrocution is less a threat than in the past, but collision remains a problem. In studies of bird mortality along power lines in Belgium, the numbers of birds killed are typically about 157/year/km (Derouaux et al. 2012). In the Netherlands the average mortality across habitats is 163-217/year/km (Erickson et al. 2005). Birds active at night are proportionately more vulnerable, as are large less manoeuvrable species, or species which have aerial displays. Many of the birds of prey in the Laurieston Forest have aerial displays. In spring it is easy to see the stunning display flights of goshawks and red kites. Also birds migrating at night are more frequently killed as the result of collision with overhead lines (Derouaux et al. 2012). The presence of carcasses along the corridor also attracts scavenging species – and red kites have been numerous among the casualties because their search for carrion makes them in turn vulnerable to overhead lines (Ferrer 2012).  

There exist various approaches to mitigation against bird strikes, for example disks attached to overhead wires near water are shown to be an effective way to reduce strikes by wildfowl.  However there are no similar demonstrated approaches to reducing mortality around power cables in forest, another habitat with demonstrated problems with collision. The issue with collision in forests is in part that birds are attracted to the open habitat created, e.g. raptors foraging in the clearings along corridors and perching on pylons. Often environmental consultation seeks to minimise conflict with wildlife by examining former nesting sites and flight pathways, and using this to select sites for pylons. This becomes nonsense if the birds seek out the corridors with pylons.

Most of the Scottish population of nightjars occur in this area with unknown risk of collision. We know that they feed mostly under 20 metres, and that would put them in danger of collision with the lowest wires. We know that they are in a vulnerable group in that they are active at night. The habitat that would be created along corridors is likely to be attractive breeding habitat for nightjars. The problem with species of conservation concern in low populations is that even the loss of a few individuals represents a serious threat to the conservation status of the species. In the case of nightjars, the habitat of the corridor is likely to be both good nesting and feeding habitat, which would appear a good thing if there were not associated risks – whether collision with overhead wires or high densities of predators/scavengers such as foxes and raptors. These are contingencies not considered in the environmental assessment.  
The approach taken in assessing the environmental impact is further flawed in the dependence on short-term assessment of wildlife populations. Birds are our most visible and easily surveyed animals. However, a number of the species are particularly elusive and are likely to be missed with rapid surveying methods. The result is a poor understanding of the potential impacts on highly uncommon species of conservation concern. 
Birds of particular conservation concern

In the fourth review of the status of birds in the UK a long list of species is found that we know from the area of the KTR project (Birds of Conservation Concern; Eaton et al. 2015).  The following woodland and moorland birds were Red-listed – that is, they are a conservation priority and need urgent action: black grouse, woodcock, cuckoo, willow tit, wood warbler, grasshopper warbler, song thrush, mistle thrush, spotted flycatcher, pied flycatcher, whinchat, grey wagtail, tree pipit, linnet, lesser redpoll.  
The second conservation category is the Amber list, also of concern, and includes: red grouse, honey buzzard, osprey, stock dove, tawny owl, nightjar, kestrel, house martin, willow warbler, dipper, meadow pipit, bullfinch, reed bunting.
There are more birds of woodland on the Red List than of any other habitat with the woodcock and pied flycatcher amongst the latest additions. All of the species listed above are at risk in Galloway but several deserve highlighting further.
All of these important species occur in the area of the KTR project, and birdwatchers come to this area to see them. In a guide to birdwatching in the area, the route from Laurieston to Gatehouse is recommended for red kite (of course), wood warbler, grasshopper warbler, merlin, hen harrier, goshawk, raven, golden eagle, whinchat, grey wagtail, cuckoo, woodcock, spotted flycatcher, pied flycatcher, black grouse (Miles 2010). The area is important habitat for declining birdlife, and the birdlife is an important part of the region’s important tourist industry.  
Laurieston Forest

The decision to put a corridor of pylons through the Laurieston Forest appears to be based on an assessment of the quality of the landscape – the working Sitka spruce forest is of relatively low landscape value and represents a reasonable sacrifice. This fails to understand the importance of the wildlife habitat of the region and the context of the working forest. Dumfries and Galloway Forestry and Woodland Strategy is taking a landscape-scale approach to improving the quality of the forest, enhancing biodiversity through the increase of native woodland cover (https://scotland.forestry.gov.uk/managing/plans-and-strategies/land-management). Retreat Wood is of particular value as wildlife habitat – a recognised ancient forest, and ‘hotspot’ for nature.  The old forest along the Kennick Burn and Retreat Wood is visited by a large diversity of birds including wood warbler, spotted flycatcher, willow tit. The birds are a visible indicator of patterns that are likely to be relevant to other wildlife as well.

A serious concern with the KTR project is the failure to identify the importance of the remnant woodland habitat, and the importance of habitat improvement for securing populations of birds that are struggling. The latest Rare Breeding Birds report (Holling et al. 2016) has an estimated total of 42 pairs and confirmed breeding of just 17 pairs of willow tits in all of Scotland. The largest population in the area of concern is on the west side of Loch Ken but they also breed or have been recorded near Laurieston and near Loch Stroan. For wood warblers, pied flycatchers, spotted flycatchers and redstarts, again major local breeding populations are to be found on the west side of Loch Ken. However they all also breed in Laurieston Forest and almost certainly in the Slogarie area. Most of the other songbirds listed as conservation priorities breed in Laurieson Forest and the moorland to the west. They almost certainly breed in the Slogarie area too and the River Dee valley directly west of there. All of these areas are connected by corridors of good deciduous tree habitat that provide a network for dispersal and colonisation. Further, with the onset of more broadleaf planting by Forestry Commission Scotland, they will connect with other regions within the next few years.
We should be looking to the future, because it will not be hard to fill in the gaps between the extremely good pockets of woodland in this area. What we should not do is devalue the landscape with the addition of pylons and overhead power lines. The possibility of a National Park has been explored, and the natural landscape and community would all benefit. The proposal for overhead power lines through this area of outstanding beauty fails to share our vision for the future of the area.
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