
Why are you here: 

I am here today to clarify some of the misinformation which exists surrounding wind farms and their 

impact on wildlife.   

I have worked on the issue of wind farms and wild life since 2005 and have conducted or supervised 

around 8000 mortality surveys at 8 separate wind facilities, including at some of Australia’s largest 

wind farms and some of Australia’s most intensive monitoring programs.  I have travelled to the 

USA, Europe and New Zealand to liaise with the world’s leading experts on wind farms and wildlife 

impacts.  I am a co-founder of the Australian Wind and Wildlife Working group, co-editor and author 

for the book Wind and Wildlife and was organising chair of the 2012 Australasian Wind Energy and 

Wildlife Impacts Conference held here in Melbourne. 

Opening Statement: 

The controversy surrounding wind farms and their impacts on bird and bat populations is unfounded 

and more often than not taken out of context.  Average impact figures of birds and bats at wind 

farms in Australia are similar, and on average, lower than those elsewhere in the world.  One may 

argue that any impact is not acceptable, and certainly as a vegetarian, and lover of animals, I am 

upset by all unnecessary deaths that impact our native wildlife, but these needs to be taken in 

context.   Wind turbines are not unique in their impact to birds.  Power lines, roads, buildings, 

aeroplanes, cats, foxes, radio towers, pesticides, land use change, climate change and many other 

things are all negative pressures facing bird survival and if we want to understand the impact our 

society has on birds then we need to understand each of these components and how they interact 

together to threaten species survival.  Wind farm operators are doing their bit to understand their 

impact, but without a holistic approach by all industries the actual impact to the population is 

difficult to estimate. 

A study in the USA estimates that windfarms are responsible for less than 1% of all human induced 

bird deaths.  I have provided to you the 2005 report by Erikson, Johnson and Young for the USDA 

Forest Services into the anthropogenic causes of bird mortality in the USA.  Anthropogenic refers to 

all human induced causes including cars, introduced predators, buildings, power lines etc.  They 

noted that data for causes other than wind farms was difficult to find as only a limited number of 

studies had been done.  They did find some data for the impact of roads on bird numbers which they 

estimated accounted for around 80 million bird deaths per annum in the USA.  If we take the figures 

from these US studies and use the most conservative figure as a bench mark for estimation and 

correct for human population differences, in Australia we could estimate that over 1 million birds 

are killed on Australian roads each year.   

Similarly, they found only a few studies in the USA and Europe which have looked at bird deaths as a 

result of power lines and have found figures ranging from 58 to 489 birds per year per kilometre of 

transmission line.  According the Australian Energy Regulator, Australia has in excess of 750,000km 

of transmission lines.  Using the most conservative figure this extrapolates out to over 43 million bird 

deaths per year.  These figures are too large to comprehend and even if we are out by a factor of 10, 

this is still 4.3 million birds, by a factor of 100 this is still 430,000 birds and far in access of an 

estimated 2000-8000 birds annually across all wind farms in Australia.   What should be noted, 

however, is the attempt of the wind industry to quantify these impacts, investigate ways to minimise 

these impacts, and if necessary offset any impact they may have.  Perhaps the argument should be 

that all forms of energy production or indeed all land use changes, undertake a similar effort to 



determine direct and indirect impacts of their operations on birds, bats and perhaps all native 

species.   

If we look at the example of the Brolga, population decline has been primarily due to loss of habitat 

coupled with predation of chicks by foxes.  Collisions with power lines is an unknown factor but a 

real threat to large birds.  Wind farms will add another pressure to the declining Brolga populations 

however by contrast this is relatively minor in view of those factors which have led to species 

decline.  I support the submission by the Brolga recovery group in that legislated offsets or 

mitigation for perceived Brolga impacts should run throughout the life of the wind farm and not be 

triggered by an impact event.  Creating brolga recovery funds for wetland restoration on private 

property would have far greater benefits to the survival of this species then would simply stopping 

the development of wind farms.  Wind farm development provides opportunities for Brolga recovery 

by way of the increased observation of birds and perhaps through a well targeted wetland recovery 

program.  In fact, I floated this idea with a number of consultants and wind farm operators in my 

capacity as a Landcare support person last year and was met with a positive response.   

Arguments about Brolga displacement from wind farms is not supported by the evidence that has 

been collected.  At Macarthur Wind Farm, Brolgas have been recorded breeding within 200m of a 

turbine and grazing within 100m of a turbine.  At Mortons Lane Wind Farm a solitary Brolga is a 

regular visitor to the paddock adjacent the substation and within 200m of a turbine and a natural 

flocking site is undisturbed less than 3km away.  Caution must be used when modelling the 

behaviour of the Brolga with an overseas species.  Even within Australia, behaviour and habits of the 

Brolga vary significantly between the threatened species in Victoria and the population in northern 

Australia.  What would be beneficial is further research collating and interpreting the current data 

which is being collected and more peer reviewed publications presenting robust studies about the 

interaction of Brolgas and windfarms.    

As I stated in my submission, I am proud that the industry I work in undertakes extensive 

environmental monitoring to predict, monitor and mitigate their impact on our environment and 

fauna.  In fact, in the United States, where this issue has been around since the early 1980s, the 

American Wind and Wildlife Institute has formed partnerships with such organisations as the 

Wilderness Society, the Nature Conservancy, Defenders of Wildlife and the National Wildlife 

Federation who all support wind energy and the efforts of the sector to quantify, understand and 

reduce their impacts to birds and bats.  In the conference held here in Melbourne, Dr Jenny Lau, 

conservation manager at Bird Life Australia, was a member of the scientific review team which 

oversaw the submission of all abstracts for presentation and worked to peer review and co-edit the 

book Wind and Wildlife.  This industry, despite the perceived impact, is driving further our 

understanding of birds and bats in the landscape than any other industry.   

 

In closing, I would like to reiterate, that whilst monitoring of bird and bat impacts at wind farms is 

occurring all around the globe, this is not preventing further development, in fact, it is used as an 

opportunity to further research and understanding of key susceptible species and better decision 

making about where they are placed in the landscape.  Further research on threatened species, 

raptors and bats is warranted and legislation and planning approvals offer opportunities to drive this 

research into the future.  The government must take a stronger leadership role to support initiatives 

like the Australasian Wind and Wildlife Working Group and to promote scientific understanding of 

those species considered to be at risk.  



 In finalising, I would like to table a report by the US Geological Survey which was released just last 

month titled Prelimininary Methodology to Assess the National and Regional Impact of U.S. Wind 

Energy Development on Birds and Bats.  This report demonstrates the effort and science that is being 

used and developed to better our understanding of the interaction of birds and bats with wind 

turbines.  A report such as this from all industries in Australia, not just the wind energy sector, would 

be welcome. 

 

Thank you. 


